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Confession and Community
in the Letters of John

ARLAND J. HULTGREN

Interpreters of the Letters of John consider them to have been composed within
or adjacent to what is called “the Johannine community” (or “circle” of such
communities') located anywhere from Alexandria to Syria to Ephesus—with
Ephesus having majority support. Behind both the Gospel of John and the Letters
of John stands a span of several decades in which traditions of and about Jesus
were given their distinctive Johannine character in a series of stages of develop-
ment. Theories about such stages have been proposed that are plausible, and for
the most part widely accepted in principle, even though details among them vary.?

! Although, as in this essay, the term Johannine community is conventionally used to designate the
place of composition of the Johannine writings, it is clear to many scholars that the community consisted of a
network of smaller communities sharing the Johannine tradition and interacting among one another, as the
Letters illustrate; consequently, the term Johannine circle is often used, as in the work of Francis J. Moloney,
Letters to the Johannine Circle: John 1-3 (New York: Paulist, 2020), xv, 8-9, 22, and elsewhere. Moloney cites
others who have employed the concept of a “Johannine circle” (8) but also cites those who reject it (118, note 4).

2 A well-known, but dated, proposal is that of Raymond E. Brown, Community of the Beloved Disciple
(New York: Paulist, 1979), including a chart (166-67). He sums up the views of five other scholars as well: J.
Louis Martyn, Georg Richter, Oscar Cullmann, Marie-Emile Boismard, and Wolfgang Langbrandtner, (171~
82). Subsequently, Brown revised his own proposal in his Introduction to the New Testament, Anchor Bible Ref-
erence Library (New York: Doubleday, 1997), 373-76 and in his An Introduction to the Gospel of John, Anchor

Healthy religious communities creatively combine a worldview (theology)
with a lived ethos (practice), but the breakdown of this fusion means trouble
and discord. In the community of 1 John the internal dispute over the nature
and purpose of the Christ is a sign of deep trouble, something the author seeks
to repair with this letter.
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The Gospel of John, in its final form, is generally considered a late-first-century
document. The Letters, especially 1 John, contain themes and concepts that recall
the Gospel of John (illustrated below), and seem to presuppose it, and so the Let-
ters are thought to have been composed either after the Gospel of John had been
completed or about the time of its final editing.’ Typically the Letters are regarded
as having come from the end of the first century or at the beginning of the second,
written by someone of the Johannine community other than the Fourth Evange-
list. Whether all three Letters were by the same author is not settled, although that
is possible. In any case, for our purposes there is sufficient similarity among the
Letters on the issues discussed, so the matter need not be decided. The term author
(singular) will routinely be used.

IN THE WAKE OF A SCHISM

On reading the Letters, it becomes apparent that there had been a disruption of the
Johannine community. Those who disrupted the community, who can be called
“the secessionists,” had already left by the time the Letters were written (1 John
2:19). The secessionists can be characterized by all those things that are opposed in
the Letters. They deny the incarnation and humanity of Jesus (2 John 7: they “do
not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh” cf. 1 John 4:2-3); they claim to
be enlightened (2:9); they maintain that they are without sin (1:8, 10); they disre-
gard the ethical teachings (“commandments”) of Jesus (2:3-4; 3:22, 24; 5:2-3); and
they fail to practice love (2:9-11; 3:11-18; 4:20). Although they claim to “abide” in
Jesus, they do not “walk just as he walked” (2:6). Instead, they walk in darkness
(1:6). The author of the Letters calls them “antichrists” and persons who imperson-
ate the “spirit of the antichrist” (1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; 2 John 7).

Taken together, these elements of theology and conduct indicate that the
separatists had gnosticizing tendencies. By denying the incarnation and human-
ity of Jesus, the secessionists would also, by implication, have to deny the death of
Jesus as the Christ upon the cross, even though that was the most publicly known
datum of the story of Jesus. The problem had to be dealt with one way or another.
One person who took up the challenge was the gnostic teacher Cerinthus, who
lived and taught in the late first and early second centuries. As such, he was a
contemporary of the author of the Letters and, like the latter, lived in Asia Minor.
He resolved the problem of the death of Jesus by claiming that a spiritual power,
Christ, descended upon Jesus at his baptism, but “at the end Christ separated again

Bible Reference Library (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 2003), 40-85, 189-98. Surveys and proposals are offered
in commentaries and other works, such as by R. Alan Culpepper, The Gospel and Letters of John (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1999), 54-61, and Moloney, Letters to the Johannine Circle, 1-26.

* A thorough discussion of five different proposals is provided by R. Alan Culpepper, “The Relationship
between the Gospel and 1 John,” in Communities in Dispute: Current Scholarship on the Johannine Epistles, ed.
R. Alan Culpepper and Paul N. Anderson (Atlanta: SBL, 2014), 95-119.
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from Jesus, and Jesus suffered and was raised again, but Christ remained impas-
sible, since he was pneumatic.™

Taken together, these elements of theology and conduct
indicate that the separatists had gnosticizing tendencies.
By denying the incarnation and humanity of Jesus, the
secessionists would also, by implication, have to deny the
death of Jesus as the Christ upon the cross.

One need not claim that the secessionists were followers of Cerinthus,
although the time and place of both make the influence of his teachings—or those
of other like-minded persons—a possibility. Suffice it to say that Cerinthus is
illustrative of currents of thought contemporary with the Letters. Thinking along
similar lines appears to have been characteristic of the secessionists. Salvation
for them consisted of a spiritual communion with the glorified Christ, abiding
in him individually, allowing the believer to claim to be like him already (1 John
3:2). Present eschatology, prominent in the Gospel of John (3:16, 36; 5:24; 6:40,
47, 53-54, 68; 10:28; 17:2-3), was taken up to the exclusion of future eschatology,
which the Fourth Gospel retained in tension with present eschatology (4:14; 5:25;
6:27, 39-40, 44, 54; 11:24; 12:25; 21:22). Moreover, gnostic movements tended to be
antinomian. Having been freed from the confines of the flesh into the freedom of
spiritual salvation, libertinism was commonplace.’ The profile of the secessionists
was similar.

CORRECTIVES AND AFFIRMATIONS

It is against such a backdrop that the theology and ethical teaching of the Letters
is developed and expressed. The Letters share with the Fourth Gospel a host of
confessional convictions: the God of Israel is known as the Father of Jesus (John
17:1; 1 John 1:3; 2 John 3) and the Father of Jesus’s disciples (John 14:8; 15:16; 1 John
1:2); apart from this God there is no other worthy of worship (John 17:3; 1 John
5:20-21); the Father has sent the Son into the world (John 6:57; 1 John 4:9-10) to
save it (John 12:47; 1 John 4:14); and faith in Jesus as the one sent from God is the
means to eternal life (John 3:16; 1 John 5:13).

Christological views are alike in several respects too, but they deserve special
attention. The Letters include the use of major traditional titles: “Christ,” “the Son
of God,” or simply “the Son,™ but the titles “Lord” and “Son of man,” present in

* Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.26.

3 Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 35; Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.25.1-6; Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History
3.28.

¢ But there are no christological titles or explicit references to Jesus in 3 John at all. The phrase “for the
sake of the name” (based on the Greek text) in verse 7 is rendered “for the sake of Christ” in the NRSV, but not
in the KJV, ASV, RSV, NIV, NET, ESV, and other versions.
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