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(Becoming) Lovers in a
Dangerous Time: Discipleship
as Gift and Task in 1 John

MICHAEL J. RHODES

But nothing worth having comes without some kind of fight.
Got to kick at the darkness ’til it bleeds daylight
When you're lovers in a dangerous time.
—Bruce Cockburn

isciples of Jesus wake up in a world awash in human suffering, racism, injus-
tice, and poverty."! But the church faces an additional problem, namely the

problem of our own often impoverished response. To put it bluntly: Why are we
are so often discouraged by the way we as the people of God respond to the pain
of the world around us?

! For a lengthier version of this argument that more thoroughly engages the academic literature and

brings the argument into dialogue with the civil rights movement’s ethic of “militant reconciling love,” see
Michael J. Rhodes, “Becoming Militants of Reconciling Love: 1 John 3:1-3 and the Task of Ethical Formation,”
Journal of Theological Interpretation (forthcoming).

In a time of turmoil, the Christian community is challenged to become the
witness to Christ’s love in the world, literally by becoming lovers (of the world)
by imitating the Beloved. We are called to become disciples of the God who
showered love on us through the incarnation and atoning death of Christ. In
his example we have the courage to love.
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Perhaps part of the answer to that question lies in our failure to receive the
gift and embrace the task of discipleship. For Christians, such a failure is akin to
forgetting how to live the answers to the questions

o Who are we?
e  Where are we? and
o When are we??

Such forgetfulness is neither unintentional nor, as in the case of a friend facing
Alzheimer’s, the result of an invading disease. It is instead a forgetfulness we have
fostered through our resistance to the ongoing work of Jesus.

In the midst of such failures, I want to suggest that the little letter we call 1
John offers us an invitation: to become the disciples Jesus has made and is making
us to be; to receive the love of Jesus and become lovers ourselves, even in danger-
ous times. In what follows, then, I'll explore John’s depiction of the life of disciple-
ship as both gift and task, before turning to consider what it might look like to
respond to John’s invitation in relation to the racism and poverty confronting the
church today.’

RECEIVING THE GIFT: THE “WHO,” “WHERE,” AND “WHEN” OF
Di1SCIPLESHIP

First John 3:1-2 gives us John’s answers to our “who,” “where,” and “when” ques-
tions. We can explore each of these in turn.

Who Are Disciples?

“Look at what great love the Father has given to us, that we should be called chil-
dren of God! And that is what we are” (1 John 3:1). In this exuberant exhortation,
John offers an answer to his audience’s identity question: Who are we? We are
children of the Father. Just before this outburst, John reminds us that being a child
of God is a deeply moral reality.* After all, “If you know that he is just, you know
that everyone who does justice has been born of him” (2:29).

But for John, this moral identity as God’s “just,” or
“righteous,” children is solely the result of God’s lavish
love. “Look at his love,” John declares, the love of the
Father that has made us “beloved” children (3:2a).

* These questions address what John Webster refers to as “moral ontology.” See John B. Webster, Word
and Church: Essays in Christian Dogmatics (New York: T & T Clark, 2001), 283.

? For reasons of convenience, I have chosen to refer to the author of the epistle simply as “John.”

* Cf.]. G. van der Watt, “Ethics in 1 John: A Literary and Socioscientific Perspective,” Catholic Biblical
Quarterly 61, no 3 (1999), 494.
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But for John, this moral identity as God’s “just” or “righteous” children is
solely the result of God’s lavish love. “Look at his love,” John declares, the love of
the Father that has made us “beloved” children (3:2a). If being a disciple is about
living as one of God’s just and righteous children, John makes clear that such iden-
tity and action are nevertheless all gift.

Where Are Disciples?

Immediately after reminding disciples of who they are, John reminds them of where
they are: “because of this the world does not know us, because it did not know him”
(3:1b). The significance of John’s seemingly straightforward assertion that disciples
are in a world that does not know them, however, turns out to be remarkably hard
to pin down. This complexity comes because John uses the Greek word kosmos,
most often translated “world,” in at least three different, yet related, ways.

First, as in the Gospel prologue, John understands the kosmos as God’s good
creation, created through Jesus in the beginning (John 1:1-10) and saved through
Jesus’s willing assumption of the material world at the incarnation (1 John 4:2, 9, 14).
The incarnation of the Creator God as a human being is the validation of the intrin-
sic goodness of the gritty, earthy kosmos in which we find ourselves.’

But second, and much more strongly stated in the letter, John tells us all is
not well in God’s good world: “We are from God,” but “the whole world lies in
the power of the Evil One” (5:19). The kosmos has become a battlefield, and all
humanity is caught up in the conflict.®* Many, even some who had initially appeared
themselves to be children of God (2:19), have sided with the enemy, rejecting the
incarnate Christ in favor of the anti-Christ (4:2-3).

Indeed, for John, we don’t start out in some morally neutral position and then
pick a side. All humanity is always already “claimed.”” “All who have not become
children of God are children of the devil (3:10), an identity that John equates with
being ‘of the world’ (2:16; 4:5a).”® As with the children of God, “the character of
this worldly family is derived from its demonic parent; unjust, unrighteous, and
sinful deeds overflow from the unjust, unrighteous, and sinful character of those
like Cain, ‘who was of the evil one, and murdered his brother (3:10-12).”° Such
worldly children are powerless to practice the justice and love that characterize the
children of the Just One who is Love (4:16).

° Cf. Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, New Creation: A Con-
temporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), 142.

¢ Cf. Andreas J. Kostenberger, “The Cosmic Trial Motif in John’s Letters,” in Communities in Dispute:
Current Scholarship on the Johannine Epistles, ed. R. Alan Culpepper and Paul N. Anderson (Atlanta: SBL,
2014), 159.

7 Philip Ziegler, Militant Grace: The Apocalyptic Turn and the Future of Christian Theology (Grand Rap-
ids: Baker Academic, 2018), 10.

# Rhodes, “Becoming Militants of Reconciling Love.”

° Rhodes, “Becoming Militants of Reconciling Love.”
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Nor is it only individual humans who are caught up in this battle. The
references to the “things of the world” as being “not of the Father” (2:16-17)
suggest that John understands the kosmos under the devil’s influence to include
human cultures and institutions. Too often, such systems participate in a “sys-
temic defiance of God’s lordship over the world” and a “structural refusal by
human authority” to recognize Jesus as King."” Cultures, economies, social
structures . . . all are affected by the devil’s attempt at a hostile takeover of
God’s good creation.

For John, then, the kosmos is God’s good world now overrun by the devil and
his brood of deceptive powers and false prophets (cf. 4:1; 2 John 1:7). Yet this stark
reality is not John’s last word on the kosmos. For John, the world is finally and fully
the world that God so loved that he sent his only Son as a “Savior of the kosmos”
(4:14). In Jesus, the Creator has returned to reclaim what is his—a rescue operation
that has required him to “destroy the works of the devil” (3:8) and offer himself as
an “atoning sacrifice for the whole kosmos” (2:2). The incarnate Lord liberates the
devil’s children by begetting them anew and granting them new life lived “through
him” (4:9).

To be a disciple, then, is to find oneself transferred from the kosmos under the
control of the devil and into the realm of the God who is Light (1:5)."" It is to wake
up in a new space, one in which discipleship, previously impossible for us as the
devil’s children, now becomes a glorious possibility for us as those born again by
the Spirit of God. The answer to the question “Who are we?” is deeply tied to the
question “Where are we?” Either we remain both in and of the world that is passing
away, or we are liberated and born into the “Savior of the world’s” realm of love,
righteousness, and justice."

The answer to the question “Who are we?” is deeply tied
to the question “Where are we?” Either we remain both in
and of the world that is passing away, or we are liberated

and born into the “Savior of the world’s” realm of love,
righteousness, and justice.

' Brian K. Blount, Then the Whisper Put on Flesh: New Testament Ethics in an African American Con-
text (Nashville: Abingdon, 2001), 110. Cf. also Walter Wink, Engaging the Powers: Discernment and Resistance
in a World of Domination (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 55-57.

' See Cornelis Bennema, “Moral Transformation in the Johannine Writings,” In die Skriflig 51, no. 3
(2017), 1-7.

12 Benjamin E. Reynolds, “The Anthropology of John and the Johannine Epistles: A Relational Anthro-
pology,” in Anthropology and New Testament Theology, ed. Jason Maston and Benjamin E. Reynolds (London:
T & T Clark, 2018), 121.
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