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The Holy Spirit and Schism

GARY M. BURGE

ost of us read the letters of the New Testament as if they are static docu-

ments without an author, history, or context. During this odd season of the
COVID-19 pandemic, I ambitiously decided to reread Tolkien’s trilogy The Lord
of the Rings. Of course, I had read it before when I was younger and didn’t miss
the films. But now I was reading it differently. I began to wonder who Tolkien was
and what inspired this epic production. The trilogy was intended as a sequel to The
Hobbit (1937), but soon it became a massive story of its own. The books were writ-
ten between 1937 and 1949, and I wondered to what extent the events of those years
contributed to Tolkien’s themes and symbols? A world of Tolkien scholarship has
tried to answer that question. Most of my students have only seen the films, and to
them the story is about friendship, modeled between Frodo and Sam in particular.
But now I am confident that the films misrepresent the books. Enormous parts
are expanded in the films (such as battle scenes ginned up by special effects) while
other scenes are left out (Tom Bombadil, his wife Goldberry, and the Old Forest)—
and friendship doesn’t seem to be central. However, other things were on Tolkien’s
mind before 1949.!

! An earlier draft of this essay appeared as “Spirit-Inspired Theology and Ecclesial Correction: Charting
One Shift in the Development of Johannine Ecclesiology and Pneumatology” in Communities in Dispute: Current
Scholarship on the Johannine Epistles, ed. R. Alan Culpepper and Paul Anderson (Atlanta: SBL, 2014), 179-186.

In 1 John a classic religious dilemma is played out, the tension between
spirit-filled inspiration and the fixed theological traditions of the commu-
nity. Unwilling to try to match spirit-filled credentials with his opponents, the
writer of 1 John instead reminds his community of what they have seen and
heard, and the theological traditions about Christ handed down to them.
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We do something similar when we read the letters of John. We are drawn
particularly to 1 John and conclude that the repeated theme of love is a restate-
ment of Jesus’s command in John 13:34, “A new command I give to you, that you
love one another; even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.”* This,
then, is John’s central message. However, what we fail to do is read the Johannine
letters from within their own context, much like we fail to read Tolkien through
the events of World War II and Norse mythology. Today we interpret Paul’s letters
through the context of his travels and the concerns of Roman culture in his era.
We think about Philippians and we review what it meant to have Roman citizen-
ship in a distant colony. We think about Colossians and realize that we need to
understand Roman religion.

If this is true of Paul, it must be true of John. However, the difficulty is that
we cannot with certainty reconstruct the geographical or contextual setting of
the Johannine letters. Even so, we can do more than we think. We know there is
a connection between the letters and the Fourth Gospel. And this is our first clue
to discover what is really going on. John is writing about love but for reasons that
might surprise us.

THEORIES ABOUT JOHANNINE HISTORY

The idea that the literature attributed to John® belonged to a community of ancient
Christians who shared a history has been commonplace since the 1980s. The great
scholar of Johannine studies, Raymond Brown, first offered this theory in 1979*
and then expanded it in his famous Community of the Beloved Disciple.” He also
gave it thorough exegetical support in his Anchor commentary on the Johannine
letters three years later.® Today it is overlooked by some interpreters, but in my
mind, it is one of the vital clues to understanding 1 John. Newer commentaries by
scholars such as Urban von Wahlde’” have revived Brown’s thesis.

Brown believed that a number of theological themes found in the Gospel of
John became the source of considerable theological division in later stages of the
community’s life, and 1 John provides significant evidence of this problem. Brown
felt, for instance, that the high Christology of the Gospel may have contributed
to what seemed to be a debate centered on early Docetism and a denial of a full
incarnation. He also felt that the dualistic language of the Gospel and its perceived
tensions with the “world” laid the groundwork for the ethical dualism that may

% Each citation is taken from the RSV.

* Here I will refer to John as the author of these four documents: the Gospel and the three letters. For a
full explanation of authorship issues, see my Interpreting the Gospel of John: A Practical Guide (Grand Rapids:
Baker Academic, 2013).

* Raymond Brown, “The Relationship of the Fourth Gospel Shared by the Author of 1 John and by His
Opponents,” in R. Wilson, and Ernest Best, eds, Text and Interpretation: Studies in the New Testament Pre-
sented to Matthew Black (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 57-68.

> Raymond Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple (New York: Paulist, 1979).

¢ Raymond Brown, The Epistles of John, Anchor Bible 30 (New York: Doubleday, 1982).

7 Urban von Wahlde, The Gospel and Letters of John. 3 vols (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010).
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have divided the community later. He famously said that the weapons of conflict
that the Gospel aimed at the unbelieving world later were turned back on the com-
munity members in the Johannine letters.

In 1 John 4, we are warned about deceitful teachers. “Beloved, do not believe
every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are of God; for many false
prophets have gone out into the world” (4:1). In the immediately following verses,
we learn that the test of a spirit that has come from God is that it embraces a cor-
rect Christology: “By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit which confesses
that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every spirit which does not
confess Jesus is not of God.” (4:2-3a)

Two ideas seem clear: First, we can fairly assume that these false teachers
were prophets who were claiming some spiritual authority to lead the church in
new theological directions. And second, we can assume that they were successful.
In 1 John 4:5 the letter says with a hint of despair that “the world listens to them.”
The congregation was listening to these novel teachers, they were doubting what
they had heard “from the beginning,” and now they were ready to claim that the
Spirit of God had given them these new insights into life and belief. And this is
one of the concerns that prompts the writing of 1 John. The recipients are torn
between what has been taught in the tradition and what is being revealed by these
new teachers. It would be similar to what I heard a student once say: “Why follow
the Nicene Creed? We need to follow Jesus instead.”

Two ideas seem clear: First, we can fairly assume that
these false teachers were prophets who were claiming some
spiritual authority to lead the church in new theological
directions. And second, we can assume that they were
successful.

The question is simply this: What ecclesial and theological environment
would lend itself to this sort of pastoral crisis? And this is where Brown’s thesis
(echoed by many others) becomes a useful tool. Brown’s thesis is simple: the pneu-
matology of the Gospel of John gave rise to the ecclesial crisis we later see in the
letters. Or we might put it another way: a community deeply invested in Spirit-
experience found itself in jeopardy because of the very intense spirituality it had
so eagerly promoted. Moreover, this Spirit-experience inspired a willingness to
upend all that had been “taught from the beginning.”

8 See Andrew Byers, Ecclesiology and Theosis in the Gospel of John, Cambridge Monograph Series 166
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).
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