《Dummelow’s Commentary on the Bible – 1 John》(John R. Dummelow)
Commentator

Compiled by 40 Bible Scholars and edited by Dummelow, this commentary has received favorable reviews from Christians of many denominations. At one time, this was one of the most popular commentaries of the 20th century. Although not as conservative as the others, it is still quite helpful with detailed introductions and concise comments. All maps and images from the printed edition are included.

This commentary provides in a single large but convenient book the essential scholarly information on the Bible necessary to every minister and Bible student.

Dummelow's Commentary is distinguished by two remarkable combinations of merits. First, it combines to an extraordinary degree completeness and conciseness. As Bishop Anderson of the Diocese of Chicago has said, it contains "more information attractively presented than can be found in the same amount of space in the whole realm of Bible Literature." Yet it is not too diffuse, nor is the essential information obscured by unnecessary or rambling discourse.

Second, it combines in a remarkable way the highest religious reverence with exact scientific rigor. Preachers and theologians of many denominations and various shades of faith have paid tribute to its "conservative liberalism".

00 Introduction 

1. Authorship. The question is bound up with that of the authorship of the other Johannine books, both as regards internal and external evidence: see especially Introductions to the Gospel and to the Second and Third Epistles.

(a) Internal Evidence. The witness of the book itself to its authorship is sufficiently strong. The writer speaks with authority, as an Apostle would. He claims to have firsthand knowledge of the facts which underlie the gospel message (1 John 1:1-3). The tone and teaching of the letter suit the circumstances to which Christian tradition assigns it; they are such as we should expect from the aged St. John, writing to his disciples a last message regarding the truths enshrined in his Gospel.

When the Epistle is compared with the Gospel of St. John, the conclusion that the two books are the work of one hand is well-nigh irresistible. The style, the language, the thought of the Epistle reflect the features of the corresponding elements of the Gospel. The resemblance and agreement between the two are so great and so consistent as to establish, to the satisfaction of most minds, an identity of authorship.

(b) External Evidence. The witness afforded by the book itself to its authorship is amply supported by the testimony of ancient writers. The Epistle is evidently quoted (though without mention of the fact) by Polycarp (116 a.d.), who was, according to Irenæus, a (disciple of St. John. It was used, Eusebius tells us, by Papias (120 a.d.), an associate of Polycarp, also said to have been a hearer of St. John. It is quoted and referred to as St. John's Epistle by Irenæus (180 a.d.), Polycarp's disciple, by Clement of Alexandria (190 a.d.), Tertullian (200 a.d.), Origen (230 a.d.), and others.

2. Date and Destination. These questions are involved in more uncertainty, though fairly satisfactory inferences regarding them may be drawn both from tradition and from the book itself.

(a) When was it written? St. John is said to have written his Gospel at Ephesus (Iren. 'AdvHær.' iii. 1, 1), probably between 80 and 90 a.d. As to the date of the Epistle we have no direct evidence. It is commonly believed, however, that the two writings are closely connected in time, the prevailing opinion perhaps being that the Epistle was written subsequently to the Gospel, whether as a supplement or as an independent composition.

The idea of an original connection with the Gospel has been supposed to find support from the place which the Epistle occupies in the Muratorian Fragment on the Canon (cir1John 170), a witness for the authenticity of the Epistle not included in the authorities mentioned above. In this document, which contains (incomplete in its extant form, as the name implies) an annotated list of the books of the New Testament, the First Epistle of St.. John is placed directly after the Gospel, and not with the two minor Epistles. This, it has been conjectured, was the position which it originally occupied as a supplement or postscript to the Gospel, and from which it was subsequently removed when the books of the New Testament were grouped in their present order. However this may be, as the Epistle contains no reference to persecutions, such as took place during the reigns of Domitian and Trajan, it can hardly have been issued much later than 90 a.d.

(b) For what Readers was it intended? In this there is involved a prior question as to the character of the composition itself. Is it an Epistle at all? Of all the New Testament Epistles, this and the Epistle to the Hebrews alone begin without any epistolary form of address. Moreover, this contains no salutations or messages to individuals, such as are found in Hebrews and in nearly all the other Epistles. Some, therefore, have regarded it as a treatise rather than a letter.

While, however, this book is not written in epistolary form, it contains the substance of all Epistle. Its epistolary character is also seen in the constant use of the second person (1 John 1:3 and onwards), the terms 'little children,' 'fathers,' 'young men,' 'beloved,' by which the readers are addressed, and the frequent use of the expression, 'I write unto you' (1 John 2:12-14; 1 John 3:2, etc.). The opinion, therefore, is probably not far wrong which regards the work as a pastoral or circular letter, addressed to the Churches in the province of Asia with which St. John is definitely connected in 1 John 1 of the Apocalypse, and having reference primarily to the peculiar circumstances of those Churches and the particular spiritual dangers to which they were exposed.

At the same time, the absence of local colour makes it possible that a wider circle is addressed. It is most natural, however, to infer a distinctly Gentile community, as well from the warning against idolatry with which the book concludes as from the absence of the Hebrew element so manifest throughout the Gospel, and of any quotations from or allusions to the Old Testament.

3. Contents. The theme of the Epistle is fellowship with God; its object, to bring its readers into that fellowship and to secure them against losing it.

This purpose finds expression at the opening of the Epistle, and again near its close. 'That which we have seen and heard declare we unto you, that ye also may have fellowship with us: and truly our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ. And these things write we unto you, that your joy may be full' (1 John 1:3-4), 'These things have I written unto you that believe on the name of the Son of God; that ye may know that ye have eternal life, and that ye may believe on the name of the Son of God' (1 John 5:13). There is thus a distinct difference between the object of the Epistle and that of the Gospel (see John 20:31), the object of the one being to promote faith in Christ, that of the other to confirm the faith and develop the religious life of those who already believe.

The writer's thought revolves about certain fundamental watchwords regarding the nature of God. The three great watchwords which occupy the pivotal places in the plan of the Epistle (see analysis below) are, 'God is light,' 'God is righteous,' 'God is love.' Corresponding to these are the Christian graces of faith, obedience, love, and the Christian duties of confessing Christ, keeping the commandments, and loving the brethren. Together with the positive inculcation of these truths and duties is combined a recognition of their opposites. Underlying all the thought of the Epistle is the conception of the irreconcilable antagonism which exists between Christ and the world; hence the statement of truth or duty is strengthened or expanded by a denial of or warning against its opposite. The active presence of error and evil among those addressed accounts for the polemical element in the Epistle, and the warnings against evil influences and wrong ways of thinking and living with which it abounds.

The particular heresy which the writer combats appears to have been an incipient form of one of the various systems which, as developed in the 2nd cent., are included under the general name of Gnosticism, in all of which there was involved a denial of the reality of the Incarnation: cp. 1 John 4:2; 2 John 1:7. This subject is more fully treated in Intro. to Second and Third Epistles. The polemical element is, however, subordinate to the main object of the Epistle, which is to promote the spiritual life of believers by bringing them into a living union with Christ and confirming them therein.

The plan of the Epistle is difificult to follow, and has been differently understood, some failing to recognise any regular plan at all. In the following Synopsis, the minor sections are grouped about the three fundamental statements mentioned above.

1 John 1:1-4. Introduction. The fundamental scheme of the Epistle: God manifested in Jesus Christ, that man may have fellowship with the Father through the Son.

1 John 1:5 to 1 John 2:28. I. God is Light, hence fellowship with Him means walking in the light and realising a sense of brotherhood and the forgiveness of sins (1 John 1:7).

(i) This involves, (a) confession of sin (1 John 1:8-10), (b) keeping His commandments (1 John 2:3-6), (c) in particular, loving the brethren (1 John 2:7-11).

(ii) (a) Reasons for writing, as regards the spiritual condition of the readers (1 John 2:12-16). (b) Things and persons to avoid. (1) The love of the world (1 John 2:15-17). (2) Fellowship with false teachers (1 John 2:18-26). (c) The believer's security and hope (1 John 2:27-28).

1 John 2:29 to 1 John 4:6. II. God is Righteous, hence fellowship with Him involves doing righteousness, and this is an evidence of divine sonship (1 John 2:29).

(i) Sonship a motive to righteousness (1 John 3:1-9).

(ii) Sonship the root of brotherly love (1 John 3:10-18).

(iii) Sonship resulting in glorious privileges: (a) assurance (1 John 3:19-21), (b) answer to prayer (1 John 3:22), (c) fellowship, realised through the gift of the Spirit (1 John 3:24), (d) discernment of truth and error (1 John 4:1-6).

1 John 4:7 to 1 John 5:12. III. God is Love, hence fellowship with Him involves walking in love (1 John 4:7-8).

(i) How God's love to us was manifested (1 John 4:9-10).

(ii) Our rightful response to it, brotherly love (1 John 4:11-12).

(iii) The proofs of fellowship, (a) the indwelling Spirit (1 John 4:13), (b) confessing Jesus (1 John 4:14-15), (c) abiding in love (1 John 4:16).

(iv) Perfect love casts out fear (1 John 4:17-18).

(v) Brotherly love the test of love to God (1 John 4:19-21).

(vi) Love finds expression in obedience (1 John 5:1-4).

(vii) Obedience rests on faith in and fellowship with Christ (1 John 5:5-12).

1 John 5:13-21. Conclusion.

(i) Reason for writing restated in different form (1 John 5:13).

(ii) The assurance which believers may have: (a) of the efficacy of prayer (1 John 5:14-17), (b) of the guardianship of God (1 John 5:18), (c) of divine sonship (1 John 5:19), (d) of the reality of the divine manifestation and the fellowship resulting from it (1 John 5:20).

(iii) Final warning (1 John 5:21).

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-10

Fellowship with God in Light
1. Observe the grammatical form of 1 John 1:1-3. In 1 John 1:1 a sentence is begun which, interrupted by the parenthesis in 1 John 1:2, is continued in 1 John 1:3. The sense is, 'We declare unto you that which was from the beginning, that which we have heard, etc., concerning the Word of Life.' From the beginning] cp. John 1:1. Heard.. handled] the evidence of eyewitness. The Docetists taught that Christ was a mere phantom: cp. Luke 24:39. Of the Word of life] RV 'concerning the Word of life': cp. 'bread of life,' John 6:35. For 'the Word' (Logos) see on John 1:1.

2. This v. is parenthetical, reiterating the fact that the preëxistent Eternal Word was manifested to men. In 1 John 1:3 this manifestation is said to determine man's relation to God.

3. Declare we unto you] RV adds 'also,' Fellowship with us] i.e. union with us in Christian fellowship. And truly] RV 'yea, and.' Fellowship with Christian teachers involves fellowship with God in Christ.

4. That your joy may be full] RV 'that our joy may be fulfilled.' 'Fellowship with Christ and with the brethren is the measure of the fulness of joy' (Westcott).

5. Light.. darkness] The one suggests truth and goodness, the other falsehood and evil. All truth and goodness emanate from God. To walk in the light, therefore, i.e. to possess and practise these, is to have fellowship with Him. On the other hand, to be without these is to be without God (1 John 1:6). 

7. One with another] i.e. with other Christians, the result of fellowship with God. The blood of Jesus Christ] RV omits 'Christ.' Only those who 'walk in the light' can appropriate the cleansing efficacy of the life laid down upon the Cross. Cleanseth] The present tense denotes a continuous process—the progressive sanctification of the believer's soul: cp. John 13:10.

8. Deceive ourselves] lit. 'lead ourselves astray.'

9. Just] RV 'righteous.'

Forgive.. cleanse] 'Forgive' refers to the remission of punishment, 'cleanse' to the removal of pollution.

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-29

The Advocacy of Christ and the Obligations of Believers
1. My little children] The diminutive implies the fatherly care which the aged Apostle felt for his disciples. Advocate] The word thus translated is used by St. John alone of the NT. writers. Elsewhere (John 14:16, John 14:25; John 15:26; John 16:7) it is rendered 'Comforter.' Literally it means one who is called to the side of another for counsel and help. The rendering 'Advocate' suits the passages in the Gospel (see RM in loco). The Son and the Holy Spirit both act as Advocate with the Father: cp. Romans 8:26-27, Romans 8:34. The Redeemer's work calls for the mercy which 'rejoiceth against judgment,'

2. Propitiation] the act or offering which makes an injured person favourable to the offender, Christ is the propitiation as well as the propitiator: the offering itself as well as the sacrificing priest who makes it. The whole world] cp. John 1:29; John 4:24; John 17:20-23. The work of Christ was wrought for all, not for a chosen few. There are none who may not share its benefits if they will. 

5. The love of God] i.e. man's love to God: cp. 1 John 4:12, An ideal condition is here presented. Perfect obedience is evidence of perfect love.

7. An old commandment] cp. 2 John 1:5. Old, because they have known it from the beginning of their Christian life. Which ye had from the beginning] RV 'which ye heard.'

8. A new commandment] The commandment of love, old as it now is in one sense, is in another new, as it ever gains fresh light and meaning. The darkness, etc.] RV 'the darkness is passing away, and the true light already shineth.'

10. Occasion of stumbling] lit. 'stumbling-block,' that which may cause himself or others to fall, in this case probably (see next v.) himself. Without love no one can walk in the light of God's truth.

12-14. In these vv. the readers are addressed, twice over, as (1) 'little children,' (2) 'fathers,' (3) 'young men.' Probably the first of these is the term of endearment already used (1 John 2:1), including the whole community. Next, the old and the young are respectively addressed as 'fathers,' 'young men.' Corresponding to the two series of personal addresses is a change in the tense of the verb from 'I write' to 'I wrote,' or 'I have written': see RV, noting change in 1 John 2:13. Perhaps 'I write' refers to the Epistle, 'I wrote' to the Gospel; or else the change is made for variety, the present being used from the writer's standpoint, the past from that of the readers, when the message would reach them.

15. Love not the world] The 'world' here is not the world of nature, nor the world of humanity which 'God so loved' (John 3:16). It means all in the present order of things which appeals to the soul as an object of desire apart from and in rivalry to God. 

16. All that is thus antagonistic to God is summed up under three heads, the separate avenues through which the world-spirit reaches the soul. While the classification is hardly exhaustive, as a category covering all kinds of evil it is very comprehensive, and corresponds to the three elements which appear in the temptation of Eve (Genesis 3:6) and in the temptation of our Lord (Luke 4:3-12).

18. The last time] RV 'the last hour.' The Apostles undoubtedly anticipated a coming of Christ in the near future as a vital possibility, and all generations are enjoined by our Lord's teaching to do the same. The dispensation which immediately precedes that great event, the time of which is known only to the Father (Mark 13:32), is rightly called, whatever its length may prove to be, the 'last hour.' Antichrist shall come] RV 'Antichrist cometh.' The hostile influence described as Antichrist is further defined in 1 John 2:22, 1 John 4:3; 2 John 1:7, as the Spirit which denies the Incarnation, and is regarded as a sign of the last days: cp. 2 Thessalonians 2:3-10. The term 'Antichrist' suggests the ideas of opposition and rivalry to Christ. St. John regards as embodiments of this spirit all the false teachers who had already (1 John 2:19) gone out from the Church because they did not really possess the Spirit of Christ.

20. An unction] RV 'an anointing': cp. 2 Corinthians 1:21. Oil is the sacred symbol of the Spirit's operations. The anointing here represents the gift of the Spirit, whereby believers are endowed with spiritual discernment (John 14:26; John 16:13). The Holy one] probably Christ.

23. 'The denial of the Son involves the loss of the Father, not only because the ideas of sonship and fatherhood are correlative, but because the Son alone can reveal the Father.'

28. When he shall appear] RV 'if he shall be manifested.' The 'if' implies no doubt as to the fact, but only uncertainty as to the time. Confidence] RV 'boldness,' lit. 'freedom or readiness of speech.'

29. Is born of him] lit. 'hath been begotten from him.' 'The presence of righteous action is the sure sign of the reality of the divine birth' (Westcott).

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-24

The Righteousness of God and the Duties and Privileges of Sonship
1. The sons of God] RV 'children of God,' adding the words, 'and such we are.' The word translated 'children' here is characteristic of St. John, and implies community of nature, whereas the term 'sons' as used by St. Paul suggests the privileged condition of heirship. 

2. Note changes in RV. 

3. This hope] of being hereafter like God in Christ.

In him] RV 'set on him.' Purifieth himself] 'He who looks forward to becoming like God hereafter must strive after His likeness now' (Westcott).

6. Sinneth not] That the possibility of sinlessness in present experience is not taught here is clear from 1 John 1:8, 1 John 1:9. St. John's thought moves in the region of the ideal. The divine life and the life of sin are in idea mutually exclusive. Sin in the Christian is either involuntary or in acknowledged contradiction to the ruling principle of his life. The commission of it is to that extent a failure perfectly to abide in Christ. 

8. He that committeth sin] RV 'he that doeth sin.' The present tense implies that which is habitual, which results from a ruling principle. 

9. RV 'Whosoever is begotten of God doeth no sin, because his seed abideth in him.' The same principles of interpretation apply here as in the foregoing vv. A perfect realisation of the filial relationship to God excludes sin. His seed remaineth in him] The germinal principle from which his new life has sprung.

12. Cain] The typical example of hatred, inspired by the Evil One, and resulting in murder, the germ of which is hatred (1 John 3:15).

16. Hereby perceive we the love of God] RV 'hereby know we love,' i.e. what love is.

He.. we] The pronouns are emphatic.

17. This world's good] RV 'the world's goods,' lit. 'the world's life,' i.e. that which supports life.

19. Hereby] i.e. by loving in deed and truth. 

20. In RV 1 John 3:19 ends with a comma, then follows, 'whereinsoever our heart condemn us; because God,' etc. God is greater] He is a more perfect judge. Are these words meant to inspire awe or to afford consolation? Is God regarded as more exacting or more merciful than conscience? Opinion is much divided. The contrast in 1 John 3:21 suggests the former alternative, but the whole context rather favours the latter. 'We shall then still our heart in whatsoever it may condemn us, because we are in fellowship with God, and that fact assures us of His sovereign mercy' (Westcott). 22. See 1 John 5:15.

24. The spirit which he hath given us] RV 'the Spirit which he gave us,' i.e. when we became Christians. The indwelling Spirit, from whom springs the Christian's love to God and man, is his assurance of fellowship with God. The test of having the Spirit of God, and not the spirit of Antichrist, is treated in the six following verses.

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-21

Fellowship with God in Love
1. Try the spirits] RV 'Prove the spirits.' The verb is used of testing metals. 

2, 3. See on 2 John 1:7. 

3. Confesseth not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh] RV 'confesseth not Jesus.'

4. He that is in the world] the Devil: cp. 1 John 3:10; John 8:44; John 12:31. 

5. They] the false prophets. 

6. We] the Christian teachers.

8. God is love] the third fundamental maxim (see Intro.). Love is not merely an attribute of God, it is His very Being. Hence to be without love is to be without God: cp. 1 John 4:16. 

9. See John 3:16. 

11. We ought also] RV 'we also ought.'

12. Hath seen God] RV 'hath beheld God.' His love] i.e. our love to Him. If we love one another we have proof both of His presence with us and of our love to Him.

17. Herein is our love made perfect] RV 'herein is love made perfect with us,' i.e. in the double communion spoken of in the preceding v. As he is, so are we] We, as we are in this world, are like Christ, who shares our human nature. The sense of likeness to Him gives us confidence. 

18. No fear in love] not the rightful awe which pertains to reverence, but servile or guilty fear. 

19. We love him] RV 'we love.' Possibly the verb should be rendered 'let us love.'

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-21

The Love, Obedience, and Assurance of Believers
1. The reason for brotherly love. 

2. This is the converse of 1 John 4:19-21. Love to God and love to the brethren being inseparable, each is the test of the other. 

4. Whatsoever] not 'whosoever.' 'It is not the man, but his birth from God, which conquers' (Plummer).

6. This is he that came by water and blood] According to the most generally accepted interpretation of this difficult passage, the reference is primarily to our: Lord's baptism in Jordan and His death upon the Cross—the baptism of water and the baptism of blood, which together sum up His redemptive work and represent its cleansing and atoning power. There is, perhaps, some allusion also to the 'blood and water' to which St. John bore witness at the Cross (John 19:34), besides a symbolical reference to the two sacraments.

7, 8. All the words between that bear record in 1 John 5:7 and the spirit in 1 John 5:8 are omitted in RV. It is quite certain that these words did not belong to the original text. They are found in no Gk. MS earlier than the 14th cent., and axe quoted by none of the Fathers before the middle of the 5th cent. The Fathers understood the passage in its original form to symbolise the Trinity, an interpretation which may have been inserted at first as a marginal note and afterwards found its way into the text.

14, 15. The prayer of faith prevails when it is in accordance with God's will. Thus offered it is surely heard, and, though it may not have any visible effect, receives its answer. He who trusts God's love knows that the answer he receives is the best.

16, 17. There is a sin unto death] RM 'There is sin unto death,' not any special sin which can be recognised as 'unto death.' Sin cannot be divided into 'mortal' and 'venial' on the authority of this passage. Sin may be of such a character as to lead to total separation from Christ, which is spiritual death. 'Sin unto death' is not any act of sin, however heinous, but a state or habit of sin wilfully chosen and persisted in: it is constant and consummate opposition to God' (Plummer).

18. He that is begotten of God keepeth himself] RV 'he that was begotten of God (i.e. Christ) keepeth him.'

21. Taken comprehensively, this warning is directed against all that takes the place of God in man's affections.

If, as seems likely, the Epistle is St. John's latest work, these are, in point of time, the last words of Holy Scripture.

