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Us and Them: Lessons from 1
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None of us would say this past year has been “normal.” COVID-19, a presiden-
tial election, and renewed attention to long-standing systemic racism in the
United States have jolted us from the daily routines that either overwhelmed us
or lulled us into a slumber, too busy, beaten down, or contented to look seriously
at the fragility and injustice of our societal structures. Perhaps we had already
noticed the increased polarization in our society, popularly referred to with the
problematic term tribalism,' but debates and violence over mask-wearing, send-
ing children back to school in person, and the presence of federal officers in cities
have exposed our divisions in even starker ways. This moment in history is show-
ing us how easy it is to demonize those with whom we disagree, especially when
that disagreement is in the midst of life-and-death struggles for survival. Such

!'This term degrades people who are members of actual tribes and is based on racist assumptions about
the primitiveness of indigenous cultures and the need for their “civilizing” and domestication. Christine Mun-
gai, “Pundits who decry ‘tribalism’ know nothing about real tribes,” The Washington Post, January 30, 2019.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/pundits-who-decry-tribalism-know-nothing-about-real-tribes/20
19/01/29/8d14eb44-232f-11€9-90cd-dedb0c92dc17_story.html

First John can be read in a very dualistic form, the “us” of the Johannine
community versus the “them” who have denied Christ and gone out from the
community. But a closer reading of 1 John, in tandem with the Gospel of John,
suggests that the situation is not so clear-cut; “antichrists” can remain in the
community, and deniers can be brought back in.
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demonization quickly devolves into a classic battle of “us” vs. “them™ we are right,
and they are wrong.

When we slip into this language, it’s easy to lose sight of what it also teaches
us about ourselves; we are too focused on demonizing others over there. As a result,
we overlook the chance at self-examination it offers. In this short article, I want to
flip the script and focus on the underside of polemical language by exploring its
use in 1 John. The descriptions of “antichrists” and “children of the devil” in 1 John
have led many scholars to interpret it as a letter condemning those who abandoned
this community over christological disagreements.? Yet, this letter was ultimately
not read by its opponents, but rather by the community of believers who remained
connected to its author. Thus, this language tells us a lot more about the “we” of the
Johannine community than about the “they” who went out from its midst. In fact,
when read in light of the larger Johannine traditions, especially John 6, we see that
the polemic of 1 John is not simply directed outward, toward “antichrists” who
have already left, but also inward toward those who remain. The antichrist polemic
encourages its audience to reflect on their own antichrist behaviors, prompting
confession, cleansing by Christ, and renewed actions of love toward one another
(1:5-2:2; 3:16-18; 4:7-11). Despite what popular fiction and movies might tell us, in
1 John antichrist need not be a permanent status, nor is it just for “them.”

This letter was ultimately not read by its opponents,

but rather by the community of believers who remained
connected to its author. Thus, this language tells us a lot
more about the “we” of the Johannine community than
about the “they” who went out from its midst.

THE AMBIGUITY OF 1 JOHN’S ANTICHRISTS

The author of 1 John did not invent the term antichrist. Instead, 2:18 and 4:3 indi-
cate it was known by the letter’s audience: “Little children,” 2:18 begins, “it is the
last hour, and just as you heard (fjkovoarte) that antichrist is coming (avtixpiootg
€pxetat), even now many have become antichrists (&vtixplotol moAhol yeyovaotv),
wherefore we are knowing that it is the last hour!” Most interpreters suggest that
1 John is using the tradition of God’s eschatological opponent and shaping it to fit

> The most famous approach is that of Raymond E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple:
The Life, Loves, and Hates of an Individual Church in New Testament Times (New York: Paulist, 1979); Brown,
The Epistles of John, Anchor Bible 30 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1982). For more recent conversations, see
Communities in Dispute: Current Scholarship on the Johannine Epistles, ed. R. Alan Culpepper and Paul N.
Anderson (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2014).
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this context.> My translation is a bit clunky on purpose.* It not only shows the
ring-composition of the verse, which begins and ends with the same words; it also
emphasizes the change in verbs from “coming” to “have become” in the middle
of the verse. These verbs can be synonymous, but the shift here seems deliberate,
pivoting at the center of the verse. It is not only that many antichrists have some-
how shown up, but that many people “have become” antichrists, changing from
who they were perceived to be and revealing their true identity now with present
actions. This translation also makes sense of the larger context of 2:18-27, which
emphasizes that these antichrists used to be a part of the community of believers.

The author of 1 John builds on the known image of antichrist by linking it
to other repeated terms in the letter, including the following: deceivers and liars
(1:10; 2:4, 22; 4:20; 5:1), deniers of Christ (2:22, 23), and children of the devil (3:10).
The “they” of 2:18-19 are also aligned with Cain, while the “we” are aligned with
Abel by means of an interpretation applying Genesis 4 to the Johannine commu-
nity.” According to Tom Thatcher, Genesis 4 was a particularly important text to
the Johannine believers. John 8 alludes to Genesis 4 when Jesus accuses the Jewish
crowd surrounding him of being children of the devil because of their desire to
kill him (John 8:44; cf. 1 John 3:8-12). First John describes Cain’s murder of his
brother as the fulfillment of his father the devil’s will.* The point of the allusion is
in the application: anyone who repeats Cain’s selfishness without repentance reen-
acts this archetypal story, continuing to murder siblings by hoarding resources
rather than sharing and laying down their own life for another (3:13-18).

The result of 1 John’s rhetoric, therefore, is twofold. On the one hand, it
demonizes the opposition as antichrists who share diabolical lineage with Cain.
On the other, it leaves the children of the devil unnamed. While it might be easy
to identify some of “them”—those who have already “gone out” from among
us (2:19)—others remain undiscovered. At the end of the day, the “they” of 1 John
are anonymous. This mixture of specificity and anonymity makes antichrists a
particularly fitting tool for 1 John’s epideictic goals: an antichrist is anyone who
is ardently, even if ignorantly, opposed to Christ, including those counted among
Jesus’s disciples. As Craig Koester notes, “The Johannine Epistles do not allow read-
ers the luxury of equating the antichrist with one particular tyrant, who becomes
the focus of all evil.”” Instead, antichrist remains at once a concrete and a dynamic
term: no one is above reproach. The proof of discipleship is in continuous action:

* Lietaert Peerbolte, The Antecedent of Antichrist: A Traditio-Historical Study of the Earliest Christian
Views on Eschatological Opponents (London: T & T Clark, 1996); Craig R. Koester, “The Antichrist Theme in
the Johannine Epistles and Its Role in Christian Tradition,” in Communities in Dispute, 187-96.

* All New Testament translations are mine unless otherwise noted.

> Tom Thatcher, “Cain the Jew the AntiChrist: Collective Memory and the Johannine Ethic of Loving
and Hating,” in Rethinking the Ethics of John: “Implicit Ethics” in the Johannine Writings, ed. Jan van der Watt
and Ruben Zimmermann (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012), 357-71.

¢ The Gospel and 1 John incorporate the Jewish and Christian traditions that Cain was the child of Eve
and Satan, rather than Eve and Adam. Judith Lieu, “What Was from the Beginning: Scripture and Tradition in
the Johannine Epistles,” New Testament Studies 39, no. 3 (1993), 458-77.

7 Koester, “Antichrist Theme,” 191.
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