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Reading 1 John with Martin Luther

ORREY MCFARLAND

n August 2, 1527, the Black Death struck Wittenberg. Until that point Luther

had been lecturing on Isaiah, but his lectures were put on hold due to the
plague. Many of his students and fellow faculty members fled Wittenberg.! To
those who remained, Luther gave a series of lectures on 1 John from August 19 to
November 7, 1527.

Without knowing this information, it would be difficult to argue that the
plague had any material effect on Luther’s interpretation of 1 John. Only in the
commentary on 1 John 3:16 is the plague explicitly mentioned.> Yet while the
“pestilence” did not shape Luther’s approach to 1 John, the background to Luther’s
lectures provides a convenient excuse to examine the lectures now and to ask, How
does 1 John, and so also these lectures, give comfort in the midst of pain, sadness,
fear, and death—then and now?

! We have details about Luther’s lectures from George Rérer, who also stayed to minister to those suf-
fering from the plague. See the introduction to the 1 John lectures: Luther’s Works, vol. 30, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan
(Philadelphia and St. Louis: Fortress and Concordia, 1967), x—xi. Hereafter, cited as LW. Rérer himself endured
unimaginable hardship during this time: his pregnant wife died from the plague.

2 See LW 30:277-78. 1 John also appears in his 1527 pamphlet “Whether One May Flee from a Deadly
Plague.”

Luther sees that the author of 1 John is dealing with both a lack of true faith
and a lack of true love in his community. Both are a result of sinful human
nature that is a part of every person: Luther’s simul iustus et peccator. But
though humans sin, they can, with God’s help, fight against that sin and cling
to the Rock that cannot be snatched away.
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Reading I John with Martin Luther

For Luther, John’s purpose in writing 1 John was simple. John was dealing
with two errors: a lack of true faith and a lack of true love.?

With regard to faith, John’s main target was the christological heresy of Cer-
inthus.* When John asks, “Who is the liar but he who denies that Jesus is the
Christ?” (1 John 2:22), Luther answers: “This is a reference to Cerinthus.” The prob-
lem with Cerinthus’s error, of course, is that “he who denies Christ in one point
necessarily denies Him everywhere.” With regard to love, John wrote against
lazy Christians. Thus, John declares: “Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to
love one another” (1 John 4:11). On the basis of texts like these, Luther states: “Do
not declare that anyone is a Christian unless you see that his works declare that he
is such a person.”

This emphasis on the necessity of love leads to the real theme of this essay.
Anyone who reads 1 John can feel that it seems to give comfort with one hand only
to take it away with the other.” First John powerfully proclaims that our forgive-
ness and hope fully depend on Jesus Christ. Yet there is such a strong emphasis on
sinlessness and the necessity of works that one may not know how to hold onto
the comfort of the gospel. John can declare both that “if we say we have no sin, we
deceive ourselves” (1:8), and yet also that “no one who abides in him sins” (3:6).?
How does Luther relate the former to the latter in such a way that the letter is seen
to “buoy up afflicted hearts”?’

LUTHER’S INTERPRETATION OF SELECT PASSAGES FROM 1 JOHN

Three themes help Luther hold together the letter’s seemingly contradictory
emphases: first, the starting point for Johannine anthropology is an understand-
ing of the believer as simul iustus et peccator;® second, the absolution given in
Christ has a particular shape or purpose for new life; and third, John’s statements
about keeping God’s commandments are not about the law but the “command-
ments of the Gospel.”

* LW 30:219. Luther’s approach is not dissimilar to modern summaries: e.g., Colin Kruse, The Letters of
John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 15.

4See LW 30:221, 227, 251-52, 25658, 284-85, 299, 319. While Cerinthus is connected to John in histori-
cal sources (Irenaeus, Against Heresies), modern scholars are reticent to specify John’s opponent(s) in particular.

> LW 30:299. See also LW 30:258.

¢ LW 30:271.

7 John Calvin, “Commentaries on The Catholic Epistles,” in Calvin’s Commentaries, Volume XXII,
trans. John Owen (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009), 157: John “everywhere mixes teaching with exhortation.”

8 Cf. Luke Timothy Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament: An Interpretation (Minneapolis: For-
tress, 2010), 500-501: “The most striking stylistic element in 1 John is the apparent self-contradiction regarding
the believer and sin that is found throughout the letter: one sentence affirms something that another appears
to deny.”

® LW 30:219.

' Here Luther is followed by many NT scholars. See David DeSilva, An Introduction to the New Testa-
ment: Contexts, Methods & Ministry Formation (Downers Grove: IVP, 2004), 460-61.
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1 John 1:8-10: “If we say we have no sin .. .”

To interpret this first text, Luther employs the simul: “although we have become
a new creature, nevertheless the remnants of sin always remain in us.”' To be
a Christian does not mean we are without sin; indeed, the “true knowledge of
Christ causes a person to feel that he has sin.”'? Denial of sin is the opposite of
the faith that trusts that Christ’s blood has freed us from sin. There are no internal
resources for the Christian by which to be justified; it is a gift of God. This fact
alone gives certainty and leads away from despair: to confess is to be free of sin,
“as if you had no sin.””* God here promises to forgive sins, and God is faithful to
keep his promises.

Denial of sin is the opposite of the faith that trusts that
Christ’s blood has freed us from sin. There are no internal
resources for the Christian by which to be justified; it is a
gift of God. This fact alone gives certainty and leads away
from despair.

The presence of sin is a constant in the Christian’s life. But here we begin to
see Luther’s understanding of how Christians should relate to sin—or what the
effect of absolution is. Luther quotes Augustine on 1 John 1:8: “To have sin is one
thing; to sin is something else.”® What distinguishes a Christian from an unbe-
liever is not the absence of sin but that “sin does not rule in him.”® All people have
sin; but Christians are to resist the sin within that incites us to its fruits.” The
Christian’s war against sin—a theme developed further in the commentary—is
related to the text’s proclamation of divine absolution as the answer to sin: “A
Christian always cries out: ‘Forgive us our sins!”” And so, a Christian is “always at
war with those sins.”® The way to fight against sin is to cry out to God, thus trust-
ing the Gospel promise.

2:1-2: . . so that you may not sin .. ”

The transition from the admission of sinfulness in 1 John 1:8-10 to the declara-
tion in 2:1-2 that John’s purpose in writing is “so that you may not sin” raises a

' LW 30:228, 236.

12 LW 30:229.

B LW 30:230.

“ LW 30:231.

5 LW 30:228.

' LW 30:233.

7 Cf. similarly LW 30:244-245 on 1 John 2:12.
18 LW 30:234.
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