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INTRODUCING


THE LETTERS OF JOHN




We live in times of insecurity. It seems that everything is changing and nothing is stable. New nations are coming to birth. New social and political patterns are evolving. Violence, terrorism, and war threaten the very foundations of civilization.


These external insecurities are reflected in the internal world of the mind and spirit. Even the Christian church, which has received “a kingdom that cannot be shaken” and is charged to proclaim him who is “the same yesterday and today and forever” (Hebrews 12:28; 13:8), now often speaks its message softly, shyly, and without conviction. There is widespread distrust of dogmatism and a preference for agnosticism or free thought. Many church members are confused and uncertain.


Against this background, to read the letters of John is to enter another world marked by assurance, knowledge, confidence, and boldness. The predominant theme of these letters is Christian certainty. The certainty of Christian people is twofold: objective (that the Christian religion is true) and subjective (that they have been born of God and possess eternal life). Both are expounded by John, who takes it for granted that this double assurance is right and healthy. Today we urgently need to hear and heed his teaching about the nature of these certainties and the grounds on which they are built.


John’s letters are called forth by a particular urgent situation in the church: the insidious propaganda of certain false teachers. He describes them by three expressions that draw attention to their diabolical origin, evil influence, and false teaching. First, they are “false prophets” (1 John 4:1). The true prophet was the mouthpiece of the Spirit of truth, the false prophet of the spirit of error. Second, they are “deceivers” (2 John 7) because they are leading people astray. Third, they are “antichrists” or “antichrist” (1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; 2 John 7) because the substance of their teaching is to deny the divine-human person of Jesus Christ. Once they passed as loyal members of the church, but now they have seceded and gone out to spread their pernicious lies. Some of the remaining church members are apparently in a wavering and insecure state, so John needs to reassure and strengthen them. His emphasis is on the differences between the genuine Christian and the spurious, and how to discern between the two.


Today, as in the first century, Christians need the certainty John’s letters offer. A fresh confidence about Christ and about eternal life, based on the grounds John gives, can again lead Christian people into that boldness of approach to God and of testimony to the world that is still needed in the church today.




SUGGESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDY




	

1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.





	

2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the question that follows it. This is designed to help you get into the theme of the study.





	

3. The studies are written in an inductive format designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. Each study deals with a particular passage so that you can really delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.





	

4. Each study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where, and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions (also found in the “Apply” section) help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the study questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.





	

5. In the studies you will find some commentary notes designed to give help with complex verses by giving further biblical and cultural background and contextual information. The notes in the studies are not designed to answer the questions for you. They are to help you along as you learn to study the Bible for yourself. After you have worked through the questions in the guide, you may want to read the accompanying commentary by John Stott in the Tyndale New Testament Commentaries series. This will give you more information about the text.





	

6. Move to the “Apply” section. These questions will help you connect the key biblical themes to your own life. Putting the application into practice is one of the keys to growing in Christ.





	

7. Use the guidelines in the “Pray” section to focus on God, thanking him for what you have learned and praying about the applications that have come to mind.















SUGGESTIONS FOR MEMBERS OF A GROUP STUDY




	

1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.





	

2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, she or he will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.





	

3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses that are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate on equal ground and for in-depth study.





	

4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.





	

When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.





	

6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.





	

7. It will be helpful for groups to follow a few basic guidelines. These guidelines, which you may wish to adapt to your situation, should be read at the beginning of the first session.




	

Anything said in the group is considered confidential and will not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so. We will provide time for each person present to talk if he or she feels comfortable doing so.





	

We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about other people.





	

We will listen attentively to each other.





	

We will be very cautious about giving advice.











	

8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions for you at the back of the guide.
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