《Whedon’s Commentary on the Bible – 1 John》(Daniel Whedon)
Commentator

Daniel Whedon was born in 1808 in Onondaga, N.Y. Dr. Whedon was well qualified as a commentator. He was professor of Ancient Languages in Wesleyan University, studied law and had some years of pastoral experience. He was editor of the Methodist Quarterly Review for more than twenty years. Besides many articles for religious papers he was also the author of the well-known and important work, Freedom of the Will. Dr. Whedon was noted for his incisive, vigorous style, both as preacher and writer. He died at Atlantic Highlands, N.J., June 8, 1885.

Whedon was a pivotal figure in the struggle between Calvinism and Arminianism in the nineteenth-centry America. As a result of his efforts, some historians have concluded that he was responsible for a new doctrine of man that was more dependent upon philosophical principles than scripture.

01 Chapter 1 

Verse 1 

EXORDIUM.—

The writer’s authority as an original personal witness, 1 John 1:1-4.

1. That—A highly inverted sentence embracing the three verses. The commencing verb is in the third verse, declare we. Of this verb the which, thrice expressed and once implied in the first verse, are the objectives; and the true order is this: We declare unto you that (real, bodily personality) of the Word of life which was from the beginning, which… heard, which… seen, which… looked upon, and which our hands have handled. The reason why St. John uses the neuter that which, (which might as well have been the English compound relative what,) instead of the masculine him whom, is because the heretics questioned not that he, Christ, really appeared, but questioned his nature. He was, they said, a docetic, incorporeal phantom; or the Jesus was a mere man upon whom the superhuman Christ descended and rested. 

From the beginning—This phrase, in application to his readers, St. John uses in 1 John 2:7; 1 John 2:13; 1 John 2:24; 1 John 3:11 of the beginning of the preaching of the gospel; but in 1 John 3:8 of an ante-mundane beginning of Satan. And so here we have the same ante-mundane beginning as in the first verse of St. John’s Gospel, where see notes. The same is the ante-mundane existence of the “Son” in Hebrews 1:3, where see notes. We—John and the other apostles. St. John’s we (1 John 1:3) includes himself personally, and all the apostles representatively, whose office it was to be witnesses of what Jesus said, and did, and was. Note on Luke 1:2. We, apostles, are original authorities; whereas the heretics are strangers, basing their speculations on third or fourth hand testimonies, supplemented by their own fancies. And as we saw his miracles, heard his own account of himself, and handled his very physical body, so our account is original and ultimate, the first and last word. 

Have—The Greek uses the perfect tense of the first two verbs, have heard and have seen; but the aorist, without the have, of looked upon and handled. This is a significant change of tense, lost in our English translation. It indicates that the apostles are persons who have seen and have heard, and that remains in its effect the permanent fact. But they also specifically and at the moment looked upon, that is, contemplated and deeply studied, the inner nature, and also felt, so as to deeply cognize the bodily substance of the Lord. This specialty is increased from the fact that the first was done with our bodily eyes, and in no dream, and the last with our hands, the surest instruments of touch. Though he was from the beginning, and was truly the Word of life, he submitted himself to our most bodily perceptions that we might most surely declare his determinate personality. Of—This preposition does not here represent, as usually, the Greek genitive, but the preposition περι, in the sense of pertaining or belonging to; as in Luke 22:37 : Philippians 1:27; Colossians 4:8. 

The Word of life—That Word whose property was life so essentially that he truly called himself “the Life.” “In him was life; and the life was the light of men.” John 1:4, where see notes. These first three verses are an essential reference to John’s Gospel, especially its first four verses. They evince that both Epistle and Gospel were by the same author; and John truly bases the doctrines of this Epistle upon the facts and declarations of the Gospel.



Verse 2 

2. For—St. John interrupts himself with this parenthesis to guard us against supposing, for a moment, that his material phrases overlook the true eternal spiritual nature of Christ. He holds that the apostles handled that eternal Word, existing even from the beginning, when they touched his bodily person. Word of life, I say, for that essential life which he originally was became corporeally realized in him to whom we bear witness. 

That eternal life—A life which has neither beginning of existence nor end. And this light was so manifested that we saw it and touched it as a human person. 

With the Father—Just as in John 1:1, the “Word” was “with God.”



Verse 3 

3. That which… seen… heard declare we—St. John resumes the connexion interrupted by the parenthesis by bringing down and repeating that which of 1 John 1:1, to make them the objective of declare. It should be noted how earnestly and persistently he repeats the evidence of his senses in perfectly knowing Jesus. This is because he makes that absolute ocular and tactual ascertainment of Jesus the foundation of his authority for the announcements of doctrine in this epistle. Standing on this foundation as an original bodily witness, he will not argue, prove, and refute by a series of logical inferences; but he will declare—will dogmatically pronounce— what the truth in Jesus is. He pronounces because he knows. 

Unto you— Primarily, the public mind of Ephesus; inferentially, the whole Christian world, and the whole world that should be Christian. 

Fellowship—That is, communion, common participation. It is a life that we declare, and the purpose of our declaring is, that the universal you may be common sharers in that life. 

Our fellowship is with the Father, and… Christ—The receiver of the witness shares not barely the truth, but the mystical participation of a common life with God and Jesus. The nature of that communion, and how it is allowed and retained, and how the opposite sin and error are to be avoided, are the sum total of this epistle.



Verse 4 

4. Joy… full—And the object of so certifying his readers of this glorious truth is their joy. If all doubt is removed, and they know on his authority from Christ himself that this fellowship with God is a reality, a joy full and inspiring will fill their hearts and strengthen their souls for all goodness.



Verse 5 

5. This… message—Message is the noun of which declare, or announce, in 1 John 1:3, is the verb, and includes the entire doctrine of the epistle. Heard… and declare from Christ unto you. 

God is light—As perfect universal truth and purity; yet not universal so but that there is an opposite darkness. Yet the darkness is not in him, but is the perfect reverse of him. Truth and falsehood, love and malignity, light and darkness, are the intensest possible opposites. They may mix, but cannot be identified.



Verses 5-10 

A preliminary summary of the entire epistle, 1 John 1:5-10.

Our apostle now summarizes the substance of his message or epistle, by unfolding the true Christian doctrine of purity from sin in opposition to the errorists’ theory of purity in sin. God is absolute purity, and the only method of coming into oneness with his purity is, by absolute confession of sins, repentance, the atonement, the pardon, and the sanctification. Every other method is a fatal falsehood.



Verse 6 

6. If we say—The errorists who say this are never, in this epistle, far out of John’s sight. Thrice in this brief summary does he allude to them with an if we say. 

Fellowship with him… walk in darkness—The vital heresy of the errorists; claiming that divine communion is perfectly compatible with wicked conduct; professing that they “know God,” and are thereby relieved from all obligation to do right. 

We lie—It is a guilty error, not a mere mistake. We say it in order to claim holiness, and yet indulge in sin. 

Do not—Practise not. 

The truth—The moral truth of the divine commandments reproduced in the gospel.



Verse 7 

7. Walk in the light—A beautiful image of a true and holy life. It implies purity, truth, transparency; and all these are as light, identified in thought with the blessed nature and substance of God himself. 

Fellowship—I, we, and God have a common fellowship and threefold oneness in this one common light. We are all light unified. 

Blood… cleanseth—We must beware of the great error of making this wonderful image of being washed and cleansed in the blood of Jesus a literality. There is no vat of actual blood into which our bodies or souls are plunged. And there is no literal cleansing. This glowing imagery so reigns in parts of the New Testament, especially in John’s writings, as well as in our sermons and hymns, that many Christians pass their whole lives without once looking through the figure into the literal. They are thence liable to be deceived by arguments based on the figure which have no base in the literal. This figure simply means, first, that our sins are, upon our faith, forgiven us on account of the death of Christ; and, second, that the Holy Spirit being given in consequence of that death, does, in the completeness of that work, so strengthen and energize our moral and spiritual powers that we are able to reject temptation and avoid sin; and just in the measure and fulness of that power in exercise is the entireness of our sanctification. When that divinely-bestowed power is complete, the sanctification is entire. But it is to be noted, that while our pardon is immediate from Christ’s blood, our sanctification is mediate through the Spirit purchased by his blood. We are justified by Christ; we are sanctified by the Spirit. 

All sin—That is, from all guilt and practice of sin, not from all sinward liability or tendency, so but that apostasy is possible.



Verse 8 

8. If we say—As the Nicolaitans (or antinomian Gnostics) do. See notes on Revelation 2:15, and Introduction to this epistle. 

Have no sin— Whether we say by denying we have done wrong, or by affirming that no wrong we commit is sin. 

Deceive ourselves—We are not merely mistaken or deceived, but we are also our own deceivers. We are the deceived and deceivers in one. We have the misfortune to be mistaken, and the guilt of framing the deception by which we mistake. 

The truth—It is not said that there is not truth in us, for all men have some truth. But the divine truth of pure fellowship with God through Christ is not in us, the only truth by which we are saved. Huther and Alford maintain that this saying, we have no sin, refers even to the true Christian. But, 1. Surely of a Christian who is by forgiveness freed from all guilt of sin, and by sanctification cleansed from all unrighteousness, it may be truly said in an evangelical sense that he has no sin. God imputes to him no sin. And to say that such a non-imputation to the Christian of sin makes God a liar, is, to say the least, very severe language. 2. Very plainly, the apostle is showing how the sinner may come into fellowship with the divine light. He tells such sinner that it is not by denying his sins, but by confessing them, that he can become right. The deceive ourselves refers to the man, therefore, before justification. 3. But in truth, the four instances in this chapter of if we say, are quotations of the language of Nicolaitan antinomians, who maintained that however bad their conduct they were still sinless.



Verse 9 

9. If—In 1 John 1:7 St. John, beginning with the final result of unity with the divine light, ends with the instrument by which that unity is accomplished, namely, Christ. He now states the condition, once for all, by which that instrumentality becomes available, namely, reliant confession of our sins in view of the blood. That is, the flinging ourselves as confessed sinners upon Christ and his propitiation for pardon and purity. 

Confess our sins— Confess not only that we have done wrong, but that all our wrong-doings are sins. St. John, in specifying the faith-condition of salvation, emphasizes confession, because the uttered denial of sins, even though they committed misdeeds, was the fatal error of his opponents. That confession, however, includes a faith in view of the atonement and justification for which the confession is made. And this faith-confession, it must never be forgotten, underlies this whole epistle, as it does the whole gospel. He—God; who is the pardoner of sins, as Christ is the mediator of the pardon. 

Faithful—As having promised. No confessor need ever doubt the divine trueness. Or, we may say that pardon, justification, as the invariable sequent of true faith-confession, is the law of God’s spiritual kingdom, and to it he will be faithful. 

Just—But in what sense can God be called just in forgiving the confessor? Not, certainly, because justice requires that a transgressor should be forgiven because he is penitent. No human or divine law holds a guilty man to become innocent because he repents. Indeed, true repentance acknowledges the permanent justice of penalty. God is called just in forgiving in this passage because the atonement makes satisfaction, so that God can be “just, and the justifier of him which believeth in Jesus.” Romans 3:26. Alford is strenuous in maintaining that such an idea does not fairly lie in the present current of thought. But Huther well remarks, that “God punishes as just, but he also blesses as just, and, indeed, the aim of realizing his kingdom is, that he should assign victory to goodness over badness.” 

Forgive—Forgiveness holds the transgressor constructively as if he had never sinned, so far as penalty is concerned. 

Sins—Transgressions of God’s law in thought, word, or act, as well as those permanent states of mind voluntarily retained adverse to the law. These are pardoned in our justification. 

Cleanse us—Under the image that unrighteousness (that is, an inward preference for that which violates the law) is an impurity impregnating our being, the blood, through the Spirit, is said to cleanse the impurity away. By the Spirit, that is, the love of God is poured into the soul, and the love of the unlawful is neutralized by the power of that holy affection. Yet our free agency for sin, our sensitivities to temptation, our need of vigilant exertion of power over sin, our capabilities of apostasy, are never removed until we attain paradise.

The distinction between the forgive and the cleanse should be carefully retained. Forgiveness removes guilt and penalty for past sins; sanctification inspires to future sinlessness. One looks back, and the other looks forward. One says, “Thy sins be forgiven thee;” the other says, “Go, sin no more.”

A father may forgive a wicked son, and the son remain as wicked as before. But when our heavenly Father pardons us, he breathes into our hearts a spirit of obedience, which, if we obey, we never need incur his displeasure.



Verse 10 

10. This concluding verse is added, as parallel and completing to 1 John 1:8, in order to emphasize the fact that not only is the denial of sin as a state, but of sin as an actual commission and practice in the past, flagrantly false. 

Have not sinned—The applying this to the Christian (as Alford and Huther) is, as above on 1 John 1:8, clearly erroneous. If the supposition be that the Christian says, I have not sinned since my conversion, no sensible Christian ever said that, and the admonition is absurd. If it be, I have not sinned in a particular case, it may be true. Clearly, John is laying the foundation of conversion of sinners to Christ in deep confession of sin both of character and act. 

Make him a liar—For both the universal condemnation of men and their universal redemption through Christ, is based upon the assumption that all men, of full responsible age and powers, have sinned.

02 Chapter 2 
Verse 1 

I. THE TEST OF THE TRUE CHRISTIAN GNOSTIC, OR ONE “WHO KNOWETH GOD,” (1 John 2:3,) IS HIS CONDEMNATION OF, AND SEPARATION FROM, SINNING AND SIN THE GNOSTIC CLAIMANT TO A TRUE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD IN SIN IS A FALSE PRETENDER, 1 John 2:1-29.

1. For the Christian’s sin of infirmity Christ is a universal propitiation, 1 John 2:1-2.

1. My little children—This is John’s opening appellative for his entire audience on rising to speak; or, rather, commencing to write. Though a coelebs, (but see note on 2 John 1:13,) as tradition generally affirms, he is a paternal model. To the venerable age of our apostle his audience at Ephesus, although fathers, young men, and children (1 John 2:13) in comparison with each other, were all children, little children, grandchildren. Hence the tradition that his last preaching words in old age were, “Little children, love one another.” See our vol. ii, p. 225. 

These things—Bengel refers these things to what follows, Grotius to the preceding, while most commentators refer it to the last 1 John 2:8-10. But as we view 1 John 2:5-10 to be a summary of all the epistle following, we refer it to both the past and the following, both being the same. 

Sin not—The main aim of the epistle being to show the incompatibility of sinning as an actual practice, or sin as a permanent state, with the divine fellowship or communion. 
And—Rather, yet. 
If—So liable is even the Christian to transgression that provision must be made for its occurrence. 

Any man— Among you; and so, inferentially, among mankind. 

Sin—In spite of his general purpose and rule of life to live above sin. The difference between the sin of the Christian and that of the Gnostic is, that the former is struggled against, condemned, and repented of by the man, while the latter is freely indulged, and maintained as right and suitable to be practised in the future. 

An advocate—An attorney, or responsible speaker for us in court. The term implies that the man is now a culprit on trial before the Father for his sin, and Christ is his lawyer to plead for him. The image is borrowed from Roman law, no such officer as an advocate being known to the Old Testament. When brought under the Romans, the Jews and other conquered peoples were obliged to engage Roman lawyers to plead their cases. Such an advocate was Tertullus, in Acts 24:1, where see notes. The Greek word here for advocate is παρακλητος, paraclete, a word applied, in its original sense of consoler or “comforter,” to the Holy Spirit. 

The righteous—The sinless One, who, having no transgressions of his own, is able to plead with just influence before the court of the Most Holy, where we dare not ourselves appear.



Verse 2 

2. Ours only… whole world—The heart of our apostle is too expansive to limit the grace of the Redeemer to a select number. Christ is a race Redeemer, a world-Saviour. The interpretation that strives against language so rich to force a limit upon it, dishonours Christ and dishonours itself. Such is the perversity of Calvin’s words quoted disapprovingly by Alford: “Under all he does not comprehend reprobates; but designates those who are yet to believe and who are scattered through the various regions of the world.” Such a meaning of the word world has no instance in Scripture; for the Word is more apt to be used, especially by John, to signify the world of unbelievers. In fact, the very purpose of John here is, to deny and repudiate a limited atonement. Beautiful and true are the words of Bengel: “So wide as sin extends does the propitiation extend.”



Verse 3 

3. We know him—The Gnostics claimed to know God, and thereby to be free to all bodily sin. See note on 2 Thessalonians 2:7. But the criterion of a true Christian Gnostic is his keeping God’s commandments. The character of the other sort of Gnostic is sharply pronounced in next verse. This knowing him is deeper than a mere historical perception of him. It requires that we should know that we know him, by knowing that it makes us keep his commandments. It is a knowledge which descends from the head into the heart, and runs along the nerves and muscles, making us think, and feel, and act rightly. Bengel notices the climax in the three 1 John 2:4-6 expressed in know, in him, and abide in him. These three he designates beautifully as cognition, communion, and constancy. No other know him has any saving value—but the contrary. The more we know him without this test, the more our condemnation. In the verses previous to the first interlude (1 John 2:7) the sinlessness of the true Gnostic is designated as keeping commandments; in verses before the second interlude (1 John 2:12) under the images of love and light.



Verses 3-14 

2. Yet for the claimant of the divine purity the test is abstinence from all sinning, 1 John 2:3-14.

It might at first be supposed that a ready advocate and propitiation for the believer’s sins might furnish easy license for sin. And separating that fact from its proper conditions, one may abuse it for antinomianism. St. Paul met the same objection, that we may abound in sin that the grace of propitiation may abound, in the same way as John does here. Romans 6:1, where see notes. Our adherence to Christ is incompatible with a purpose to abound in sin.



Verse 4 

4. He that saith—Note on 1 John 1:6. John has the antagonist, as usual, in view. He affirms the positive truth, and negatives the counter untruth. 

I know him—And know that I am safe in transgression either through him or without him. 

A liar—A guilty falsifier of the very foundation of redemption, that he may indulge in breaking the divine commandments. 

The truth—Note on 1 John 1:8.



Verse 5 

5. But—Returning to the affirmative in earnest repetition, with emphasis on verily and know. 

Keepeth—By not only remembering, but obeying. 

Love of God perfected—By being brought into full force and action. 

Perfected—In the same degree that it is effective in making us keep his word. 

Hereby—Referring to keepeth his word. 

Know we—We do most completely know that we know… him, or (what is the same thing, and more) are in him. 

In him—In Christ, by communion, and thereby in God.



Verse 6 

6. Abideth—The summit of the grades, know him, in him, and abideth in him. This abiding is Christian perseverance—reverse of apostasy. 

He walked—The word he has thus far in the paragraph been the Greek αυτος; here it is εκεινος. From this change Alford infers that the first refers to God, (note on 1 John 2:3,) and this last to Christ. But both refer to Christ; the former as our divine advocate and propitiation before the Father in heaven, (1 John 2:1-2,) the latter to the man Jesus as he walked on earth for our example.



Verse 7 

7. First interlude. Twice in this chapter St. John interrupts the current of thought in order to express the personal purpose and feeling of his writing. Other writers would have done this at the introduction; but he has begun with the full propounding of his subject, and his personal references come in parenthetically by the way. This interlude meets the objection that his doctrine is a novelty. The commandment is not, as some think, simply the law of brotherly love, (though 1 John 2:10-11 show that to be included,) but the entire preceding injunction of 3-6, requiring our knowing and abiding in our great propitiation—that is, in the divine fellowship and perfect love summarized in 1 John 1:6-7. This was no new commandment; indeed, they had heard it from the beginning; that is, from the first announcement of Christ’s gospel to them. This newly delivered injunction is the same old word they had ever heard, even from the beginning of their Christian knowledge, 8. Again—That is, under another view of the subject, the commandment is new. It is, on opposite sides, at the same time both old and new. Even when first preached through Christ it was old, both as a natural and eternal divine obligation, and as a record in the Hebrew revelation; and it was new by the revelation of our example, propitiation, and advocate, Jesus Christ; and this newness is a true thing both in the Christ and in the believer—in him and in you. It is true in Christ as unfolding a new force in the law of love; it is true in you as being pledged by your interest in the propitiation (1 John 2:2) to perfect obedience to, and oneness with Christ. The darkness once shading that law of love is past by this revelation of Christ; and the true light now shineth by which the force of that law, or commandment, is made luminous. The old commandment is, therefore, a new one.



Verse 9 

9. The 1 John 2:9-11 are a resumption of the thread of thought from 1 John 2:6, after the parenthetic 7, 8. 

In the light—Namely, the true light of the last verse, Jesus the propitiator. It is under the imagery of light and darkness, now, (in 9-11,) that the antithesis between the Christian and the errorist is presented. The light is the emblem of truth and purity blended in one; the darkness is the unity of error and sin. 

Hateth his brother—His brother, in the various degrees in which that title can be applied to his fellow-man. Love of various degrees and kinds is due to the brother in each sense, as fellow-believer, as child of the same human parent, as child of the same all-Father. As John is expounding the fellowship of the believer with Christ and God, it is in the first sense that the word brother is here primarily used. 

In darkness—Destitute of the divine light and love. He is spiritually dark and cold. 

Until now—How much soever he may have professed to be in the light.

10, 11, restate strongly the antithesis between fraternal love and hatred, presenting it as the prominent test of our moral condition.



Verse 12 

12. I write—I am writing. While I write, my mind surveys your different ages of natural and Christian life blended in one. 

Sins are forgiven—The entire Church is addressed on the common basis of being justified Christians, 13. Fathers—Some of them, perhaps, remembered when Paul and Apollos first preached in Ephesus. 

Known… beginning—When Ephesus first received the Gospel. As if this were of itself enough, he repeats precisely the same words to the fathers in the second triad in the next verse. 

Young men—Thus the three ages must be held to cover the whole of life. The Greek word extends to forty years of life and over. But an old man, like our apostle, makes his youngers younger than they are, and these young men were doubtless young until they became old. The term would be rightly understood of middle-age. 

Because—To each age he gives its suited motto. In next triad the young men have a fuller certificate. They are strong, are firm and permanent, have overcome the devil. They may not be reposing in their laurels, like the fathers, but they are robust, and are in fact victors in their still enduring battle. 

Little children—Youths would seem to be too old a term to be equivalent to the Greek, unless we remember the above-named habit of the aged man. The word is plainly intended to cover all less than the young, or rather middle-aged, men. And both here and in 1 John 2:18 the knowledge imputed to them is too high for a mere child. 

Known the Father—Namely, the divine Father of all; who is truly known through Jesus Christ. They were the true Gnostics.



Verses 12-14 

12-14. Second interlude. See note, 1 John 2:7. Little children here, as in 1 John 2:1, means our apostle’s entire audience. And the use of the term seems to have suggested forthwith the purpose of addressing the three ages—fathers, middle-aged, and youths—and by way of emphasis he goes over the triad twice. The little children of 1 John 2:12 is a different word from the little children, or youths, of 1 John 2:13; 1 John 2:18.



Verse 14 

14. Have written—Rather, I wrote. A change of tense from the I write of the last verse. Yet the meaning is probably about the same. The epistolary aorist tense assumed the standpoint of the reading of the epistle, as if saying, while you read this, know that I wrote thus and so. Nevertheless this past tense may be more emphatic than the present. The third address of this triad little children occurs in 1 John 2:18, where suitable matter occurring reminds the apostle that they should be addressed.



Verse 15 

15. Love—Resumption of the topic of love from 1 John 2:11. To that verse John had impressively taught us to love our brother; he will now teach us what not to love. 

The world—There are aspects in which the world should be loved. 

1. With a love of affection which desires its well-being not only as a whole, but for the beings that inhabit it. Even “God so loved the world;” and so requires us to love; and this includes the love of our brother in 1 John 2:3-14. 

2. We are to love in due degree the enjoyments which God has provided for our rational natures. We may enjoy life as a scene of duties, mercies, and gracious gifts of God. Yet are we so to enjoy as to not love it in any superiority over, or competition with, that better world for which it is our preparatory. He who enjoys this world in accordance with a constant faith in a higher and holy world to come “makes the best of both worlds.” A two-fold happiness makes him both fearless and doubly cheerful. But there are three aspects in which the world is not to be loved.

1. As a material solid residence it is under divine reprobation, and is vanishing and doomed, and if we bury ourselves in its materialities we are liable to be doomed with it. 2. As a mass of unregenerate beings, to whom, however we may wish well, yet we know that it “lieth in wickedness,” and must not sympathize with its unregeneracy. 3. As a mass of depravities and errors, of immoralities and false doctrines, there is a world of thought and character for which we must have no moral approving love. These are unfolded in the triad of the next verse. In these aspects the love of the world is incompatible with the love of the Father. The errorist may believe that his lawless appetites for the world are at one with the Father; the Christian knows better. Of these three the first is most properly the world. 

Love of the Father—The word Father here, as in 1 John 2:1, designates God the Father in his relation to the Son, and so as head of the system of salvation. The love of the Father is, then, our love for God as the prime source of our salvation, the author of the blessed heaven, the Father of Christ. It is the love inspired by the Spirit in consequence of our faith in Christ.



Verses 15-17 

3. So that we must not love a godless and evanescent world, 1 John 2:15-17.

This self-purification revolves a withdrawal of our fellowship from the world in its impure conditions.



Verse 16 

16. All that is in the world—In this world, as beheld by faith in the light of the better world, the following three classes of things comprehend all. 

Lust—In the Greek the term is capable of designating a good desire; but it derives from the context a bad sense. Our desires are all good when fixed in the right degree on the right thing. When fixed upon wrong objects, or in excessive degree on right objects, our desires become lust. 

Lust of the flesh—That is, lust proceeding from our animal appetites, alimentary and sexual. Rightly regulated, these appetites are right; unregulated, they are lusts. 
Of the eyes—Inordinate desires for getting all our eyes can see; the lawless indulgence of the possessory desires; greed for wealth, prompting to overreaching, to breach of trust, to gambling, plunder, and robbery.

Pride of life—Tawdry love of display, selfish ambition for rank, power, and governmental conquest. To draw the line where the proper use of worldly things is divided from its abuse is a most important office of Christian ethics. 

Not of the Father—Who has made a better world for us, and makes it ours through his Son. 

Of the world—In contrast with his high and holy world, wherein dwelleth righteousness.



Verse 17 

17. Passeth away—It is transitory. It passeth away from the grasp of earth’s successive and dying generations. Its fashions and phases, its crises and epochs, are perpetually undergoing changes and revolutions. 

Lust thereof—Our pursuits and passions are as transitory as the world— neither is worthy so much excitement. Tranquil Christian life, fixing its eye on a heavenly future, ready for suffering or duty or enjoyments as this brief scene requires, and just as ready to leave at any moment, is safest and far the happiest. It is thus we can make the best of both worlds. 

Abideth forever—In this changing state of things every thing goes under save the man of God. The wicked go down to everlasting death; the objects of human lust perish and go into other forms; the earth will dissolve, the sun be extinguished, but he that doeth the will of God abideth forever. Most ample reason is here against love of the world.



Verse 18 

4. Nor must we accept the many antichrists whose coming marks the closing age, 1 John 2:18-19.

18. Little children—The third in the second triad of ages, commenced but unfinished in 1 John 2:14. It now occurs because our apostle is about to mention a last time through which the younger portion of his audience will have passed and beheld its results. 

The last time—Literally, a last hour. It is in the Greek without the definite article, like similar phrases in 1 Timothy 4:1, 2 Timothy 3:1, (where see notes,) which indicate a closing period, (namely, of the apostolic age,) rather than the close of earthly time. The absence of the article does not, apart from the context, fully prove that the reference is not to the second advent; for in 1 Peter 1:5 the second advent is unquestionably designated as a final period, and in Judges 1:18, it is called a last time. The second advent is of course a last hour, but a last hour is with no certainty the second advent. See note on 2 Peter 3:3. It is by the context that the phrase here is fixed to mean a last hour rather than the last hour. A last hour bears the same relation to the last hour that the many elemental antichrists bear to the antichrist. Just as these many antichrists were typical of our final antichrist, of whom the readers had heard, so this last hour was typical of that last day of which they had learned. To make St. John say the close of the world is attested by the presence of the antichrist because there are now many antichrists is to make him reason inconsequently. These typical antichrists can only be adduced to prove a typical last hour. Huther incorrectly makes the apostle intimate that the many antichrists preceded the antichrist as immediate forerunner; but there is no reference in any word of the apostle to time, but to the relative character. Just so St. Paul declares that “the mystery of iniquity doth already work;” that is, the moral elements of the “man of sin” were now seminally existing in secret. Important on the antichrist and his time are our notes on Acts 8:9; Acts 6:5; 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12; 1 Timothy 4:1-4. The error of Huther, Alford, and many others, in applying this last time to the second advent ought, we should suppose, to have been prevented by Paul’s express warning to the Thessalonians that such language did not imply Christ’s near approach; as well as St. Peter’s caution in 2 Peter 3:8. See our Supplementary Note at close of Matthew 25. At the approaching close of his life our apostle saw that the withdrawal of his fellow apostles from this scene of things was the close of a historical cycle, and the development of the errorists foretold by Saint Paul had already approached; so that the hour was typical of that last period before the rise of antichrist, who precedes the last advent. It was just equivalent to St. Paul’s predictive phrase, addressed to this same Ephesus, “after my departure,” where these very many antichrists are foretold. To this we may perhaps add Grotius’s solution, that the last hour indicated the destruction of Jerusalem and the Jewish state. For although the destruction of Jerusalem was no organic part of the framework of the kingdom of God, and probably had past at the time this was written, yet it did, as predicted by Christ, coincide with and characterize as one element the closing apostolic cycle. See quotation from Hegesippus in note on 1 Timothy 4:1. 

Ye have heard—St. Paul early “told” the Thessalonians. 2 Thessalonians 2:5. 

Antichrist—An epithet used by St. John alone, here and 22; 1 John 4:3; 2 John 1:7. The word is rightly interpreted by Huther as “not simply the enemy of Christ, but the opposition-Christ; that is, the enemy of Christ who, under the lying guise of Christ, endeavours to destroy the work of Christ.” The fundamental mark of this antichrist St. John twice declares to be the denial that Christ was “flesh,” 1 John 4:3, and 2 John 1:7. And this was based on that assumption of the inherent evil of matter, which forbade marriage among the Gnostics, and which appears at the present day in the celibacy of the pope and his immense army of priests throughout the world, and in the promulgation of the dogma of the immaculate conception of Mary. Huther is clear as to the identity of John’s antichrist with Saint Paul’s. “Rightly have almost all commentators understood that John understands under this enemy the same as Paul describes, 2 Thessalonians 2:3, etc. The points which appear in the picture of Paul, and those in the explanations of John, so coincide and answer to each other that there need be no doubt about it. According to both, the manifestation discloses itself in the Church by an exodus from it; for John says, (1 John 2:19,) the antichrists went out from us, and Paul (1 John 2:3) speaks of a revealed, and a falling away. Both describe him as a God-opposing evil nature. Paul figures him as the man of sin, the lawless: John as the spirit of antichrist, in antithesis to the spirit of God; and says of the antichrists who are animated by him that they are of the world. Both characterize him as a liar who strives to make the lie victorious over the truth. Both represent that he appears in the last time before the second advent of Christ. Then, also, if the name antichrist, ‘ αντιχριστος, is not strictly synonymous with the anti-lying, ο αντικειμονος, yet even this point in Paul’s picture is so significant as to show how striking John’s naming of the enemy is. And when Paul describes the man of sin as showing himself that he is God, he clearly implies that spurious incarnation of God which the very name of antichrist implies.” And we may add, as Huther does not, that as St. Paul (2 Thessalonians 2:2) expressly writes to show that he does not mean that either the man of sin or the day of Christ is really near at hand, so St. John does not mean by his last time and many antichrists that the second advent will be in his day. 

Many antichrists—last time—As the antichrist identifies THE last time, so the many antichrists identify A last time.



Verse 19 

19. St. John now proceeds to declare that these Nicolaitans, or Gnostics, were not so much apostates as original heretics, at heart discordant with the Church from the very first. So Simon Magus, an original juggler and false doctrinary, entered the Christian body without ever being a Christian; and though he went out formally from the Christian body, he did not apostatize from Christ, for he was never a Christian. 

They—The antichrists. 

Went out from us—They made open exodus from the Christian body. 

Not of us—Not of the true body of Christ in doctrine or heart. They were Maguses, who inserted themselves in the Church, yet holding Christ to be a phantasm. 

If they had been—If they had truly known and loved Christ. 

Have continued with us—The cause of their secession could not then have existed. Loving God and loving the brethren, they would have loved the communion of the Church, and rejoiced to remain in the Christian body. 

But—Their exodus was no loss to the Church, but a good providence. 

That—It was graciously designed. 

Manifest—Their exposure would relieve the Church of all responsibility for their false doctrines and unbecoming lives. 

They were not all of us— Truer rendering, that not all (among us) are (truly) of us. It becomes a clear case that there are some among us for whose principles and conduct the true gospel is irresponsible. Alford, following Dusterdieck, has an elaborate dissertation on the passage, as if it had some bearing on the question of the necessary final perseverance of all true believers. He writes as if the apostle assumed a universal law in the kingdom of God, that a man once converted always continues a saved man. But St. John’s word continued refers not to continuing a Christian, but to the remaining in the Church if you are a Christian. It does not say, or assume, that all Christians will forever stay Christians; but that it may be assumed, when we know nothing to the contrary, that these men would have remained in the Church if they had been, and as long as they were, Christians. Why not?



Verse 20 

5. The purifying unction will preserve you from uniting with the antichristic revolt, 1 John 2:20-29.

20. But—Rather, και, and. It connects with continued, and proceeds to show how his readers may continue in the catholic body; namely, by unction of the Spirit; by using their perfect knowledge of the true apostolic doctrine; and by a firm determination of the will to abide. 

Unction—A chrism or anointing oil. The anointing with oil in the dry climate of the east is a means of bodily health and comfort. Hence the anointing-oil became a symbol of divine benediction. In this view, not only in ancient Israel, but even in ancient Egypt, the anointing ceremony was used in inducting kings and priests into their sacred office. Compare Exodus 40:15; Numbers 3:3; Judges 9:8; Judges 9:15; 1 Samuel 9:16; 1 Samuel 10:1; 1 Kings 1:34; 1 Kings 1:39. “The Lord’s anointed” was, indeed, the king’s title. The word Christ signifies anointed, as chrism signifies the oil or the anointment. Note on Matthew 1:1. And here the unction, or chrism, is used in contrast to the antichrists, who left Christ and became antichrists, because they had no such sanctifying chrism. 
Know all things—All, the whole doctrine of Christ; missing which the antichrists revolted.



Verse 21 

21. Not written—His epistle does not presuppose any doubt of their knowledge, but is an expression of his confidence in their adherence. 

No lie—Like the denial of the reality of Christ’s person, and the claim to be pure while wallowing in sin. John had none of the modern delicacy that hesitates to call a lie a lie, any more than to call a murder a murder. Is of the system of apostolic truth. From his own knowledge (note 1 John 1:1) our apostle knew that to deny our Lord’s flesh and body was a historic fiction, to which Christian truth was absolutely opposite.



Verse 22 

22. A liar—Rather, the liar; or, as Wesley, more pointedly, that liar. 

Jesus is the Christ—The errorists, who believed matter the source of all evil, denied that the material bodily Jesus was the real Christ, and affirmed that the Christ descended upon him at baptism. Hence the trinity was doctrinally disorganized. The antichrist of that last time, therefore, really denied the Father and the Son.



Verse 23 

23. Hath not the Father—The medium of our divine approach to the Father, namely, the Son, is by them removed, and they, alas! have not the Father. All the blessings of the gracious system, pardon of sin, the chrism from the Holy One, and the assurance of salvation descending from the Father by the Son upon us, are forfeited.



Verse 24 

24. Let that—The sure apostolic tradition. Note on 1 John 1:1. The true historic doctrine of the real, genuine Jesus Christ you have heard from us, the apostles, who were his chosen witnesses. You have that truth enriched by the chrism of the Holy One. 

Let it… abide in you— Otherwise you will become antichrists, and abandon the apostolic body. 

Heard from the beginning—It came from Christ himself; whereas the Nicolaitan dogma came from Simon Magus or from Nicholas the deacon.

Note on Acts 6:5. If—Here is the dread alternative of perseverance or apostasy; which, your own free will must decide.



Verse 25 

25. Eternal life—The final and endless blessing coming down upon the faithful from the Father through the Son. Their attaining it depends upon the abide, 1 John 2:24.



Verse 26 

26. These… written—Reviewing from 1 John 2:20. 

Them that seduce you—The deniers of the bodily Jesus.



Verse 27 

27. But every thing depends upon our retaining this chrism, this true anointing. As long as we possess the holy chrism we will adhere to the holy Christ. It is the rich assurance of the testifying and sanctifying Spirit that insures against apostatizing to the fellowship of them that seduce you. It gives you a reality of assurance that ye need no teachers.

According as you firmly retain that ye shall (rather, will, the simple future) abide in him.



Verse 28 

28. Abide in him—Earnest and repeated exhortation to that determination of their own free will which God will not overrule to their perseverance, and without which they will apostatize. When he shall (will) appear— Literally, If he will appear. Expressing no doubt of his own, though doubted and contradicted by the errorists. 

At his coming—Whenever that unknown event shall take place.



Verse 29 

29. He—The Holy One of 1 John 2:20, God the Father. 

Born of him—Is, by the chrism of the Holy One, so conformed to his image as to become his son, the younger brother of Christ. This verse properly belongs to the next chapter.

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 1 

1. Behold—As if a new vision of the glory of our sonship, present and future, beamed on the apostle’s sight. 

Manner—Style or nature. Not only is that love wonderful in amount, but it is most extraordinary in quality, working a strangely glorious transformation in and of us. 

Of love—He beholds that sonship in the full glory of its source, the divine love. 

Called—In the dialect of God, of heaven, and, therefore, of truth. 

Sons— Literally, children. We were once generated as children of nature; we are regenerated as children of God. But this regeneration is as yet in commencement; is secret within us until its revelation in the resurrection, when the transformation will be complete and all-glorious. And our being divinely so-called is an acknowledgment of our sonship by the Father, who thereby adopts us as his and gives us the spirit of adoption, crying, Abba! Father! To this, the best reading, add, and we are. That is, not only are we so called, but we truly are the children of God. Therefore corresponds to because, indicating that the latter clause, knew him not, gives the reason for knoweth us not. 

Knoweth us not—The Christian looks like anybody else; no gleam of divine glory gives token of his divine nobility to the eye of the world. 

Knew him not—Even the Nicolaitan Gnostic, who so calls himself—that is, a knower, because he “knows God”—knew him not, and so recognises not us as his children.



Verse 2 

2. Now… yet—Contrast of the humble present with the transcendent future. 

Are—Emphatic; true, in spite of the occultness of our sonship and non-recognition by the world. Even what we shall be, does but very dimly appear. But at the resurrection, as Paul says, a “glory shall be revealed in us.” And then will be “the manifestation of the sons of God.” Romans 8:18-19. 

Like him… see him as he is—From the certainty that we shall see him as he is, we know that… we shall be like him; for it is only like natures that truly realize each other. The brute can realize man only just so far as he resembles man; and man can realize spirit only just so far as he is like spirit; and the human can see God only so far as it is like him. if, therefore, when the limitations of flesh are flung off, and our “spiritual body” of the resurrection shall be such as to be no limitation at all, we see him as he is, then it is certain that we shall be most perfectly like him.

Or, conversely, our seeing him as he is may cause us to become more and more like him. Gazing upon beautiful models the soul becomes beautified: our characters are formed by imitating improving examples. By realizing the divine beauty we become divinely perfected. If we see him as he is, we know that we shall be constantly made to become like him. See note on 2 Corinthians 3:18.

Regeneration, as a term, does not appear in Scripture, but it is expressed in all such phrases as born or begotten of God. It is that work of the Holy Spirit by which, immediately upon our repentance and faith, (which are preceded by the convicting and enabling influences of the Spirit,) the love of God and the Christian graces spring up in the soul. The first spark of divine love is the spark of spiritual life—the spark of an everlasting life; which, if preserved within the soul, will advance until it works out the resurrection glory.



Verse 3 

2. Purification from actual sin the test of our sonship, 1 John 3:3-10.

3. And—Even in our humble state the very hope inspires every man to purify himself, aspiring even now to a divine likeness. 

Purifieth himself— Outwardly, by abstaining from the external acts of sin; inwardly, by cultivating the grace of the sanctifying Spirit within us. He—God. If our faith holds to an impure God above us, we are indeed abandoned to impurity; but if the divine holiness is ever our standard of character, then we aspire to the high and holy.



Verse 4 

4. Whosoever—Our apostle turns now from the regenerate to the transgressor. And 1 John 3:7 fully shows that he is dealing with transgressors who denied the true nature of sin. 

Committeth—Practiseth, as a continuous present tense, and referring to the open act. To those who deny that misdeeds of the body are sin, he replies by unflinchingly subjecting their deeds to the law, with all its condemnatory power of penalty. 

The law—The law of eternal rectitude, which is the divine law, also, (1 John 3:11,) of love. The bodily deeds of a Nicolaitan can plead no exemption from that law or its sentence. 

Sin… transgression… law—A sin and a transgression of the law are one and the same thing, so that the act at variance with the law is sin, and liable to all the condemnation of sin, or violated divine law.



Verse 5 

5. Ye know—By the old apostolic teaching from Christ himself, that so far is our Christianity from admitting that transgression is consistent with regeneration, he was manifested for this very purpose, to take away our sins—our violations of law—whether in single act or permanent state. 

No sin—Either of act or character. He violated not God’s law, but was in perfect conformity to it.



Verse 6 

6. Abideth in him—Christ, who is viewed here as the embodiment of his own atonement and doctrine; and to abide in him is to live in the full embodiment therein of our own being. 

Seen him—By the divine spiritual vision; as in John 14:7; John 14:9; 3 John 1:11. 

Known him—Become experimentally acquainted with him. The English perfect tense seems to the reader to deny that if a man now sins he ever possessed religion. “If he has lost it, he never had it.” But, as Alford well shows, the Greek perfect much more strongly emphasizes the present time than the English, and even sometimes loses the reference to the past and expresses the present only. We may add that Ezekiel (Ezekiel 33:13,) declares of the apostate that “all his righteousnesses shall not be remembered.” To the divine recognition he never has been righteous, just as (Ezekiel 33:16) to the divine eye the convert to righteousness has never been a sinner. In truth, however, John has no reference to an apostate; he is only strongly emphasizing the blindness of the sinner to Christ.



Verse 7 

7. Let no man deceive you—An earnest warning against the Nicolaitan doctrinaries who taught that holiness is consistent with licentious deeds and open wicked life. 

Doeth—The continuous present. Not he that merely once doeth, but who permanently practiseth righteousness is righteous.

There is no righteousness in the man that doeth not righteousness. By their fruits shall ye know them.



Verse 8 

8. Committeth sin—The opposite of doeth righteousness in previous verse, and both are in the continuous present tense, referring not to single subordinate acts, but to predominant practice. 
Of the devil—The practiser of sin is not a justified Christian, but a sinner, and is of the devil. 

Sinneth—The continuous present again; the devil sinneth from the beginning, even to the ending. 

Destroy—Not matter as the essence of sin, but the actual works of the devil, performed in his own person and through his agents. This does not mean to abolish the penalty of sin, which is a work of divine justice.



Verse 9 

9. His (God’s) seed—The regenerate vital principle divinely implanted remaineth as a permanent though not irremovable element in him. This definition of the seed accords essentially with the various definitions given by most commentators. So Luther, “natura spiritualis,” spiritual birth-nature; De Wette, “the power of the divine life;” Braune, “the spirit of God.” Alford less happily refers it to “the divine word of truth.” While the fixed purpose of faith abides he cannot sin, or be a regular sinner, any more than ice can bear caloric, for the two things are incompatible. The falsely regenerate Nicolaitan can grossly and continuously sin, and retain his pseudo-regeneration; but the truly regenerate cannot practise sin, because he is genuinely born of God; and while so, sin-practice is for him an incompatibility, not a volitional impossibility. Those who press the terms of this text to prove the infallible perseverance of all regenerate persons must accept them in their full literality: and then they will prove, not only certainty of not apostatizing, but an incapability to even sin, an impeccability in the regenerate. Nor can the text prove the sinlessness of merely the entirely sanctified, or the class of “perfect Christians,” for the predicates are affirmed of all that are born of God.

If the words prove that a regenerate person cannot become a sinner, then Romans 8:7 proves that no carnally minded man can ever become subject to the law of God; for the same word for cannot is there used. See our note.

Alford, Wordsworth, and others remark here again the import of the Greek perfect tense as having the force of a present; which, indeed, is well expressed in our English translation is born. The Greek aorist would be was born, and Alford remarks pointedly that in practice the force of the perfect in Christian life is sadly apt to degenerate from the is to the was; the former expressing present regenerate life, in which to practice sin is impossible; the latter the departed vitality, in which the impossible has become easy.

The verb sin, in Hebrews 10:26, clearly means to become a sinner, in opposition to being a Christian. In this chapter, (1 John 3:8,) sinneth is in the continuous present, and means permanently practises sin. See note on 1 John 5:18. But the true meaning is simply this: The Gnostic, in his false regeneration, can consistently live in the practice of sin; but a Christian cannot practice sin, for as a Christian he retains a regenerate principle incompatible with sin. He cannot practice sin and stay a Christian.

Wordsworth gives a pertinent passage from Ignatius, who was born before St. John’s death. “Let no one deceive you. They who are carnal cannot do the things that are spiritual; nor can they who are spiritual do the things that are carnal. Faith cannot do the works of unbelief, nor can unbelief do the works of faith. The works which ye do in the flesh are spiritual, because ye work all your work in Jesus Christ.”—IGNATIUS, Ep. ad Ephesians 8.


Verse 10 

10. This… manifest—The open, manifest difference between the two is their moral conduct. 

Loveth not—Guarding against the idea that it is the action of the body alone that constitutes the test, and including the act of the soul as living.



Verse 11 

4. This purification is manifested in love to our brother and in actual benefaction, 1 John 3:11-18.

11. The message… from the beginning—The original announcement by Christ was the law of love.



Verse 12 

12. Not as Cain—Who is a model to avoid. And Cain and Abel are types of the world and the brethren through 12-16. Cain is selected, apparently, from association of the idea, moral and bodily, of the word brother; and the first two brothers of mankind are presented as types of the two classes of mankind. 1 John 3:10 says, Love your brother; this verse says, Not as Cain who slew his brother, being a son of the devil and brother to the devil’s children; 1 John 3:14 quotes love of the brethren as token of our sonship; and so the further verses. Of, or from that wicked one. But was Cain born of the devil? It must be remembered that regeneration is a figurative term. When the power of the Spirit conforms us more or less to the image of God, we are said to be born of God, children of God; while conformed to the image of Satan, we are called children of the devil. The old Jewish legends fabled that Cain was the physical son of Satan by Eve. But his sonship, like our divine sonship, was in fact spiritual. Slew his natural, not moral, brother. 

Evil… righteous—The antagonism of sons of God and children of the devil was the dividing line between them.



Verse 13 

13. Hate you—It is nothing but the old antagonism of Cain and Abel. You stands as the parallel of Abel; the world as the parallel of Cain.



Verse 14 

14. We know—As one of the tests. The fraternal love, which Cain wanted and Abel possessed, is inherited by us; and thus we know we are on the side of life and not of death. Yet we belong with the good Abel not by natural descent; but, having been originally under death, we have passed therefrom unto life. So that our regeneration is also a resurrection. 

Brethren—This oft-repeated word is used in no narrow, bigoted, or partisan sense, but designates all who are, with us, the sons of God, and hence the universal Church of the truly justified. The central element of this brotherhood and sonship is a divine love; verily divine since God himself is love, and is that love within the heart. Hence a consciousness of that love for the sons is proof of love for the common Father, God, 1 John 5:1; and reciprocally the consciousness of our love to God is proof that we truly love the brethren, the sons of God, 1 John 5:2. And this is no mere shallow emotional love, it is realistic, and is embodied in keeping God’s commandments, 1 John 5:2. Hence these brethren are the truly good, and actually holy in the world; and this love is no gross affection, but transcendent and divine. It is a love on earth anticipating the love which constitutes heaven above. 

Loveth not—As Cain did not. The loveless being, uninspired by any divine affection, has never made the transition to life, but abideth in death. 

Death—The opposite of eternal life in 1 John 2:25, as also in verse following.



Verse 15 

15. Hateth… murderer—In applying so trenchant an epithet as murderer, our apostle changes the phrase loveth not to hateth. The epithet is suggested by the case of Cain. The positive element of hate is initial murder; murder in kind, even when not in degree, So the love in the following verse is in contrast. This hate need only to be developed in its own kind to make the actual murder; just as the element of that love in its fulness produces a laying down of one’s own life for the brethren. Hate is the common element that makes the brotherhood of Cain. Thence come all the strifes, the murders, the wars of our depraved human life.



Verse 16 

16. Of God, as the italics indicate, is not in the Greek, and should be omitted. He has no antecedent, and refers to our true Abel, the unnamed Jesus. Between him, the Unnamed, and Cain is a solemn contrast; the latter exemplifies what hate is in its completion, the former the consummation of love. As hate is the element that murders a brother, so love is the element that would die for a brother.



Verse 17 

17. But—Introducing a contrast between this consummate love which would give life, and that want of love which would refuse even the alms that would supply a needed livelihood. 

Bowels—The conceptual bodily seat of the compassionate affections. 

How—Strong interrogative expression of the negative. For since our love of our brother and our love of God are one element and essence, the exclusion of one excludes the other.



Verse 18 

18. The man who thus withholds the alms may have a theory of benevolence in his head, and in word, and in tongue; but there is none in heart or hand.



Verse 19 

4. This love is evidenced to ourselves by assurance through faith in Christ and witness of the Spirit given unto us, 1 John 3:19-24.

19. Hereby—By our real good-doing in deed. 

Of the truth—Our deeds are seal of the truth of our religion. So that love and truth identify into one, taking external form in deeds of goodness. 

Assure… hearts— Literally, persuade our hearts; that is, produce in our hearts the persuasion that we are all right before God our judge.



Verse 20 

20. If our heart condemn us—As not loving our brother in deed and in active benefaction to his needs. If we are conscious of wrong-doings or short-comings. 

Greater than our heart—And his condemnation is more terrible, as well as more sure, for he knoweth all things, and no guilt can escape his inspection.



Verse 21 

21. Condemn us not—Our self-complacency may, indeed, deceive us, and we may think our heart does not condemn when the heart is itself beguiled. While our own hearts condemn us not, the hearts and consciences of others may justly condemn us. And in 1 John 3:23-24 is given a test by which the assurance of the heart is tried. The love which is truth must wear the garb of deed and fulfilment of his commandments, otherwise vain is the appeal to our hearts. 

Confidence toward God—We feel the full assurance of sin forgiven, of divine acceptance, of blessed communion, of a “title clear to mansions in the skies.”



Verse 22 

22. And—We feel full access in prayer. 

Whatsoever—In this frame of sweet accord with God we ask, we receive. That spirit of accord will, indeed, circumscribe our ask within the limits of God’s will that we should have. And the Spirit grants delightful contentment and resignation to our lot within that blessed sphere. 

Keep his commandments—For without this objective test no subjective assurance is genuine. Our apostle gives no comfort to a mere emotional self-gratulation which is not confirmed by the volitional and active keeping and doing the positive commandments, that is, doing in all respects what is conscientious and right. The old Mosaic decalogue is not repealed in our behalf. The emotionalism that repeals the commandments is antinomianism.



Verse 23 

23. And this—Is the true test of all emotionalism. A true believe and a true love, verified by actual performance, negative and positive, of the commandment; that is, of all duty.



Verse 24 

24. Keepeth his commandments—Our apostle is no Nicolaitan, and no antinomian. This keeping the commandments before the eyes of men, in the spirit of faith and love, is the best profession and showing forth of our holiness to the world that we can make. And all our state thus attained we may finally know… by the Spirit, the direct testimony given by him in our hearts uniting with the testimony of our open practical life.

04 Chapter 4 
Verse 1 

THE TRYING OF THE ANTICHRISTIC SPIRITS, 1 John 4:1-21.

1. The three condemnatory tests—non-confession of a human Jesus, worldliness; the not hearing us, the apostolic witnesses, 1 John 4:1-6.

1. Believe not every spirit—In this, the apostolic day of supernatural manifestations there are false inspirations, as well as true. There are demoniac instigations as well as true revelations. The term Spirit of God, in the second verse, shows that by spirits are antithetically meant, not merely human intellects or personalities, nor a temper or disposition of human minds. The errors of the errorists are referred back to supernatural sources; though the word spirits spontaneously, in 1 John 4:2-3, becomes a designation of the man himself inspired by the spirit. So the demoniac of Gadara becomes identified with the demon possessing him. See notes on Mark 5:1-20; 2 Thessalonians 2:9. 

False prophets— Each possessed by, and identified with, his own spirit, and teaching his own particular error. 

Gone out—From their chief commissioner, Satan. The intensity of John’s feelings in regard to these antichristic emissaries appears from his reference to the same deceivers in his second epistle, 1 John 4:7. There they have entered into the world, and each one is antichrist, and earnest warnings are given for a profound avoidance of them.



Verse 2 

2. Hereby—First test of a true spirit. This test is aimed at the Docetist, who denied the flesh and body of Christ, and made him a phantom. 

Every spirit… of God—The apostle’s language is seemingly sweeping. Is the spirit that confesses Jesus come in the flesh, and yet denies other truths, truly of God? Or, as Augustine (quoted by Wordsworth) asks: “Arius, and Eunomius, and Macedonius, and Nestorius, own that Jesus came in the flesh; are not they, therefore, of God?” To this Augustine answers: “Those heresiarchs did not, in fact, confess Christ come in the flesh, because, whatever they might do in words, they in their works denied him. (Titus 1:16.) They have not charity because they have not unity;” that is, unity with the Church. Wordsworth gives a different answer, which is in effect, that to confess Christ come in the flesh is to confess him as Messiah, with all that embraces; namely, his divine atonement for our sins.

Compare our notes on 1 John 4:15 and 1 John 5:1. Perhaps the apostle would say, that whatever error Arius or other heretic believed, he derived from a false spirit; but whatever truth he held, as the incarnation of Christ, came from a good spirit and was of God. The spirit, here, is not wholly the man, but the inspiration from good or evil in the man. But our own view is that the apostle is deciding between two claimants to being of God, the one denying and the other affirming that Jesus is come in the flesh; and he pronounces for the latter. So that of the two sides he that confesseth is of God.



Verse 3 

3. Every spirit that confesseth not—The Vulgate has this remarkable reading of this verse: “Every spirit which separates Jesus is not of God.” This alludes to the heresy of Cerinthus, the contemporary of John, who taught that Jesus was merely the son of human parents, but that the Christ was an aeon, or superhuman being? who descended upon Jesus at his baptism; thus separating the person of Jesus. It would seem that the ancient Greek Church historian, Socrates, recognised this reading in ancient manuscripts, as well as Tertullian, Irenaeus, and Origen. But all the Greek MSS., and all the Versions except the Vulgate, have the present reading. 

That spirit of antichrist—The special doctrine of emphatically the antichrist, based on the affirmation that all evil is identical with matter. 

Should come—Was prophesied as to come immediately before the second advent. 

Already is it—See note on 1 John 2:18.



Verse 4 

4. Second test of antichristic spirits—worldliness. In the contest between the Church and the world, they are on the world’s side. 

Have overcome— By placing faith in Christ, the world’s conqueror. Note on 1 John 5:4. 

Them—The antichristic spirits, who are identified with the world. He…
in you—God. 

In the world—Satan, as its inspirer and prince.



Verse 5 

5. Speak they of (rather from) the world—They draw their inspiration, not from Christ, but from the world-spirit; and their doctrines are but the expression of the world’s feelings; and themselves are the organs of the Satan-inspired world.



Verse 6 

6. We—The utterers of the true apostolic traditions from Christ himself, as claimed with bold emphasis by our St. John in 1 John 1:1-3. Hence here is the third test of the antichristic spirits—the not hearing the true gospel history and doctrine, as maintained and declared by St. John and his fellow-apostles. Compare similar claim of St. Paul, 1 Timothy 1:11-20, with our notes. As the apostles were the true chosen witnesses and pupils of Jesus, their narrative of facts and statements of principles are solely authoritative. The heretics were outsiders. They took their systems from the spirit of the age— the world—mixed them with Christian dogma, and undertook to palm an unhistorical, unauthentic, pseudo-Christianity upon the Church.



Verse 7 

7. Love one another—Namely, with that elevated love which desires and seeks to do everything for the happiness of the object loved, both temporal and eternal. Our apostle here begins with this spirit of love in our hearts, and traces it to its fountain, God. 

Knoweth God—Philosophers may prove by various arguments the being and attributes of God; but it is to divine experience we must resort to know God as love. Much of goodness appears in nature, but the fulness of love in God is learned by grace alone.



Verses 7-21 

2. The one confirmatory test—love. The threefold love between God, the believer, and the brethren, 1 John 4:7-21.

The one test is love; centered in God, 8; and manifested to us in Christ, 9-11; into which love we come by union through faith with Christ and God, 12-16; which love may be perfected in us, 17-19; and this divine love is love to our fellow-man, 20, 21.

Our apostle does not argue and reason out this statement; he affirms it, aphoristically and positively, by successive assertions, as one who knows, having full original acquaintance with Christ himself. His words are dicta; the dicta of an authorized, original expounder, as being derived from the incarnate Original.



Verse 8 

8. Loveth not, knoweth not God—It is the true heart that truly knoweth God. Without that blessed medium he is, after all, an “unknown God.” It is the pure in heart that “see God.” 

God is love—This blessed truth truly realized delivers from all atheism, all pessimism, all despondency at the evil in the world. When our hearts are right all is right.



Verse 9 

9. In this was manifested—The kingdom of nature is full of destruction: it is in the kingdom of grace that God, as love, is manifested, and in the kingdom of glory is perfectly realized. The infinite and universal secret that God is love, rather than that God is power, obscured or concealed in physical nature, is embodied in Christ, revealed in his life and death, and proclaimed by his gospel. 

Sent his only Begotten Son—Not only proof of his love, but its incarnation and embodiment; revealing God’s character as love even in nature and in all things. 

Live—Be delivered from original non-existence, and enabled to live the life of eternal love.



Verse 10 

10. Herein—In this that follows. 

Is love—Love essential and original, showing what real love is. 

We loved God—This was not original, but secondary and consequent; though for us an infinitely important consequence. 

He loved us—The propitiation was not needed from want of love for us in God the Father; in fact it sprang from, and was the expression of, his love. The wrath that needed to be propitiated was simply pure justice in its serenest, divinest form, which must be sustained as the basis of a moral realm. 

Propitiation—See notes on 1 John 2:1; Romans 3:25.



Verse 11 

11. Love one another—The infinite consequence noted in our comment on last verse. God’s original love, poured forth through Christ, envelopes us all, and requires that we should all be ensphered in one common threefold love, with each other and with Christ and God.



Verse 12 

12. No man hath seen God—Neither with bodily nor mental eye. And so we can know him as he is, love, only in the light of that circumfused love wherewith we love one another and him, to which we attain through the divine Propitiator, who has reconciled and unified us all in love, and through whom God has given us his Spirit, affirming him to be love. If we love one another with divine love, our incapacity to ocularly see God is remedied in this luminiferous ether of love.



Verse 13 

13. His Spirit—Which is itself at once love and light, warming us with itself, and showing itself to be of God.



Verse 14 

14. We have seen and do testify—This we is mainly the apostles. The coming of the Son as seen, bases the whole doctrine on historic grounds. 

Saviour of the world—This is his universal office. His atonement is universal, his salvation is universal, limited only in its effects by its being rejected by its proper subjects.



Verse 15 

15. Confess—In accordance with our testify, in last verse. 

Jesus… Son of God—Not but that men may barely confess this one article and reject other truths, and thus be unsaved heretics. Our apostle simply gives this essential part for the whole testify; this being the test question between him and the heretics with whom he is dealing, Note 1 John 4:2.



Verse 16 

16. Known—Not by direct, literal sight of God, (1 John 4:12,) but by consciousness of his divine love, by which we feel that he is love.



Verse 17 

17. Love… perfect—It is carried to its proper completion. 

Boldness— Fearlessness. A calm assurance that our judge is our friend, and that for us there is no condemnation. And this boldness is not based on the idea that there is no punishment for the finally impenitent, but upon the consciousness, through the spirit of love bestowed upon us, that our reconciliation with him is perfect. Day of judgment. His parousia, or coming. See notes on 1 John 2:28; 2 Thessalonians 2:2; 2 Thessalonians 2:8. 

As he is, so are we—Our moral conformity in love gives us a trusting sympathy. He is the holy Son of God, we, his reconciled children. 

In this world— Equally opposed to us both.



Verse 18 

18. No fear in love—They are contrary affections. So far as love is perfected so far is fear dispersed. So Bengel strikingly gives the grades of our moral state: “Without fear or love; with fear, but without love: with both love and fear; with love without fear.” 

Casteth out—The stronger and better affection expels the weaker and the worse. 

Fear hath torment—And this shows that the exclusion of the apostle’s fear is not the exclusion of that reverential fear which “is the beginning of wisdom.” 

Torment—Sense of guilt and dread of penalty. 

Feareth—The dread of penalty arising from conscious guilt shows us to be not perfect in love. We have here, then, something of a subjective measure of what is sometimes called “Christian perfection.” When there exists within our hearts the consciousness of the full divine acceptance, so complete that we have no fear at the thought of meeting him at judgment, we may trust that our love is perfected. The maintenance of this consciousness, sustained and justified by the external life, is the highest aim of life.



Verse 19 

19. He first loved us—And thus our firm and fearless love has a firm and assuring base, his antecedent love. God as love is source of all divine love in man. That preceding love demands our responsive love, and becomes its assurance.



Verse 20 

20. And this love is circumfused around us, encompassing our brother. 

Hath seen… hath not seen—We can love those we have not seen—our invisible benefactors. The Americans love Washington. But it is a higher effort, depending on faith and not sight, to love a person of past history. But as said on 1 John 4:12, we know the unseen God as love only through the blessed atmosphere of love encompassing our seen brethren with ourselves. Without love to the seen, he is a liar who claims to love the unseen God.



Verse 21 

21. And this whole doctrine of love takes the form of a commandment. Not only we may, but we must. It is a divine invariable law, that the lover of God be a lover of his brother. Our highest blessedness is our highest duty.

05 Chapter 5 

Verse 1 

1. Whosoever believeth—In order to a full communion with God in Christ, full hearty assent of intellect, heart, and will, must be conceded to Christ. This faith embraces him as Christ, that is, as anointed Son of God, with all his offices of propitiator and giver of eternal life. Whosoever so believeth is born of God. He is child of God, as Christ is only-begotten Son of God. 

Loveth… begat… loveth… begotten—He that loves the Father loves the Father’s Son, and loves the Father’s sons. They are, indeed, his brothers by a celestial parentage. Our filial love ascends to our Father, God, and thence comes down upon all his sons. And all form one great communion of love.



Verse 2 

2. Love the children of… love God—In 1 John 4:12, (where see note,) our love to the brethren proves our love to God; while here, reciprocally, our love to God proves love to the brethren. The former goes in the order from effect to cause, the latter goes from cause to effect. 

Commandments—The keeping of commandments is the external form and expression of our love to God.



Verse 3 

3. Love… commandments—A still more explicit identification of love with obedience. 

Not grievous—Love loves to obey. The loving heart runs eagerly out to service. Love makes duty delight. When the cross of duty is heavy it is a sign of feeble love. When his commandments are grievous, it is because our heart is disobedient and our faith is low. We are then liable to be conquered by the world, and to sin a sin unto death.



Verse 4 

4. This overcoming the world is a key-note to John’s apocalypse.

Revelation 2:7; Revelation 2:11; Revelation 2:17; Revelation 2:26. It implies that the hostile world seeks, both by temptations and by persecutions, to seduce or to destroy the sons of God. It is faith in Christ that causes, and even constitutes, the victory of the faithful over all the hostilities of the world. The for commencing this verse indicates that it gives a reason why his commandments (1 John 5:3) are not grievous, but joyous. Faith and victory render an exultant obedience to his commandments a delight. Faith in his leader, and assurance and enjoyment of victory render the Christian soldier joyously obedient to his captain’s orders.



Verse 5 

5. Same truth in triumphant and personal form. 

Who—Find the true world-conqueror, and tell us who and what he is. 

Believeth—And the secret of his all-conquering strength, what is it? Faith. Faith in whom? In Jesus as the Son of God, with whom all the brethren are conquerors of the world and winners of eternal life.



Verse 6 

2. And Christ, divinely attested by the threefold, witnesses, is supremely worthy of faith, 1 John 5:6-10.

6. This… Jesus, named in previous verse. 

He that came—For this Jesus is truly the great he… that came. He was God’s predicted COMER and his coming was the Advent. And he came, attested by two tokens divinely appointed, namely, water and blood. There have been many fanciful interpretations of the water and blood; but the best commentators now agree that the water was the water of Christ’s baptism, and the blood the propitiating blood of his crucifixion. And thus, as Huther well notes, the commencement and the ending of our Lord’s ministry are symbolized by these two elements. The came, therefore, refers not to his birth, but to his office and earthly life, which are thus one extended coming. Yet John uses the past tense came to denote that definite historical fact, and not any continuous spiritual coming through ages. The preposition by should rather be through, and the meaning is, that he came into manifestation and proof as Son of God and Messiah through these two attesting tokens. 

Not by water only… blood—John the Baptist came by water only; not also by blood. His water would have been of no avail but for the Propitiator’s blood. It was the blood which, with its divine self-sacrifice by the Sufferer, and its power of propitiation, gave all the value to the water. The Greek prepositions here before water and blood are neither by nor through, but are expressively changed to in with the article: in the water and in the blood. Our apostle beholds the mystical coming, the coming as of his person, enveloped in these elements. 

Spirit… witness—At his baptism the descending Spirit, in form as a dove, identified him as the Son in whom God was “well pleased.” The same Spirit was secured by his death to be the witnessing heritage of the Church, commencing his work on the memorable day of Pentecost. 

Spirit… truth—The Spirit is not only true, but is very truth itself, as God is very love itself. It is the Spirit whose testimony gives force to the tokens, water and blood; which elevates and transforms them into witness; by which means the witnesses are three.



Verse 7 

7. For—Scholars are agreed, at the present day, that this entire verse and the words in earth in the following verse are not genuine; being a late interpolation and not the words of St. John. They are omitted in all Greek manuscripts previous to the sixteenth century; by all the Greek fathers, and by many of the Latin fathers. They are omitted in the early editions of the Latin Vulgate. The text was never used by the Orthodox fathers of the early Church in defending the doctrine of the Trinity against Arius. That doctrine was established in the Church without any aid from this text. It is not needed for that purpose now, and it cannot be justifiably quoted as proof in that discussion.



Verse 8 

8. And… witness—Literally, And three are they who bear witness. It is remarkable that the words three are masculine, implying persons, and one is neuter, implying thing or substance. It is not without a shadow of reason, therefore, that Augustine found an indication of the Trinity in the words. Very similar is the Greek in the words “I and my Father are one,” where “one” is neuter. The water represents the Father, the author of our regeneration; the blood represents the propititiating Son; and these, with the Spirit, ever witness in the world to the Messiahship of him that came. And as the Spirit, so the water and the blood are ever present witnesses in the Church through the sacraments of baptism and eucharist. 

Agree in one—Literal Greek, these three are into one. The three persons converge into a unit.
It can hardly be doubted that there is an intended correspondence between these words and those in John 19:34-35. John there states, with great emphasis, that he beheld and bare record to the marvellous fact that blood and water came forth from the Saviour’s side. It is obvious that he viewed that water and blood as witnesses to the fact that the dying Jesus was truly a Saviour, both by atoning blood and by purifying water. Similarly striking are the Baptist’s words attesting the Spirit’s testimony of the divine Sonship. “I saw, and bare record that this is the Son of God.” John 1:34.

From all this we derive a solemn proof that the ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s supper are a perpetual institution of the Church, bearing record with the Spirit that Jesus is our permanent propitiation and sanctification. In the eucharist we “show forth the Lord’s death until he come.” And the baptismal commission extended “to the end of the world.” 1 Corinthians 11:26; Matthew 28:19-20.



Verse 9-10 

9, 10. The surety of this august witness or testimony, 1 John 5:9-10. It is far above all human testimony, as God is above man. 

Witness of men—On the testimony of two or three unimpeached oaths of men we take the life of a fellow-being by the courts. Deuteronomy 17:6; Deuteronomy 19:15. 

For—The clause and I say this for, or because, is here to be mentally supplied, and the emphasis is to be laid on God. The testimony from Christ is from God, and therefore comes under the law that God’s witness is greater than man’s. Man may swear falsely, but God cannot be a liar or perjurer.



Verse 10 

10. Witness in himself—As it is the Spirit (as noted above) which gives force and life to the water and blood, by which they become witnesses, so that Spirit becomes indwelling, with its three-fold testifying power, in the believer’s soul. And as that Spirit is God and truth, so we have an inward surety of demonstration far above what men as witnesses, or narratives, can impart. The testimony, the witness, the record, is within us as a divine intuition, possessing the highest conceivable certainty. 

He that believeth not God—As we believe not a perjuring human witness. 

A liar—Our apostle allows not the unbeliever the chance of saying, Perhaps it is not God who testifies. It is not only a sure testimony, but it is just as sure that the testifier is God. If, therefore, the truth of the testimony is denied, the divine veracity is impeached. It is a personal issue between man and God. 

Record—In all these verses the word record and witness are the same Greek word, signifying testimony, and should have been translated uniformly.



Verse 11-12 

3. The results of faith are eternal life, with present answered prayer, 1 John 5:11-17.

11, 12. Of this testimony, so divinely sure, we now are to have, through the rest of the chapter, the result. It is summed up in the word life; life in Christ and Christ in us, so that in us is the life. In the background, death, 1 John 5:16, and the wicked one, 18, and the world, 19, shadow a dark contrast. So we have the great antithesis, the battle-array, in which faith is the sure conqueror, 1 John 5:4, and life, present and future, the sure prize.



Verse 13 

13. Have I written—I wrote, the epistolary Greek tense. A retrospective glance over the whole epistle, implying an approaching close. 

Believe… know—To awaken your belief, and show you how the believe may solidify into a know. 

Have eternal life—Already deposited within you, to be unfolded and perpetuated in the eternal future. Note on John 4:14. 

Believe—And the know becomes again a permanent and realizing believe. The intuitive assurance itself is a ground to believe in the reality of the thing so known.


Verse 14 

14. This is included in the confidence embraced in the above believe and know. This confidence is a firm feeling of the heart embodying itself in free expression. The indwelling life puts forth a confident utterance. 

According to his will—The utterance expresses both our will and God’s. 

Heareth us—As we are not dumb, arising from our life, so he is not deaf, like the idols of 1 John 5:21, or like the “unknown absolute” of the pantheist. The common life of God and us constitutes a medium of blessed intercommunication. Our lips are vocal and his ear is sensitive.



Verse 15 

15. Know that he hear us—If we live in a consciousness that we have access to the divine ear. We also know, in spite of apparent failures, that we have the petitions or askings, either in the things themselves or some blessed equivalents. 

We desired—Rather, (in the perfect tense,) we have ever asked of him. Our askings have never been in vain, even though the specified thing has never come. They all redound upon us in divine blessedness.



Verse 16 

16. If—A specific example of a prayer heard, with its possibility of apparent failure. Yet it is not only a specific instance, but it lies within the category of life, illustrating how the life may be conservative of life. 

Sin… not unto death—And so the prayer accords with the divine will, 1 John 5:14, as it would not in the case of a sin unto death.

But the much mooted question here encounters us, What is this sin unto death? The phrase was familiar to the Jews. Upon Numbers 18:22 the rabbies based a distinction of sins unto death and not unto death. But when the phrase is transferred to the New Testament it does not necessarily retain precisely the same import. Whitby assumes that the case supposed is that of a sick brother, smitten with a penal disease. The prayer of the faithful can raise him, unless the sin has been an irrevocably mortal one. To this Huther objects that the death must be the antithesis to the eternal life of this entire chapter, and therefore cannot be a bodily but an eternal death. To this objection it seems a fair reply to say, that death by divine penalty is truly a part of, and truly is, eternal death. The true refutation of Whitby, we think, is: 1. That the brother is not seen suffering the penalty of the sin, but actually committing it, or sinning a sin, as the Greek literally Isaiah , , 2. We can hardly imagine that so important a part of the condition of the brother as sickness would be left unmentioned: Huther (followed by Alford) maintains, that the sin unto death is such an apostasy that the brother passes from the condition of life eternal to that of the eternal death, which is its opposite, on earth. It would then seem to follow, that if we see one once a Christian actually denying Christ’s mission, he is not to be prayed for.

But before giving our own conclusion let us raise the query: Does our apostle assume that it is really known whether the sin of the brother is a sin unto death? We think clearly not. For John goes on to reaffirm, as a thing they need to fully learn, that there is such a distinction as unto death, and not. And he gives it as an explanation why in the case the prayer is not (according to 1 John 5:15) granted; namely, because (according to 1 John 5:14) it was not according to his will. We, therefore, hold that the sin unto death is the “unpardonable sin,” the sin against the Holy Ghost of Matthew 12:31-32, where see our notes. He shall, if he pleases, ask; it shall be his divine privilege. 

And he shall give him life—Grammatically this he, like the former, means the praying man, who gives by the power of prayer. But let him not charge God with unfaithfulness if the prayer fail of fulfilment, and the sinning brother prove hard and obdurate. His was then a sin unto death; and life for him was not according to his will, 1 John 5:14. 

There is—A deliberate reaffirmation of the actuality of such a sin. It is reaffirmed both as a most solemn fact and as a solution of ungranted prayer. Huther correctly says that I do not say is no absolute prohibition. It is only a declining to advise prayer if the deadly nature were known. Let him leave that to God, pray in hope, but be not disappointed, or discontented with God, if it prove the unpardonable sin.



Verse 17 

17. Unrighteousness—All wrongdoing or voluntary wrong-being. It may be an offence against man; it may be a corrupting of our own nature; it may be a small act, even a thought; but in each and every case it is appropriated by God as an offence against himself, and so is a sin. 

Not unto death—It may be a small offence, a shortcoming, a moral error, and then, though a sin, it is not unto death. There may be an underlying spirit of repentance, of elastic repellance, so that it may not forfeit our justification or destroy our regeneration. And even if it render us unregenerate, it is not, therefore, necessarily unpardonable. Repentance may restore our sonship of God.



Verse 18 

4. Summarizing conclusion, with final admonition, 1 John 5:18-21.

18. Sinneth not—The continuous present again. For the very case presented above of a sin committed by a brother, which is not unto death, presupposes that the regenerate can and does commit a sin. He does not live in the practice of sin as an unregenerate does. See notes on 1 John 3:8-9. He does not, like the Nicolaitan, live in unrighteousness, and say it is not sin. He does not, like the regular sinner, sin without repugnance or repentance, as if it were natural and congenial to him. 

Keepeth himself— Watches and guards himself. Unless he does this he loses his regenerate character.—the character incompatible with free sinning. 

Wicked one— The devil. 

Toucheth him not—Rather, gets not possession of him; that is, so long as he keepeth himself. Keepeth and toucheth are instances of the continuous present tense.



Verse 19 

19. We know—Six times has the apostle pronounced this know. His religion is not a guess so, or a hope so, but a know so. And this know so arises from the witness in himself, (1 John 5:10;) namely, the divine witness of the divine three of 1 John 5:8. There is no uncertainty about it, though the world deny it; for the testimony of God is greater than that of men, 1 John 5:9; and the testifier is the divine Spirit, who is the very truth itself, 1 John 5:6. 

In wickedness—Rather, in the wicked one, as it is translated, the very same Greek word, in 1 John 5:18. So the regenerate are said to be in Christ; so in the next verse they are said to be in the true One. The Church is Christ’s mystical body, and into him every regenerate member is mystically embodied. And so in fearful contrast the unregenerate world lieth in the antichrist, Satan. Note on 1 John 2:15.



Verse 20 

20. Is come—Literally, cometh. This does not allude to any perpetual coming of Christ; but the present is used to indicate what takes place in the divine order. Adam falls and Christ comes. It refers to his first advent, as the past tense of hath given shows. 

Him that is true—Rather, the true One, God. The word true does not signify veracious or truthful, but genuine or real, in opposition to the idols of next verse, which are fictitious or unreal gods. Many of John’s readers had been their worshippers, and Christ had come and given them understanding of the sole true God. 

In him that is true—In the true One, as if identified with and embodied in him, as the world lieth in the wicked one. 

Even—The Italics indicate that this word is not in the Greek, but supplied by the translators, incorrectly. The meaning is, that we are in God by being in his Son. 

This… true God—The question is, Does this refer to God or Christ? If to the latter, it is a strong text in proof of the divinity of Christ. Hence, as Alford affirms, the older commentators divided in their interpretations according to their doctrinal prepossessions. But later exegetes acting, like himself, from purely exegetical reasons, refer it to God—him that is true.

For referring it to Christ: 1. Christ is the nearest antecedent, being last named. 2. Christ is called life, and God never. To the first it is replied: 1. God is the main and leading subject in mind, and Christ is merely incidental, and in such cases the more distant noun is often held the true antecedent. 2. The continued epithet true implies the continuity of the same subject, God. 3. God is the more natural antithesis to idols, and is, therefore, the unchanged subject through both verses. To the second there seems no very clear reply; yet Alford answers: 1. By quoting John 17:3, “This is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent.” This is a striking parallel passage; yet not God, but the knowledge of God, is therein declared to be eternal life. 2.

By saying that Christ is never called eternal life, but life; which is true, and yet eternal life is meant when life is thus predicated. On the whole, the argument is very evenly balanced, with a slight preponderance in favour of God. At any rate, the text cannot be quoted with any very just confidence in proof of the divinity of Christ.



Verse 21 

21. Idols—As above remarked, John’s immediate readers were probably expected to be mostly Gentiles brought by Christ to an understanding of the true One. They were surrounded on every hand with idols in Ephesus and in all Asia Minor. In Ephesus the temple of Artemis (Diana) was still standing in pride and power. Hence it became the little body of Christians, one and all, to beware of idols. It is the last tender warning of the venerable apostle to his little children at this same Ephesus, to keep themselves from Artemis and her images, and adhere to the true God in his Son Jesus Christ. John closes with as emphatic an abruptness as he commences this epistle. Note on 1 John 1:1. But there was a special danger arising from the seductions of the errorists condemned in this epistle; who, in fact, advocated the participating in the sacrificial banquets of the pagan temples. An idol is an image, a pretence, a phantom, an unreality, in opposition to the true God, (1 John 5:20,) who is the infinite reality.

