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RÉSUMÉ 

Dans ce m(' JOire, il est soutenu que lorsque le langage d'un texte est 

considéré comme étant essentiellement descriptif et propositionnel, 

signifiant, en apparence, les antécédents à son monde, soit réels ou 

hypothétiques, alors le sens est réduit au lien des relations historiques. Une 
reconsidération méthodologique cherche donc à reconcevoir le texte de 1 

Jean comme étant une fonction du langage, c'est à dire un évènement 

communicatif résumant une série de speech acts qui constituent la 

subjectivité à la fois de l'auteur et du lecteur/auditeur et qui font des 

déclarations de vérité au sujet du monde et au sujet de Dieu bien qu'à peine 

sous forme propositionnelle. Dans cette ré-évaluation, J'observation 

fondamentale de J. L. Austin est importante, à savoir que les séquence 

linguistiques, plutôt que de décrire des actions, sont elles-mêmes des actions 

lorsqu'une circonstance appropiée et une convention linguistique délimitent 

les speech acts possible, au sein de certaines circonstances speech acts. De 

plus, la conclusion significative de Jacques Derrida que l'acte d'écrire est 

constitutif du sujet d'écriture est liée avec la théorie de Donald Evans 

concernant le caractère self-involving du langage religieux dans lequel les 

speech acts du commissive~ expressive, representative et directive et ce qu'ils 

impliquent jouent un rôle primordial pour rendre l'intention et l'attitude 

explicites. 
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AB~TRACT 

This dissertation reexamines the assumption that regards the 
language of a text to be primarily discursive and propositional, signifying the 
antecedents to its real world, whether real or hypothetical. ft will be argued 

that such an assumption reduces the meaning of the text to the nexus of its 
historical relationships. A methodological reconsideration sets out to 
reconceive the text of 1 John as a function of language, i.e., a communicative 

event encapsulating a series of speech acts which constitute the subjectivity of 
both writer and readerjhearer and which make truth daims about the world 
and about God though àcarcely in proposition al form. Important to this re­

evaluation is J. L. Austin's fundamental observation that linguistic sequences 
rather than describing actions, are themselves action where an appropriate 
circumstance and Iinguistic convention delimit the potential speech acts 

possible within the limits of certain speech act circumstances. In addition, 
Jacques Derrida's significant conclusion that the act of writing is constitutive 

of the writing subject is linked with Donald Evan's realization of the self­

involving character of religious language in which speech acts of the 

commissive, expressive, representative, and directive types and their implicature 
play a primary role in making explicit intention and attitude. 
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CHAPTERONE 

INTRODUCTION 

A.PREAMBLE 

This dissertation addresses anew the perennial problems that are 
raised when historical facts about the author, his community and social 
milieu in ancient texts remain obscured in the mi st of the past. To eut 

through this mist and particularly to get at the events whicll precipitaled l'Ize 
writing various methods and hypotheses have been advanced by scholars. In 

particular, during the last 150 years of New Testament exegesis, the historical 

critical rncthod has had a profound influence on the way texls and language 
are viewed, on the kind of questions brought to bear on the material, the type 

of questions requiring resolution, and on the solutions proposed for the 

enigmas that the Iiterary features of the texts present. However, the 
historical-critical method suffers from several limitations. To take the 

subject of the present study, the anonymous writing known as 1 John, the 

exclusively historical approach tends to produce a variety of communal 

images that confuse by their variety and flux the puzzling literary and 

theological elements that the scholar seeks to c1arify. 

Since the beginnings of the historical-critical study of the New 
Testament, "1 John has had a kind of continuai seductive appeal for the 

investigator."1 The writing continues to generate interest becausc it would 

seem to allow one to track a linear development from the probably earlier 
Gospel of John (FG) to the First Epistle of John to shed light on the history, 

tradition and theology of Johannine Christianity. The linear movement from 

the FG to the Epistle also promises to shed ;ight on the nature of the 

1 Robert Kysar, "The Fourth Gospel. A Report on Recent Research," Aufstic& und Nieder&an& der 
Rbmischcn Weil il 25.3 (1985) 2390. 
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INTRODUCTION 

theological controversy in which the author was embroiled, the identity of the 
opponents, and exactly what it was the opponents erroneously confessed. 

White it is universally agreed that 1 John is a polemical document, its 

anonymous and enigmatic ch" acter has resulted in numerous theses and 
counter-theses about its historicé.\l genesis without much resolution. Present 

day scholarship generally isolates three important sets of problems related, 
first, to historical questions concerning the nature of the controversy, the 
antagonists, and the date and location of 1 John in the history of Johannine 

Christianity; second, to theological questions regarding the author's 
Christological views and of the opponents who were perverting these views; 
third, to Iiterary-critical issues about the relationship between 1 John and the 
Fourth Gospel, the authorship, the order of composition, the integrity of the 

text of 1 John, and its literary form. 

These problems have been explained from the perspective of a 

particular critical approach that is historically informed. A method driven 
primarily by historical interests tends to resolve the problems in a text by 

posing specifie historical solutions that are based on certain assumptions 
about lext and language. Such a method assumes that the language of the text 
(what has been written) signifies idear and lacIs that are peculiar to the world 

and time of its authorship. In order to extract lruth and meaning from the 

text the critic must re-establish the links betwr.en the language of the text and 

the referents peculiar to the time of its composition. ft is assumed that by 

reconstructing the extra-textual historical milieu (which provides the 

referential context) the original meaning and the intention of the author may 
be recovered. 

The attempt to isolate authorial intention, therefore, tends to focus 
on the question of meaning in its..si.tz im Leben, that is, questions relating to 

the factors during the time of the author which caused him to express himself 
in the way he did. The key to the meaning the author intended is kept 

captive by its historical setting and it is the task of the cri tic to unlock the 

secrets of the past in order to recover meaning. In the aUempt to unlock the 

secrets of 1 John's past, the history of exegesis of 1 John has focused critical 

2 



INTRODUCTION 

inquiry primarily on the task o{ re-constructing the extra-textual historical 

milieu. lohannine studies of today generally conclu de that the meaning and 

intention of the author are best understood by relating them to the history of 

the Johannine community and the theological constraints of a 10hannine 

form of Christianity which in sorne way was in conflict with a group(s) not in 

agreement with the authlJ('s theological tradition. 

1 shaH analyze the implicit assumptions that drive the historical 

critical paradigm, by exploril1g the interpretéi.tive conclusions reached by six 

representative scholar5 in Johannine studies. It will be shown that the 

conclusions are based on the questionable assumption that an analysis of the 

pol~mical language of the passages will reveal the author's con crete historical 
context. The hisiorical situation which prompted the author to respond in 

writing was a conflict between the author and a group(s) which opposed him 

on important theological and ethical ;ssues. In such a view, the semantic 

horizon of 1 John is located in the confliet between the author and the 

antagonists. This study will show, however, that the identities of the author 

and his opponents remain a mystery and that the textual mound refuses to 

yield specifie historieal st rata, this despite the bt...st efforts to reconstruct the 

historical sîtuation that prompted the author of 1 John to write. The 

historical circumstance that might have provided the incentive to write 

ultimately eludes us. Without the benefit of clear historical clues to guide 

the activity of reconstruction, the historical circumstance of the document is 

virtually impossible to reconstruct. As this study will show, the conclusions 

reached by these representative scholars tend to be inconsistent and show 

vel)' titde consensus about the makeup of the community, its theology, and 

the nature of the controversy reflected in its polemical language. The 

question will be raised whether an historical approach is unwarranted for a 

wl'iting that reveals very little if anything about its socialjhistorical context. 

ln the case of 1 John at least, the almost complete lack of c1ues about its 

historical genesis suggests that the historical critical method can at best have 

only a secondary daim. The writing's non-specifie character and concom!tant 

lack of clues about its genesis indicate that the clues to i!s meaning ought 

perhaps to be sought elsewhere. This study develops an alternative approach 

3 



INTRODUCTION 

which, it is hoped, will give an adequate account of the perceived problems, 

and which will do justice to the 'text' of 1 John v.'Ïthout first having to 

speculate about the author's historical situation before establishing the 

meaning of the text. Edgar V. McKnight insists that "the me(.l.ning and 

significance of the text is not limited to those meanings that conventional 

historical criticism is designed to recover. Meaning should not be reduced to 

the nexus of historical relationships. TeJLt is not simply a historical source."2 

As a result, writes McKnight, "the conventional historical approaches as such 

are no longer completely satisfying because the questioning and answering of 

the text wi~hin such approaches do not exhaust the potential of the text for 

meaning."3 Walter Wink notes the exegeticallimitations imposed on the text 

bya critical methodology which "reduces truth to facticity," and declares 
bluntly that "historical biblical criticism is bankrupt."4 Increasingly it has 

been recognized that the insights gained and conclusions reached by the 

historical critical mcthod, though often legitimate, are limited in th~ir scope, 

especially in an anonymous writing, and might be profitably supplemented by 

a literary critical approach.5 

In this study it will be contended that to get at what is going on in the 

text may also, and probably more appropriately, be done from a primarily 

literary perspective. It should be noted that whiie both methods are 

sometimes perceived to have mutual!y exclusive methodological assumptions 

2 E. V. McKnight, Post-Modern use of the Eible: The Emer~ence of Reader- Oriented Criticism 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1988) 85. 

3 Ibid., 85. 

4 Walter Wink, The Bible in Human Transformation: Toward a New ParadiiID for Biblical Stw 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1973) 2 and 1. 

5 E. V. McKnight ventures ioto a radical reader response approach to the text because the meé'nings 
that historical criticism is capable of discerning have become less and less satisfying. He points out, 
however, that seeking relationships strictly within the text is no excuse to avoid the challenge of 
historical and Iiterary criticism (fQst-Modern usç of the Bible: The Emcrience of Reader-Oriented 
Critici~m, 14). 

4 



INTRODUCTION 

more voices are now ca!ling for the blending of the two.6 The results 

deduced by the resper.tive approaches d r Ilot neeo to be regarded as 
contradictory but indeed complementary, each reflecting different facets of 
what can be knvwn about a work. By way of the different strategies utilized 
to get at what really happened, both methods bring to a reader several possible 
l'xplanations of the enigmatic literary phenomena of 1 John. My application 
of a particular literaI)' approach does not question the vaIidity of other 

methods as such, only the usefulness of their application 10 1 John. My aim is 
to demonstrate how speech-act theory can be productive, especially in the 
case of an anonymous text, rather than questioning the validity of other 

approaches. 

B. TOPIe 

ln the history of the exegesis of 1 John, a number of passages are 

thought to be indicative of the purpose of 1 John. These have been 
thoroughly examined for what they might reveal about the author, his 
community, and the antagonists. These same passages have been chosen to 

be the focus of the present study. They may be broken into two convenient 

categories involving either matters of doctrine or ethics.7 The nature and 

purpose of the prologue (incipit 1:1- 4), the frequent language of confession 

and denial in reference to Christ (2:22 - 23, 26; 4:1 - 4, 16; 5:6) and the 

warnings about theavrixpl<TtOl (2:18 - 21) are generally regarded as 

statements of a doctrinal type which cali into question the beliefs of the 

opponents. The so-called boastsjslogans (1:6, 8, 10; 2:4, 6, 9; 4:20) are 

thought to reflect error of an ethical nature. 

The present study reconceives text and meaning as something more 

than the sum total of its enabling conditions by examining these key passages 

6 For a good introduction to the different literary methods now employed in New Testament criticism, 
see William A. Beardslce, "Recent Literary Critieism," in The New Testament and its Modern 
Interpreters, eds., Eldon Jay Epp and George W. MacRae (Philadelphia: Fortrcss Press, 1989) 175-198. 

7 See for example, Rodney A. Whitacre, Johannine Polcmic: The Role of Tradition and Theolog)', 
SBL Dissertation Series 67 ('.:hico, California: Scholars Press, 1982) 122. 
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from the perspective of a modified version of J. L. Austin's speech act theory. 
Austin's fundamental observa~ion is that alllinguistic sequences, rather than 
describing actions, are themselves action.8 This theory opens the possibility 
of an approach to language and text unencumbered with metaphysical and 
essentialist concerns.9 In addition, the constituting character of 1 John's 
language is clarified by using D. Evans's theOl} of religious discourse as self­
involving and encapsulating a series of speech acts which in their implicature 
play a primary role in making explicit the intention and attitude of the author. 
Without going into the complexity of the method at this point, this study 
argues that the author of 1 John in the act of writing employs a series of self­
involving speech acts which constitute his subject and that of the readers. 
The author uses these speech acts to create a literary world where the cash 
value of the Christological statements is seen in corresponding ethical 
conduct and proper confession. Through the use of a series of creative 
antitheses expressed in the context of several apocalyptic speech-act 
circumstances the ~~uthor makes explicit the outer boundaries of actions that 
constitute proper confession and ethical behaviour. The author of 1 John is 
not simply a passive and faithful witness tn the orthodox traditions of 
Johannine Christianity in reaction to the antagonists, but newly expresses his 
ideas about Jesus and ethics in the categories relevant to his time and 
culture. His writing, rather than merely reflecting a response to antagonists 
perverting the truth, makes and shapes a world with definite ethical 
responsibilities, which his readers are invited to enter. In the course of this 
study, it will be shown that the author's purpose is to produce in the 
hearers/readers a related life stance and attitude which willlead to belief, 
imaginative perception and effective involvement in the states of affairs to 
which the autho!' has committed himself, so that it will ultimately engender 
fellowship with him and his Christological and ethical orientation. 

8 J. J. Austin, How to do Thina with Words, eds., J. o. Urmson and Marina Sbisà (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1975) 3,12-13. 

9 Hugh C. White, ed., "Speech Act Theory and Narrative Hermeneutics," ~ 41 (1988) 53. 
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C. ORGANIZATION OF STUDY 

The second chapter points out how a perspective dominated by 
historical concems has contributed towards the view that the language of 1 
John fonctions chiefly as polemic which is best explained in the context of the 
social and theological constraints of a Johannine Christianity. This view 
takes the language of the text to be primarily discursive and to refer 
ostensibly to its enabling conditions, i.e., the text is a result of the 
circumstances which occasioned its composition, and therefore descriptive of 
its historical reality (the world behind the text).10 The third chapter develops 
a method whereby text is reconceived as encapsulating a series of speech acts 
in which its language constitutes the subjectivity of both writer and 
reader/hearer. Here text is perceived as a funcHon of language, i.e., as a 
communicative event in which the linguistic context of the utterances is made 
clear by the literary conventions and speech-act clrcumstances which 
produced them (the world before/in front of the text).ll The fourth chapter 
applies the speech act method of analysis to each of the passages to show 
what impact such an approach has upon their meaning. Finally, chaptt;r five 
summarizes the resuIts of our study. 

C. LIMITS OF THE STUDY 

My analysis of the passages will be intensive rather than extensive. It 
is not intended to be a detailed survey of aIl the issues pertinent to a 
comprehensive study of the Johannine letters. 1 shall simply point out how 
these passages have contributed to a particular understanding of 1 John, 
rather than to provide an overview of the history of research. My purpose is 
chiefly to demonstrate that the assumptions about the nature and function of 

10 Phrases such as "the world behind the lext" or "the world in fronl of the text" have been taken from 
Paul Ricoeur, "Biblical Hermeneutics," Semeia 4 (1975) 27-148, esp. 82. See further, Gary Comstock, 
"Truth or Meaning: Ricoeur versus Frei on Biblical Narrative," The Journal of Reli&ion 66 (1986) ] 17-
140. 

11 Bernard C. Lategan and Willem S. Vorster, Text and ReaUt)': Aspects of Reference in Biblical Texts 
(Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1985). 
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language made by commentators serve to delimit exegesis and tend to be 
predictable variations on a theme. The primary intention here is neither to 
critique this method nor to question the conclusions proposed. Nevertheless, 
because a lack of appreciable consensus continues to exist, there is room for 
offering an alternative reading of the pertinent passages. 

It is not within our scope to propose any new solutions to the 
difficult, much discussed, and still unresolved problems regarding the identity 
of the author, the literary relation of the Epistle to the FO, its precise Sitz im 
Leben, i.e., the social and cultural context of the Johannine community, or 
the identity and beliefs of the opponents. While the issue of the function of 
language and text might possibly cast some new light on such questions, 
speech act theory is more interested in what the language of a. text does, and 
therefore tends to circumscribe such problems, without, however, denying 
their relevance. For the purpose of this study, meaning will be addressed at 
the level of the various kinds of speech acts operative in the text. 
Accordingly, 1 shall not attempt to proffer solutions to the unresolved 
historical issues in 1 John, although 1 shall in the end have something to say 
about them. 

My assessment of 1 John is limited to those passages pointed out earlier 
(the incipit 1:1-4; the 'slogans' of the opponents 1:6, 8, 10; 2:4, 6, 9; 4:16; the 
antichrist 2:18-24; the confessions/denials 4:1-4; 5:6), that have been 
generally perceived to be the most significant for determining 1 John's raison 
d'être. White a long history of distinguished scholarship in this field offers a 
wide variety of solutions to the problems raised by the texts, only a limited 
number of representative works will be considered here. Accordingly, in the 
next chapter 1 shall sample briefly the work of R. Bultmann, A E. Brooke, C. 
H. Dodd, as representatives of an earlier approach to the various issues 
raised by the passages. For a more contemporary analysis of the passages 1 
shall depend mainly on the insights of R. E. Brown, S. S. Smalley, and K. 
Grayston. 

8 



CHAPTERTWO 

AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF THE INCIPIT (1:1-4); THE BOASTS OF 
THE OPPONENTS (1:6, 8, 10: 2:4,6, 9;y4:20); THEANTICHRISTS (2:18-

24); THE CONFESSIONSAiVDDENIALS (4:1-4; 5:6) 

The purpose of this chapter will be to examine the exegetical resuits 
obtained by a method which views 1 John as a cultural artifact that is to be 
understood within the temporally limited context of its genesis. The present 
study will show that each of the commentators in our consideration, tends to 
view 1 John as a cultural artifact and will therefore probe its passages to 
establish a circumstance of origin as a cIue to meaning. Such a view assumes 
that the primary aim of literary analysis is to reconstruct the thought of the 
author or the reality to which the text refers. In the case of 1 John, the 
circumstance of origin is hard to reconstruct because the historical cIues 
thought to be encoded in the language of the passages are notoriously 
difficult to interpret. To ease the difficulty, commentators take the language 
of the passages to be primarily polemica1.1 The polemicallanguage is 
thought to reveal that a conflict with the antagonists and their erroneous 
Christological and ethical views prompted a respected authority figure within 
the Johannine community to write. The present study will show that in spite 
of the certainty that a controversy precipitated the writing, there is no 
consensus about the identity of the opposition, their views, and precisely what 
they falsely confessed. This lack of consensus is reflected in the wide range 
of solutions that have beel'! offered to explain the nature of the opposition 
facing the author. The inability to identify the historical setting of the 
controversy with certainty is due in large part to the historical inaccessibility 
of 1 John. The nature of 1 John, such as its anonymity, its lack of historical 
cIues, and its general apocalyptic language, in spite of its polemical intent, 

1 See Introduction, 1-5; Chapter three, 85-118. 
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AN HISTORlCAL OVERVIEW 

obscures rather than reveals the context of its origins. 1 John simply does not 
lend itself weIl to establish the historical referent as a clue to meaning. This 
raises the question whether it was a clue in its original setting. Is there any 
reason to believe that the original readers knew more than we about the 
historical circumstance of its composition? The general character of the 
letter might indicate that they perhaps sought to understand the meaning of 
the passages apart from their social context. This suggests that a method 
designed to recover meaning by reconstructing the historical context in a text 
not primarily historical does not have a primary claim on the passages. In the 
analysis of the passages, particular attention will be paid to the different 
historical reconstructions offered to elucidate the nature of the controversy. 
The wide range of opinions offered to explain the controversy encoded in the 
pole mi cal language of the document will show that reconstructing the 
historical referent as a clue to meaning does not work weil in 1 John because 
the cIues to its origins are obscured in the mist of the pasto 

A. THE INCIPIT (1:1 - 4): 

The prologue of 1 John reads: 

., 0 Tiv àn' ~xTiç, Ô ciK11IC6a!1€~, 0 É:~aJ..I.€V 'toÎÇ ,*9aÀJJOiç ~v, ô 
t9€aaaJ.l:€9a lCaf al Xdp€C; fVJ.iiJv É:"'~naav n€p1 'toO MyOU 'tne; 
tcarilc;- ~at il t:wil f+!xv€f?W61l"Kat ~~aJ..l.€v .~at ijPP'tuf?OO~€V Kal, 
anayy€UoH€V UJ..I.W tnV ~WT'\V tT'lV a\l.&)VLOV ')tlÇ T'IV 1lf>OÇ tOV nat€pa 
lCat €~v€jX&J9T'1 fv.:Lîv -ô É:wp&1CaJ..l.€V Kat ciICflKOOf1€V, anayyÉUoJ.L€V 
Kat UlJ.îV, iva Kat Ù~€iç 1C00vwviav €xnt€ ~€e' flI..I:Wv. Kal T'lKOlvwvia 8€ 
il t\u€t~ ~€'ta toO n~pôç Kat J..L€:tà tou ulaO aVtoO 'InaoO 
XpLatou. K?t taû'ta ypcXcpoJ.l.€V fu,a.€Îç lva ti xapà fuJ,iilv Ù 
n€nAflXOIJ.€V1l· 

Houlden observes that as a literary piece the incipit borders on 
incoherence, and has an undeniable crudity of expression which never rises 
to literary eminence.2 The incipit's incoherence is directly related to its 

2 J. L. Houlden, Johannine Epistles, Black's New Testament Commentaries (London: Adam 
and Charles Black, 1973) 45. See also R. E. Brown, The Epistles of St. John, The Anchor 
Bible (Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company, Ine., 1982) 152. C. H. Dodd 
observed that "the sentence is not good Greek, and it is only by paraphrase that it cao be 
rendered into good English" (The Johannine Epistles, The Moffat New Testament 
Commentary, [London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1946] 2). 1. H. Marshall, The Epistlec; of John, 
The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan. 
William B. Eerdmans, 1978) 99. S. S. Smalley iointed out that wbile the diffieult grammar 



AN HISTORICAL OVERVlEW 

complicated Gree1r. Commentators emphasize the difficulty this presents 
when trying to determine the meaning of the se opening statements. It May 
be observed, for example, that the qui te long sentence beginning in v. 1 and 
ending with v. 4 has two parenthetical interruptions; the first, at v. 2 
beginning with, ''Kal Tt çwit tclKxV€pWe" ... ," which explicates ''n€pt 'tOû Mlyou 
'tT\ç çwilç;" and second, the parenthetical insertion n€pt 'toû 'A.6you 'tTlç çCJlllç. 
It May also be noted that the main verb anayytUo)J.€V does not appear 
until v. 3, leaving the relative clauses in an awkward position. Furthermore, 
determining the meaning of the ambiguous remark n€pt toû 'A.ôyou tilç {,wi1ç 
is difficult. The neuter relative pronounô introduces four relative clauses, 
and although it is the object of the verb cmayytUo]J.€V, a great deal of 
uncertainty exists about its personal or impersonal characteristics. The 
parenthetical v. 2 suggests that the object of seeing, hearing, 100 king, and 
touching was the Iife or the word. · H t:wft, however, is a feminine noun 
whereas 0 Myoc; is a masculine noun. Furthermore, the curious alternation 
of tenses between the aorist and perlect has led commentators to wonder 
whether it is simply a stylistic feature or carries sorne meaning.3 And finally, 
the first pers on plural of the verbal forms and the pronouns raises the 
question of the identity of the we.4 Although the awkward grammatical 
features of the incipit make the task of reconstructing its historical occasion 
difficult, a variety of historical solutions are nonetheless proposed to explain 

obscured the meaning of the text, it nonetheless constituted an impressive introduction 
constructed with dramatic sensitivity (1. 2.3 John, Word Biblical Commentary [Waco Texas: 
Word Books, 1984] 4). 

3 Rudolf Schnackenburg suggested for example, that in the prologue three convergent 
viewpoints fmd expression in the verb tenses: a backward g1ance at the unique salvation event 
which has appeared as a temporal event encompassing buman apprebension (aorist); the 
knowledge of the witnesses, consituting an expression of unsurpassing faith, that they have 
seen with their eyes and their hands have touched (perfeet); the future generation was in mind, 
wbicb too must he brought to belief in order for il to experience fellowship with God (present) 
(Die Jobannesbriefe, Herders Theologischer Kommenlar zum Neuen Testament 
[Freiburg/BaselfWien: Herder, 1975] 49). 

4 The 'we' motif appears in 7 verbs and 4 pronouns in the firsl four verses. Throughout 1 John 
tbe frrst person plural appears in 51 of the 105 verses. The tirst person singular is quite rare in 
1 John (2:1,7,8,12 - 14,21,26: 5:13, 16) and in aU but one instance (5:16) is conlined to the 
verb ypO+oo. 

11 



( 

( 

( 

AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

these features and their bearing upon its meaning. 

1. R. BULTMANN 

It is important to point out that a series of assumptions undergirded 

Bultmann's attempt to deal with the problems in the incipit.5 First, Bultmann 

notes the complicated Greek of the incipit and the resultinf discontinuity of 
thought in the work and its lack of over-all unity, and seeks to remedy the 

situation by positing the existence of a source(s) and a later ecclesiastical 
redactor,6 who "reworked the text of 1 John to bring it into conformity with 
ecclesiastical tradition."1 Bultmann enlarged von Dobschütz's notion of 

source and editor by separating the source from editorial emendations based 
on the theological differences perceived between the two. The thesis was 
designed to explain the obvious theological disagreements found in the 

attitude toward sin and sinlessness and the shifts in theological perspective in 
the eschatological passages. 

5 Rudolf Bultmann, The Johannine EpistIes, Trans. R. Philip O'Hara with Lane C. McGaughy 
and Robert W. Funk (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1913, original German ed. 1961). 

6 D. Moody Smith observes that Bultmann's view about an earlier version of the Epistle which 
was subjected to a redactional process has found wide support. This redaction, however, 
occurred within the Johannine circle or school and was not extrinsic to the piece in which the 
work of "a ... censor representing an external ecclesiastical orthodoxy" made changes to bring 
into line with theological convention (D. Moody Smith, "Johannine Studies," in The New 
Testament and its Modern Interpreters, eds. Eldon Jay Epp and George W. MacRae 
[Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Fortress Press and Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1989] 211-
296). See also, D. Moody Smith, "Johannine Christianity: Some Reflections on its Character 
and Delineation," New Testament Studies (21 (1915) 222-48. R. E. Brown, The Community 
of the Beloved Disciple (Paramus, New Jersey: Paulist, 1919). 

7 R. Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 2. The ecclesiastical redactor composed 5:14-21, and 
made other strategie interpolations in 1:9d; 2:28; 2:15-11, and 5:1-9. In large part Bultmann 
depends on the conclusions reached by von Dobschülz who had observed that the writer of 1 
John was using two different styles in his teaching. One style had a contrastive quality 
characterized by the laying down of theses and antitheses, and the other had an admonitory 
quaiity to il. Von Dobschtitz went on to suggestthat the fust style derived Crom a source and 
the second Crom the editor of 1 John lE. von Dobschutz, "Johanneische Studien l," Zeitschrift 
Ctir die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 8 (1907), pp. 1 - 8]. 
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Second, it was also clear to Bultmann that the purpose of the 
document was to combat a gnostic Irrlehre (false ieaching) characterized by a 

Christology which denied that Jesus Christ had come in the flesh (' l'rlOovv 
XpW"tov €V aapd €).T\Àv901:Q 4:2). Bultmann held that the intellectual 
home of the Fourth Gospel (FG) and the Epistle lies in the setting of an 

oriental Gnosticism which, aIthough most clearly expressed in the literature 
of mid-second century Gnosticism, existed in a pre-literary form prior to the 
advent of Christianity.8 

Third, to give an account of the peculiarly Johannine language and 

ideas of the incipit of 1 John, Bultmann suggested that the style and content 

of the prologue of the FG had decisively influenced tbe language and ideas 
of 1 John. He writes, "the relationship between 1 John and the Gospel rests 
on the fact that the author of 1 John had the Gospel before him and was 

decisively inf.uenced by its language and ideas. He used it, however, not 
slavishly, but rather in line with the church tradition in which he lived.9 While 

for sorne commentators the interrelationship helped to explain the theology 

and content of the writing and constituted enough evidence to propose 

identical authors for both works, Bultmann disagreed. He insisted that 
although the language and content of the two writings were similar, each 

writing was nevertheless directed against separate fronts and therefore 

authored by at least two different persons. In the FG the language of 

opposition to the world disclosed the existence of Jews who were non­

Chf.lstian, whereas in 1 John the polemicallanguage indicated the existence 

8 Bultmann c1aimed that pre-Christian gnosticism had taken hold in carly Judaism and that as 
a result early Christianity expressed itself in Gnostic modes of thought. The FG then bccame 
a storm centre of debate over a pre-Christian gnosticism (The Gospel of John, Trans. G. R. 
Beasley-Murray [Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1971, German orig. 1964] 7 - 9). Falsc tcachcrs, 
decisively influenced by gnostic thought who c1aimed to represent thc Christian faith, have 
arisen within the Christian community (The Johannine Epistles, 11,20 -21). Using Mandacan 
MSS, Bultmann reconstructed a hypothetical pre-Christian Gnostic Redeemer myth influcntial 
in the FG. The thesis has heen shoWll to he untenable (c. Colpe, Die reli&ions&es~hichtliche 
Schule. Darstellun, und Kritik ihres Bildes vom I"ostischen Erlosermythos, FRLANT, n.s., 60 
[Gôttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1961]). 

9 Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 1. Italics indicate Bultmann's use of Ernst Haenchcn's 
"Neure Literatur zu den Johannesbriefen," TheolQ&Ïsche Rundschau 26 (1960) 1-43,267-91. 
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of false teachers who had once been members of the Christian community 
and who still c1aimed to represent the genuine faith. Bultmann traced what 
appeared to be an eartier theological expression in the FO to its later 
development in the Epistle, and therefore concluded that the Epistle came 
from a time later than the FO. 

With these fundamental assertions in mind, Bultmann insisted that 
the expression 0 TlV an àpxflc; meant nothing more than what the writer of the 
FO would have meant with EV àpxfj Tiv 0 Abyoç.10 Moreover, he argued that 
the phrase anayytUoJ.l.€v Ka1 ÎJ)Ûv granunatically supported the proemium, 
although the structure of the proemium was complicated by the parenthetical 
insertion of JUXP'tupoVf.L€V Kal ànayytUof.L€v of v. 2.11 Bultmann regarded 
the four relative clauses ofv. 1 to be the objects of the verblmayytUof.L€V 
and combined them to signify the content of theciyy€~ia. He found the 
neuter form of the four relative clauses to be puzzling. He solved the 
problem by suggesting that the neuters referred to the subject matter of the 
ciYY€Àia, as implied in the phrase1t€pt 'toû Abyou 'tflç «;'wilç. The phrase 
f.L€'tà 'toû ttenpOc;; Kal f.L€'tcl 'toû uloû airroû · ITlO'Oû Xpunoû (v. 3) confirmed 
this understanding for Bultmann because it implied that the subject matter 
and the person were identical. Earlier on the author had mentioned the 
subject matter only and had alluded to the person, now, c1aimed Bultmann, 
the person of that subject matter was mentioned by name explicitly: · Irpoû 
XplD'toO.l2 While the person and the subject matter were uniquely identical, 
there was still a peculiar difference. The historical event was at the same 
time the eschatological event realized in the proclamation. Hence, in 1 John 
it isan' QpxTlç and notEv apXÛ as in John 1:1.13 

10 R. Bultmann, The JQhannine Epistles, 11. 

11 V. 2 is seen to be a redactional insertion because it disrupts the structure of the proemium. 

12 For Bu1tmann the verbsimayyÉUElV andlJOPnJPEw denote Christian proclamation, that is, 
bearing or communicating a message of ultimate importance, and the Christian message respectively. 
ln both instances they refer directly ta the act of declaring itself and the act of beaIing witness to 
something. Thus, the content of what bas been declared and the message of what has been witnessed 
becomes important (The Johannine Epistles, 11). 

13 Ibid., 9. 
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The phrase Tt twil t+aV€pWSn named the subject matter as tcan1 
alWvlOÇ and denoted salvation towards which people strive. According to 

Bultmann, Tt tcan1 referred both to the subject matter and to the historical 
event in which the subject matter had its origin. The four sensory verbs ail 
pointed to the event, which was the historical appearance of the ).6yoc:; (John 
1: 1). Bultmann insisted that in 1 John the )J,yoc:; was not to be taken to refer 
to the preexistent ).6yoc:; of the FG, but rather to be taken to refer to its 
appearance, which was the object of what has been heard/seen/touched, etc. 

"ence, said Bultmann, "what is spoken of here is not the preexistent logos, 
but its manifestation, its incarnation, which is the object of cXKTlICOaIJ.€V, etc., 
and thus the origin of the cXyy€~ia."14 

Bultmann specifically Iinked the cXyy€~ia with the historical 

t+aV€pWO" and the sensory verbs. This raised the question about the 
identity of the we. He argued that since the verbs denote sense perception 
they cannot therefore be taken to signify spiritual perception as in Acts 17:27. 
The sensory verbs give the impression that the we were the ears and eyes of 

the witnesses to the historical Jesus. Bultmann pointed out that the 

t"'~TlO'av could in this context refer only to the incarnated Christ, i.e., the 
historical figure of Jesus, and not to the resurrected Jesus. The perception of 

the resurrected Jesus was open only to a believer's eyes, i.e., those who 

perceiveJ the appearance of the t(&n1. Bultmann observed, however, that the 

writing was quite late so that it wa.s scarcely possible that a large group of 

original eye/ear witnesses were still alive. The first person plural of sensory 
verbs could not be referring to the contemporaries of Jesus. Bultmann dealt 
with the problem by making a distinction between contemporaneity with the 

historical event and contemporaneity with the eschatological event. The we 

were really the eschatological contemporaries of Jesus. They were the 
tradition bearers conscious of a solidarity with succeeding generations, whose 

task it was to pass on what they had seen, heard, and touched concerning the 

14 Ibid., 9. 
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word of life.15 As one in the company of the we, the author wrote to those 
who called themselves believers ''but who severed the present eschatological 
revelation from the historical (t+CXv€pcAJ9nvaL), ... therefore in opposition to 
the gnosticizing Christians against whom the whole letter is directed."16 They 
denied that the Son of God had come in the flesh (1 John 2:7; 4:2) and yet 
still c1aimed Christian status. 

The we of t9€aaâJ.L€9a (v. 1), c1aimed Bultmann, represented the 
persons in each of the communities on whom the task of proclamation 
(anaytU€iv) and testifying (J..&ap'tup€'LV) fell. The we of ypcX4K>J.L€V (1:4) 
identified them as the tradition bearers who were in a legitimate positiotl to 
procIaim the message and to bear witness to il. Nevertheless, Bultmann 
made a distinction between the we and the you. The first person singular of 
the verbs y~-€ypa",a, he thought, denoted the self-conscious awareness 
of the author's personal authority, which arose because he was a 
representative of the bearers of tradition. The profound consciousness of 
authority drove him to refer to the group as 't€Kvia (2: 12;3:7; 4:4), or as 
nawia (2:18), or asaYCX11l1'tol (2:7; 3:2, 21). Theyou signified the 
congregation. While the we functioned authoritatively for the you, the we 
and the you stood in the same continuity of tradition (2:24; 3:11). Vv. 1 and 2 
stated the object of the Christian proclamation, which was once more taken 
up in v. 3ao twpéxKaJ.L€V Kal aKTlKOaJ.L€v. V.3 took up the proclamation and 
it did so by stating the aim of the entire epistle: iva Kal UJ.L€Î<; KOLVWViav 

€XTTt€ J.I.€9' fv,Wv. KOLvwVia was emphasized with a view to "the threatening 
cleavage between true beJievers and the heretics."17 Fellowship was 
therefore the union of common faith (doctrinal harmony) which was brought 
about by proclamation. Indeed, fellowship with the Father and the Son was 
possible only by virtue of the legitimate tradition. Thus, defending the 

IS It was possible that Ireneaus wrote in the sense of 1 John 1:1 - 3: ·and, again, we would not be able 
lo DOW unless we had seen our masler and had heard bis voice witb our own ears .... • (Adv. haer. 
V.l:1). 

16 R. Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 11. 

17 Ibid., 12. 
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community against an incursion of incipient Gnosticism, the author wrote 
with personal authority and as representative of the bearers of tradition. He 
was concerned not only with right confession (6J.LO~oyÉw) but with the 
devastating impact of false teaching on the fel10wship and life of the 
community. The false teachers arrogantly assumed tlaeir higher spiritual 
status and negleC'ted love for God and for the brethren and thereby 
jeopardized fellowship and the tradition. In such a context of theological and 
ecclesiastical debate the author set forth his views, which affirmed that the 
eschatological event came to full expression in history fJ.€'t<X 'toO iuoû cx\rtoû 
'IYpOû XpUTtoO. 

2. A. E. BROOKE 

While Bultmann c1aimed that the writer of the Epistle had the FG 
before him, Brooke drew a more cautious connection between the two 
writings. The author may have had a reader's acquaintance with "a compact 
body of teaching Iike that which we find in the Fourth Gospel."18 It would 
appear that the Epistle was written to help those who had not adequately 
grasped the teaching of the Gospel, or as Brooke put it, "a body of teaching 
like it,"19 and thus it had not translated into appropriate action and 
conduct.20 Brooke's approach rested heavily on linguistic arguments derived 
from an exhaustive study of the vocabulary, style, and content of the Epistle 
compared to the Gospel. That is why, suggested Brooke, the writer 
continually indicated to his readers that what he wrote was not new but 
known to them: ' AYanTI'toi, OUK ÉV'to~nv K<llvTtV YP. UfJ.lV au' ÉV'ro~nv 
ncWxuXv TlV €'iX€'t€ an' eXpXTlç 2:7). That the author of 1 John had an 
acquaintance with a body of Iiterature like that found in the Fourth Gospel, 

18 A. E. Brooke, The Johannine Epistles, xxvii. 

19 Ibid., xxvii. 

20 Kenneth Grayston charged that Brooke's trcatment of the evidence concerning whethcr the 
Gospel was earlier than the Epistle was confuscd and indecisive and resulted in a frail 
argument and a feeble conclusion. Grayston argued the priority of 1 John (The Johannine 
Epistles, 11). 
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helped Brooke to elucidate sorne aspects of the Epistle, but he insisted that 

an explanation of its airn and purpose was to be sought elsewhere. 

Brooke observed that although the views of the opponents were 

visible in 1 John's polemical sections, the real airn of the Epistle was not 

primarily polemical. The real intention of the Wfiter was to edify and to 

teach his children what it rneant to have true faith and life as Christians. His 

readers were mature Christians who had lost the zeal for their new-found 

faith and had succumbed to worldIy allurernents. Sorne of the leaders had 

even left the community, and rnany others were being ternpted by the 
seductions of the world. Open to religious elements and speculations foreign 

to the fai/h, they were easiiy deceived and thus could no longer discriminate 

between the essentials and the nonessentials of the fai/h. As a result, they 

were no longer certain about their position as Christians. On at least nine 

occasions the writer offered his readers tests, introduced by Èv 1:0\rt~ 

yLVWmcoJ.&.€V (2:3,5,; 3:16, 19,24; 4:2, 6, 13; 5:2), whereby they might assure 

thernselves about the fundamentals of the Christian faith. Clearly, argued 

Brooke, the tests were not rnentioned only for the purpo~e of settillg out truc 

knowiedge in opposition to the "faise 'gnosis' of his gnostic opponents."21 

The tests were given to reinforce those whose belief in the faith had grown 

cold and had been replaced by doubt in the face of the enthusiasm am: 
certainty of the early days. Thus, although the author was also an "orthodox 

theologian," he was first and forernost a pastor who exhorted his flock to 

keep on the path from whence they came.22 Indeed, claimed Bmoke, "those 

methods of exegesis al e unscientific which lay too exclusive stress on the 

doctrine which it te aches or the heresy which it seeks to refute."23 The 

author's prirnary objective was to exhort and to edify. 

Nevertheless, the author neve r entirely lost sight of the opponents 

and their views, hence the polemical tone of the writing. Brook,e took the 

21 Ibid., xxviii. 

22 Ibid., xxx. 

2J Ibid., xxx. 
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point of view that no one opponent was being singled out in 1 John because 

the exact nature and character of the false teaching denounced was quite 
unclear and a matter of controversy. Therefore, movhg with caution in his 

reconstruction, since "the bricks which have been supplied ta us are few,"24 

Brooke set out ta show that a variety of teachings are reflected in the Epistle. 

The different errors mirrored in the Epistle have their source, 
Brooke suggested, in Judaism, Gnosticism, Docetism, and Cerinthianism with 

its indifference ta ethics. For Brooke, Judaism could not be the primary 

culprit, because a phrase such as "i:E fv..Uj3v ÈETlXOav àU' o\Jle Tiaav ÈE rv.L@v 
El yàp ÈE T\u@v TlO'cxv, J.I.€J.I.€VlÎK€LO'CXV av J.L€O· fyJ@v" (2: 19) pointed to 
Christian secessionists. The Jews, however, were not necessarily excluded. 

The strong insistence by the author that Jesus was the Me:.lsiah implied that 
the Jews presented a prominent threat ta the community. The Jewish war 

and the destruction of the Temple exacerbated the already tense relations 

between the Christi ans and the Jews.25 What was worse, after the war and 

the Temple's destruction Christians were quick ta point out that the fate of 
Jerusalem was God's punishment on the nation for their rejection of the 

Christ. Brooke pointed out that Jewish Christians faced the bitterest of 
opposition from their countrymen, and sorne of them were quite possibly 

impelled ta defect. Brooke turned to the evidence from the FG,26 where a 

controversy with the Jews had determined the Evangelist's subject matter 

and manner of presentation. This dispute between Christians in the 

Johannine community and members in the local synagogue in one way or 

another had not been entirely resolved. Confronted with the vestiges of an 

24 Ibid., xli. 

25 It is generally accepted that the Jewish War of 70 CE and the Bar Cochba revoit of 132 
C.E. had a negative impact on Jewish-Christian relations (Stephen Wilson, "The Jewish War, 
The Bar Cochba Revoit and the Jewish-Christian schism" [paper presented at the SBL annual 
meeting in Anaheim, California. Abstract of paper in Abstracts [Scholars Press, 1989) 91). 

26 The adversaries in the FG werc Tews who challenged and subsequently denicd that Jesus 
was the Messiah (7:25 - 27; 9:22; 10:24). They also contended that Jesus blaspherned when he 
claimed that he was the son of the God (10:36; 19:7). 
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earlier conflict, the writer of the Epistle was forced to ded with those who 
appeared to deny the Messianic nature of Christ.21 

Brooke was convinced that the Epistle also shows a response to 
Gnostic ideas and that the menace they presented was imminent, "if not 
actually present among members of the community."28 The essence of the 
author's cXyy€~ia was captured by the statement 'titt 6 B€àç 4KiX; €attv"(1:5), 

27 A dialogue with the synagogue has received its c1earest expression in the work of J. L. Martyn. His 
thesÏ5 stated that the FG gospel was essentially a simultaneous drama taking place on two different 
levels historica11y. On one level was a conflict of Johannine Christians with local synagogue members 
and on the other, was a conflict of Jesus with bis adversanes. Several protagonists occupied centre 
stage in this drama: namely, Jesus and Christians ofthe author's day, and both Je\\ish leaders of Jesus' 
day and Jewish leaders of the writer's day. Those who were "excluded from the synagogue" (9:22; 
12:42; and 16:2) were Christians during the writer's time who were forced out of the synagogue by 
virtue of the enforcement of the Birbt ha-Minim. The result was that two communities were locked in 
a struggle. Il was tbis dramatic conflict that provided a plausible option for understanding the concrete 
Sitz im Leben of the FG (J. Louis Martyn, The Go§pel of John in Chri§tian History [New York: 
Paulist Press, 1918]). John Painter assumed that the Gospel of John tradition (which included 1 John 
in its orbit) was shaped by the conflict with the synagogue, and tbat its tbemes and emphases were a 
rejoinder to the Jewish rejection of Jesus as Messiah ("The 'Opponents' in 1 John," New Te§tament 
Studjes 32 [1986] 48-11). See, A. Wurm, "Die Irrlehrer im ersten Johannesbrief," Bibli§che Studien 
VIII, 1 (Freiburg, 19(4). J. C. O'Neill defended the thesis that the opponents were Jews who rejected 
that 'l'flooOc Éatw6 Xpun:6I;. He said "these words must refer to the denial that Jesus is the Son of 
God: While it was quite possible that the parallel confessions in (4:15; 5:5; cf. 2:23; 3:23; 5:11f; 5:13; 
5:20) belonged to a wider seUing than Judaism provided, "we should he careful Dot to deny the plain 
meaning of the text simply because of a too rigid view of what terms Judaism could or could not have 
asserted" (J'he Puzzle of 1 John, 6). Stephen S. Smalley described the situation behind the leuers in 
terms of a composite community in which friction between two groups made llfe difficult for the 
author. A HeUenistic Christian 81'ouP had moved to an Ebionite Christology, and a Jewish Christian 
group who found it difficult to accept the Melliahship of Jesus (1. 2. 3 John, xxiü). J. Blank also found 
a Jewish Christian component in the false teaching and saw an evolution which began in early Jewish 
Christianity and ended up in the second century postic systems with Cerinthus (Pie Irrlehrer des 
Euten Johanne§brie(es Kairos NF 26 [1984] 166 • 193). Many since t1len have pointed out the 
enormous difficulties advocates of this view face. The statements about sinlessness (1:8, 10; 3:6, 9), 
keeping the commandments (2:4) and actingjustly (3:1· 8; 5:18) made it un1ikely that the opponents 
were Jews. The absence of quotations from the OT scriptures, apart from the mention of Cain (3:12), 
also brings into question the thesis concerning Jewish opponents. To counter these objections a 
"Iapsed Jew" hypothesis (J ews who had converted but bad lapsed) has been proposed, with a minority 
following. Most DOW accept that the opponents were Cbristians who professed a Christology different 
from the author's. 

28 A. E. Brooke, The Epistle§ of John, xIili • xliv. 
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and its negative reiteration May weil be aimed at those who claimed that the 
Father was unknowable or was known only to the illuminali. The author 
countered the intellectual daims of the illuminali by insisting that the duty to 
love brought with it inescapable ethical obligations. The confession of 
"'laoOv XplCTtOV EV aapld E~~ue6'ta (4:2)" countered the Gnostic doctrine 
"of the impossibility of any real and complete union between the spiritual 
seed and that which is flesh."29 

ln this connection Brooke also explored the question whether a 
docetic heresy precipitated the struggle in 1 John. The matter for him was 
complicated because the term 'docetic' had both a wider and a narrower 
signification. Its wider sense included ail teachings which denied the reality 
of Jesus' humalùty, and its narrower sense was limited specifically to the 
teaching which stated that although Jesus had a body of flesh and blood, it 
was in appearance only. Brooke noted the usage of the expression in the 
writings of Polycarp30 and Ignatius, and suggested that the language of the 
Epistles "doe,s not necessarily presuppose the more precise Docetism."31 He 
found very little evidence in tbe Epistles which pointed to the stricter 
Docetism exhibited in the writings of the early Church Fathers. Analyzing 
the evidence for the principal views of Cerinthus, he concluded that it could 
not be conclusively proven that it was Cerinthus who was at the root of the 
problem, although views similar to those of Cerinthus appeared specifically 
to oc,:upy the attention of the author. For example, a Cerinthian type of 
opponent seemed to have combined Gnostic and Judaizing tendencies which 
the author considered the most dangerous. As we shaH see, the question of 

29 Ibid., xliv. 

30 Apparent echoes of the language of 1 John appear in Polycarp's writing. Irenaeus 
commned tbat Polycarp was acquainted witb Jobn (Eusebius, Eccles;astical Histo'Y, V.20.6). 
ParaDel passages are adduced as evidence for Polycarp's knowledge of 1 John (Epistle 10 the 
Philipp;ans 7:1-2 parallels 1 John 4:2-3; 3:8; 2:24. 

31 A. E. Brooke came to tbis conclusion after comparing the so-called docetic language of 1 
John with tbe language that Ignatius used to describe the docctics (The Epist1es of St, John, 
xiv). 
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what role a Cerinthian type of Docetism had in the composition of the 
Epistle continues to be important but controversia1.32 

Errors in doctrine and ethical indifference also occupjed the 
attention of the author, maintained Brooke. The author was writing to those 
who had made it evident by their improper conduct that they had not rightly 
appropriated the teachings. A recent withdrawal of members from the 
community and their 1 rrlehre were what probably occasioned the composition 
of 1 John. The members who had withdrawn from fellowship (€(fl.\9av) had 
left many sytr.pathizers within the community unable to make a choice 
between two types of teaching, viz., that which tbey had heard from the 
beginning, or that which they had heard from tbe secessionists. The errors in 
conduct the author specifically encountered in tbe community were not 
related to the grosser moral failures intimated byTt bn9uJ.l.ia 't1lc;; aapKÔt;;, 

but were those committeo by the natural person as yet untoucbed by the 
spirit of God. Many May have claimed knowledge of God, fellowship with 
God, and love for God without regard for the ethical implications of their 
beliefs. Brooke suggested that the words,o Aé:ywv o'tt, "EyvClJKa aÙ'tàv Kal 

'tàç €V'to).Qç airtoû J.l.f1 ~v , "'€Uatrtç tadv (2:4), were definitely directed 
against the so-called faise teachers, even if the author did not bave them in 

32 Rodney A. Whitacre, Johannine Polemic; The Role of Tradition and TheoIQ(Y, 126 - 131. 
Kurt Wengst, Hiresie und Orthodoxie im Sllie"el des ersten Johannesbriefes, 24-34). In~ 
Ketzer,aeschichte des Urchristentums (1884), Adolf Hilgenfeld gathered bits of information on 
Cerinthus, ("Der Gnostizismus, Gnosis und Gnostizismus,· Wege der Forschung, [Reproduced 
by Kurt Rudolf, Darmstadt 1975] 174-230). Stephen S. Smalley invoked a "gnosticizing 
termÏPology" in which the opposition reftected in the Epistle was similar to a Docetic 
orientation. The problems were present ~ from the beginning of the community 
between two groups of believers, and as tensions developed between the two groups one part 
of the community moved in the direction of a Docctic Christology and an indifference toward 
right conduct and the other moved to an expression of Ebionite Christology (1. 2. 3 John, 
xxili). B. F. Westcott claimed that there was no evidence in the Epistle for those who held to 
an Ebionite Christology, but that it clearly dealt with Docetic thought which was specifically 
Cerinthian (]'he Ellistles ofJohn, New introduction by F. F. Bruce [Marcham Books, 1966, 
rtrst ed. 1883] xxxiv). C. Haas, M. de longe and 1 L. SweUengrebel held that the false 
teachings combined and merged with a system of thought usually caIIed gnostic, in which the 
opponents drew a sharp distinction between the divine Christ and the man Jesus lA 
TraosJator's Handbook on the LeUers of John [United Bible Societies, 1972] 15). Kenneth 
Grayston saw the opponents in 1 John as closely associated with Cerinthus without being 
explicitly Gnostic Ole Johannine Epistles). 
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mind in 1:6,8, 10. Ail of these things, along with the emphasis ofcXA,,9éilç 
(2:5), seemed to indicate c1early to Brooke that sorne within the community 
were making grandiose Christological assertions without recognizing the 
obligation to live responsibly. It would appear that their special faHure lay in 
not admitting that they had an obligation to "love the brethren" (2:7). By 
negelcting to "love the brethren," they deliberately chose not to ackn()wledge 
their responsibility to the rest of the community. That is why the author 
mentioned the'" €V"to)." '" ncWxuX (v. 7), implicitly hearkening back to the 
Old Testament to remind the community that love for God obligated them to 
love their brethren. Moreover, claimed Brooke, they also lived under an 
inappropriate understanding of the moral precepts of the Old Testament and 
were therefore incapable of keeping the more exacting standards of the 
Aoyoû airtoû (1:1). No specifie moral fai/ures are listed, but the general 
tenor of the writing indicates that persons previously within the community 
were upsetting the equilibrium of the group by tempting its members to join 
in I"lehre which led to inappropriate conduct.33 

The specifie historical circumstance of an author embroiled in a 
series of conflicts with a variety of opponents, where at the same time he 
wished to encourage his community, for Brooke, provide the determinative 
c1ues that help to explain the incipit.34 With its Christological focus, the 
incipit declares to those who deny the historical appearance of Jesus that the 
life giving word of God has been made manifest in the person of Jesus. The 

33 Positing the existence of more than one opponent facing the author is stiU favoured today, 
although Brooke's conclusion about numerous opponents confronting the author is no longer 
accepted. John Painter distinguished between two groups of opponents, some of whom 
dispensed with Christ, while others aIIowed Christ the role of a heavenly redeemer (,lQhn; 
Witness and TheolQlPan [London: SPCK, 1975] 101 - 27). 

34 Brooke's entire exposition of 1 John rested on certain theological premises which of 
necessity found their vindication in bis exegetical effort. His Christological assumptions 
projected upon the work c1early circumscribed what the author of 1 John could mean in any 
given statement. Brooke, therefore, did not permit the originator of the work to make 
Christological statements that would lie outside the range of what was theologically acceptable 
to the interpreter. Anything which feU outside the aUowable doctrinal continuum of the author 
or of the exegete found its explanation either as a rcaction to the position the opponents held, 
or as an appeal to the special needs of the comlllunity. 
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parenthetical ne:pl 'toû Aôyou 'tflc; twTlc; was the controlling factor which 
brought to completion what was from the beginning and therefore 
constituted the revelation of life which the author announced. The 
declaration was nothing new but had been there an' apxilç. Indeed, 
revelation began with creation, continued in the history of the nations and 
the people and culminated in the eartbly life of Jesus. According to Brooke, 
the parenthetical insertion, "conceming the word of life," was not primarily a 
reference to the pre-existent Christ or to the "eternal pre-existent nature of 
the personal word,"35 although there was litde doubt that thoughts of pre­
existence must also have been in the writer's mind. 

The whole of God's revelation as it gradually unfolded through the 
course of history was the focus of the ayye:Àla. The author did his part by 
revealing that element of eternal reality that underlay the phenomena 
apparent to sense perception and therefore needed explanation. The 
anarthrous âpxilç denoted "character according to a person's apprehension, 
rather than a definite point in time"36and therefore called to mind the cipxilç 
in the prologue of the FG and Genesis. Accordingly, the 'beginning' here 
excluded the possibility of it simply being an allusion to the beginning of the 
Christian dispensation. As it pointed back to the beginning of creation, the 

author's utterances became part of a process of teaching which began with 
the words of God, "let there be light." The intention of the author was thus to 
explain to his readers exactly what has been revealed in Jesus Christ. Jesus 

Christ was defined as an existence that had not come into being, but was 
from eternity. Jesus Christ transcended ail that was transitory, but 
nonetheless entered the world of reality. "In Christ, writes Brooke, the writer 
claims to have found this eternal reality, which transcends the limits of the 
sensible and material."37 Thus, the author deliberately links 6 À6yoc; 'tTlç 

15 A. E. Brooke, The E"istles of John, 1. 

36 Ibid., 2. Brooke pointed out that lm' Opxf\c; was used a total of eight times in the Epistle and in 
each instance it must he interpreted OD its own terms, that is, as it was used in its context (1:1; 2:7,13, 
14, 24; 3:8, 11). Brooke holds that in 1 John 1:1 lm' Opxflç hearkens back to Év OpXÛ of Genesis and 
the Gospel of John. 

37 Ibid., l, 2. 
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twilç with Ô TlV lm' apxflc; to indicate that the Myoç repJ'esented a timeless 
precreational"entity transcending aU that is transitory, the ground of what is 
temporal and finite".38 

t\ 0 eXlCTllCOaIJ.€V referred to revelation fully made in time and space 
so that it became intelligible to finite understanding. Hearing also included 
the whole nature of God and bis revelation to the world from the beginning. 
According to Brooke, ô È:wpaICQJ.L€V 'tOÛ; ~ea).J..I.OÛ; could only be 
interpreted naturally as the writer claïming to have becm an actual eyewitness 
of the earthly life of Jesus Christ. Here the 'tOÛ;; ~ew~J..I.OÛ;; alluded to the 
personal experience of the author. White not impossible that the verbs of 
seeing were used metaphorically to denote spiritual vision, the completeness 
of which could best be described by the metaphor of sense perception, this 
said Brooke, was unlikely since it would be a forced interpretation of the 
words.39 The wordsal X€'lp€C; fu..UiJv È:"'~T\O'av could be explained in no 
other way except by supposing that there had been a,::tual contact. To 
illustrate the actual meaning of the same verb ("'1)Àa~naa't€), 8rooke 
pointed to the incident of the post-resurrection app(~arance of Jesus to the 
ten in Jerusalem (Luke 24:39). Brooke explained the handling mentioned in 
the text as the author carefully gathering evidence a.nd building a strong case 
concerning his testimony, namely, that it went beyond merely that which was 
heard and seen. It no doubt indicated the closeness of his encounter with the 
Lord, and made certain that what he gave witness to was accu rate and true. 
Brooke's desire to interpret the sensory verbs literally, as words emphasizing 
the eyewitness role of the author and his orthodoxy lent itself well to the 

38 A. E. Brooke, The Johannine Epistles, 1. 

39 Il seems odd that Brooke w& quite wiUing to attribute a rnetaphorical intcrpretation of 
what had been heard; that is, 'hearing' fathomed as intelligenlt understanding of that which had 
been revealed in time and space, and yet unwilling to assign lhis samc interpretation 10 whal 
bad been seen. It is just as likely tbat "what had been seen with the eyes" more naturally 
emphasized what Brooke bas referred to as the "hum an powers of perception" (A. E. Brooke, 
Tbe Johannine Epistles, 2). 
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notion of apostolic succession and the assumption that the author's aspiration 
was to unite his community with the Apostolic church.4O 

The meaning of the genitival construction n€pi 'toû AOyau 't11ç çwflç 
was quite unclear to Brooke. He aligned himself with Westcott's translation 
of the phrase as "the revelation of life. "41 Brooke pointed to a rule that when 
6 AOyoç is followed by a genitive, the genitival construction expressed the 
contents of the message. Where'rilç çwTiç was added to a noun as a 
qualifying genitive it generally denoted a life-giving quality. Brooke 
maintained that the two meanings were not mutually exclusive and therefore 
the message which announced life also gave life. The n€pi circumscribed the 
message concerning the word of life and indicated that the writer had 
something to say to his community about the revelation which was from the 
beginning. The message which announced the word and was life itself had 
been set off parenthetically for the purpose of revealing its profound jmport. 
The emphatic word was ËcpaV€pWEhl (v. 2). The word of life had been made 
manifest to the "writer and his circle"42 in conditions which thus enabled 
them to apprehend its nature and declare it. In v. 3 the author resumed with 
what had been se en and heard, but now the order was different from v. 1. 
Brooke wondered whether the new order was not meant to throw additional 
light on the earthly life of the incarnate logos. If it were a subtle reference to 
the earthly appearance of the incarnate logos, then what was se en had 
precedence over what was heard, and was therefore different from what was 
revealed from the beginning where hearing would take precedence over 
seeing.43 

40 George Johnston does not accept a literai reading of tbe sensory verbs, but he does advocate tbe 
thought that the incipit served as a reminder that "the church as an Apostolic company actually 
handled, saw, and heard the divine J..ogos who is the creative mediatm of liCe" ("l, II, III John," 
Peake's Commentary on the Bible, eds. M. Black and H. H. RG .. ~ky [London and New York: Thomas 
Nelson and Sons Limited, 1962] 1035 - 40). 

41 B. F. Westcou, The Epistles of St. John. The Creek Text with Notes, 7. 

42 A. E. Brooke, The Johannine Epistles, 6. 

43 Ibid., 9. 
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Brooke considered that the true explanation of the incipit lay in the 
context of what appeared to be the author's attempt to edify his readers in 
the face of his many opponents. The author defined the content of the 
message (ayy€Aia) he declared, to encourage his community and to prote ct 
them from the erroneous ideas of the deceivers. It was the incarnate logos 
which revealed plainly the mystery of that whieh was from the beginning 
coneeming the word of life. The infinite had transeended time and space and 
had been made manifest to human temporal sensibilities, enabling them to 
comprehend it and declare it.44 Henee, the entire purpose of the prologue 
was to declare (ànayy€UolJ.€v) the message with a decided focus on its 
theological content. Coupled with what had been declared and its content 
was the aet of bearing witness (JJ.aptupoÛIJ.€v). MxptUp€LV was the act of 
attesting to someone who was both the ayy€~ia, which was life-giving, and 
the life, which was the ayy€~ia. Bearing witness to the incarnate-logos 
would not have been adequate without also having been privy to the 
profound unveiling of that which was manifested in Jesus Christ the Son of 
God, namely, the word of life. The ayy€Ala, which was the life giving word 
of life made manifest, was to be declared in order that fellowship might be 
consolidated: "that you might have fellowship with us ... and .. .fJ.€teX tOÛ llatpOç 

Kal J.L€tà 'toO viaO airtoO 'lflO'oO XpLatOÛ" (v. 3). According to the author 
this constituted the basis for proper fellowship and excluded those who 
denied that Jesus had come in flesh and eonsequently those who were 
indifferent about right conduet. 

3.C. H.DODD 

A somewhat different approach and explanation of the incipit is 
represented by the work of Dodd.45 Dodd's exegesis of the opening verses of 

44 Ibid., 6. Brooke was quick to point out that the word of life was never used to express the 
being of the ~ or the pre-existent Christ. 

4S C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, The MoffaU New Testament Commentary (London: 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1946). 
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1 John is based on the subtle distinction he developed between didaché and 
kerygma. The didaché represented the commandments of Christ that called 
the believer to ethical responsibility. The kerygma represented the content of 
the gospel of Christ. The content of the kerygma signified the gracious 
activity of God toward humankind. Didaché typically referred to ethical 
issues, whereas Kerygma represented the significant doctrinal matters taken 
up in the Epistle. Dodd maintained that didaché may be summed up in the 
commandment "love one another," and the kerygma may be summed up in 
the confession, "Jesus Christ come in tlesh." 

As Christian groups proliferated and spread to different centres and 
came into contact with the vocabulary and conceptual structures of 
Hellenistic culture it became necessary to adapt the kerygma and didaché to 
the prevailing climate. "Enthusiastic but ill-informed converts" to 
Christianity were reinterpreting the faith in the light of a prevalent Gnostic 
ideology,46 necessitating the expansion of the kerygma so as to preclude 
erroneous interpretations. Dodd held that the FG's utilization of Gnostic 
language and imagery was a brilliant response to a contemporary cultural 
climate.47 Nevertheless, in many of the responses to the culture of the day 
errors in interpretation and understanding of the kerygma became common. 
Concomitant with this development came a perversion of the didaché, which 
inevitably resulted in a morality at odds with the kerygma.48 ln this climate 
the author of 1 John set about freely reinterpreting and applying the 

46 C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, xvii. 

47 The question of how the Gospel of John and the Epistle related to each other has been the 
subject of debate for centuries. Dodd did Dot spend a great deal of lime on the question of 
authorship since our knowledge about who wrote 1 John, whether it was an individual or entire 
school, was inadequate. It was best not to view 1 John as the product of a mind inferior to the 
Gospel writer's, for it had to be allowed to speak for itself. Dodd suggested that perhaps the 
simplest solution was to view the author of the Epistle as a disciple of the Evangelist and a 
student of bis work. He was not a mere imitator but had caught something of the style and 
manner of the Gospel writer. 

48 The most notorious of these initial groups and the threat they posed were the Gnostics. 
Dodd was quick to point out that the primary focus of the writing of 1 John was not the 
correction of error of a Gnostic kind, but that its purpose was primarily to set out the 
fundamentals of the Christian faith. 
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fund8JTlentals of the faith to the new situation. According to Dodd, the 

Epistle represented an early stage in the process whereby a host of 
competing sects vied to be heard concerning their unique interpretations of 
the tenets of Christianity. In particular, as the early Church Fathers were 

quick to point out, a virulent form of Christian heresy was threatening the 

very bedrock of orthodoxy. The so-called Gnostics were groups of Christian 
teachers who had gone wrong and were perverting the apostolic teaching. 
Not only were they teachers but also false prophets (",€vOO~TTral 4:1), 

who at one time had prestige and status within the community. As their new 
teachings, however, did not take hold in the church, they seceded and 
continued missionary activity in the pagan world where they achieved 

considerable success to the chagrin of the orthodox teachers.49 The turn of 

events gave the early community quite a shock because this was one of the 
first secessions based on doctrinal grounds. Respected and influential 

teachers, who had been members of the community were DOW divisive forces 
and created a dangerous situation. The fellowship of the church was in 

danger of being destroyed because a doctrinal unity based on betief and 

teaching was being undermined. To counter this dangerous development, 

the author writes as a pastor with the intention to recall the fundamental 

loyalties to which ail believers had been called in the primitive kerygma. 
Dodd maintained that the author wrote as one who wished to inspire and to 

edify those under his charge and therefore exhibited very little inclination in 
developing doctrine. "His interest in building up Christian dogma is 

limited ... he is not interested in precise theological definition."so 

Basic to Dodd's understanding of 1 John was the distinction he 

developed between the kerygma and the didaché. The grammatical and 

theological questions raised by the text invariably received their explanation 

in the context of the teaching traditions of the early church. The author 

faced a gnostic environment hostile to his teaching, and in response, he 
creatively brought to new expression the significance of Jesus Christ, aIl the 

49 This viewwas derived (rom what the author stated in 1 John 2:18-19,4:1-6. 

SO C. H. Dodd, The JQbannine Epistles, xliii. 
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while being conscious of his dependence upon the received tradition of the 
early church. Dodd pointed out that the task of defining the error of the 
false teachers was difficult, however, because aIl that the author of the 
EpistIe revealed directly was that the former teachers denied the reality of 
the incarnation. The error was perceived to be docetic in character, because 
as Dodd pointed out, the Gnostic was "bound to find some way to avoid the 
scandalous idea that the Son of God, the Revealer, the intermediary between 
the Divine and the human, suffered the degradation of direct contact with 
matter, the embodiment of aIl evil; and above aU he was bound to deny that 
the Divine could suffer."51 There were those who accepted that Jesus the 
Son of God had come, but in his coming had merely assumed the temporary 
garb of humanity. Hence, the writer restated the truth that Jesus had come 
in the flesh (4:2). Indeed, because of the importance of the incarnation in 
the flesh, the author was compelled to stress emphatically the evidence 
available to the senses (IJohn 1:1- 3). 

The other beliefs of the false prophets, maintained Dodd, were 
accessible only by inference. The author, for example, attacked the use of 
such statements as "born of God," ''we are in the light," ''we have no sin," "we 
dwell in God," and "we know God" by those unworthy to utter them.52 Not 
only were the false prophets neglectful of doctrinal matters, but also 
improper in their ethical conduct. The writer based the Christian ethic 
entirely on obedience to the command of love for God and humanity. 
According to Dodd, Christian charity and love had only an insignificant part 
to play in the ideals of Gnosticism because of its focus on individualism and 
neglect of social obligation. The author, however, did not spend aIl his time 
specifically refuting Gnostic error. A Gnostic setting provided him with an 
opportunity to bring to creative expression hi~ understanding of the apostolic 
kerygma and didaché, and uItimately determined the occasion of the Epistle's 
composition. 

51 Ib'd~' 1 ., XIX. 

52 Dodd did point out that while these saane statements couJd Dot he found in the Gnostic 
literature, they were nevertheless analogous to Gnostic language. When taken togetber tbey 
described quite accurately the type of Gnostic piety with whicb our writer had to contend. 
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Dodd set out the characteristics of the Apostolic kerygma and 
didaché to illustrate how the author of 1 John gave creative expression to 
Many of its most significant features.53 Citing the data of Mark and 
comparing it to the Pauline Epistles he suggested that early apostolic 
preaching was thoroughly eschatological.54 Its focus was to be found in the 
culminating act of history through the appearance of Jesus Christ. In him the 
Kingdom of God came upon ail mankind in order to judge and to bring to 
redemption his newly constituted people. The new community of the church, 
"the new Israel of God," consequently enjoyed the "life of the age to come" in 
the present. It awaited the final consummation when Christ would be 
manifested as the final judge and redeemer to bring to a close the present 

historical process.55 

A central feature of the earliest kerygma along with its 

announcement of the death of Jesus was its emphasis on his resurrection. In 
the Epistle, however, there is no mention of the resurrection 56 Dodd 
explained the silence by positing that the early kerygma distinguished 

between two slightly differing conceptions of the resurrection. One 
conception viewed the actual resurrection and the post-resurrectional 
appearances of Christ as providing fundamental evidence for the Christian 
faith.57 Another viewed the resurrection to be a reference to the risen Christ 

S3 The distinction between kerygma and didaché lefts its mark on the Epistle in which the 
theological clements expounded tbe implications of kerygma, and the ethical sections c1arified 
the implications of didaché (Tbe 10hannine Epistles, xxi). 

54 Much of Dodd's understanding of how 1 John fit into the kerygmatic tradition was based on 
a carefully worked out position in which the FG's contact with the synopti~ came through an 
oral tradition independent of tbe synoptic gospels but made up of m':'lerials similar to sorne of 
what eventually made its way ioto lhe lhree gospels. 

SS C. H. Dodd, The 10hannine Epistles, xxviii. 

56 Dodd drew attention 10 the book of Hebrews and ils resemblance to 1 John in this regard 
(The 10hannine Epistles, xxxiü). 

S7 Dodd cited Acts 10:40 - 41 and 13:30 - 31 as evidence for the understanding. 
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exaIted at the right hand of God.58 If the author of 1 John was preoccupied 
with the "thought of Christ's eternal power and glory in the heavenly places, 
then the fact of his resurrection might be taken to imply this larger and more 
inclusive truth."59 Moreover, early preaching also closed with the frequent 
reminder of the certainty of the Lord's return. The author of 1 John, 
however, knew nothing of sllch a hope. Instead, he held to the belief that the 
judgment day was imminent. With the end pending and indeterminate, it 
served to imprint indelibly on the reader the urgency of being morally 
responsible. Jesus himself would appear, for as the author stated, ''we shall 
see him as he is" (1 John 3:2), befitting the over-all perspective of the writing 
with its constant rerninders to be ethically responsible; "for we cannot see 
him unless we are like him" (1 John 3:2). A final matter fundamental to early 
apostolic preaching was the testimony that the church was a covel1ant 
cornmunity bound together in the unity of love. While the term €KK~na\a did 
not appear in 1 John, according to Dodd the author was acutely aware of the 
church as a covenant community even though in not as weil developed a form 
as in the Pauline understanding. 

ln addition, the early kerygma proc1aimed in the Synoptics and in the 
Pauline writings, maintained Dodd, in one way or another found their sirnilar 
expression in 1 John. The kerygmatic preaching recorded in 1 John aligned 
itself with the teaching tradition of/about Jesus from these other sources. 
Early on the apostles had interpreted the death of Jesus through the Isaianic 
conception of the suffering servant. The author of 1 John kept that tradition 
alive when he wrote that "the blood of Jesus cleanses us from every sin" (1:7). 
Moreover, the kerygma as represented by the language of confession and 
denial (2:22, 23, 28; 4:23) alluded to such sayings as recorded in Mark 8:37-8, 

S8 Dodd was able to maintain the distinction because of the difference he perceived between 
Paul and the synoptic writer's description of the resurrection as a physica1 event and the 
author's of the FG depiction of the event as the exaltation of Christ. He cited Acts 2:32 - 36 
and 3:13 - 21 as examples of passages which emphasized the exaltation of Christ. 

S9 Dodd noted that the earliest kerygmatic expression of the exaltation looked back to Psalm 
110:2; Acts 2:34 - 35; Romans 8:34; 1 Peter 3:22; Mark 12:35 - 37, etc. (1be lohannine EpistIes, 
xxxiii). 
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Matt. 10:32-3 and Luke 9:26; 12:8-9. These sayings therefore vaHdated what 
the epistolary writer proposed through the confessional assertions. The 
author of 1 John gave evidence of his acquaintance with the beatitudes in one 
form or another.60 For example, the use of the light/dark imagery in 1 John 
1:5-6 and 1 John 2:9-11 captures the essence of Matthew 6:22-3 and Luke 
11:34-6 where Iight and dark are key words. The author's use of the world 
terminology in John 2:15-17 was implicit in Luke 12:29-30. The proliferation 
of evidence in 1 John for the writer's dependence upon the early kerygma, 
according to Dodd, justified the daim that the teaching of the author more or 
less adhered to the primitive kerygma. Indeed, the author's avowal to be a 
primary eyewitness reinforced the authenticity ofhis kerygma (1 John 1:1-4) 
and gave the work its catholic outlook and appeal. The author's primary 
intention, therefore, was not the! refutation of heretical error as was 
cornmonly assumed, but was to be found in the declaration of the "word of 
life." The dedaration of the "word of life" encapsulated both the gospel 
(kerygma) and the commandments (didaché) as delivered by the Apostles. It 
was thus firmly linked with the received tradition from the beginning. 

Wjth these fundamental issues in mind, Dodd's consideration of the 
incipit began by noting that the prologue 9f the FG stressed the importance 
of the ÀÔyoc;; in its pre-existent status and in its incarnatit'nal manifestatiùn, 
whereas the prologue of 1 John stressed the importance of the t::wil in its 
appearance and its existence with the Father (v. 2). Dodd raised the 
question whether ~ôyoç should be understood in the technical sense as it was 
used in the prologue of the FG. Dodd argued that to take the logos in the 
technicaJ sense of the FG would require linking it with the relative clause!s 
preceding it. This would have necessitated for the entire clause to have been 
constructed to agree grammatically with the masculine noun ~6yoç. Since 
the author has not done this, however, another way must be sought out of the 

60 Dodd pointed out that the author May have had access to an oral tradition, which in one 
way or another echoed the language of the S}Doptics and the sayings of Jesus. See the 
following examples: he compared l John 2:17 wilh Matt. 7:21; 1 John 3:1-3 with Matt. 5: 8-9; 1 
John 4:1 with Matt 24:2;, 1 John 2:18 with Matt. 24:24; 1 John 3:7 wilh Mark 13:5; 1 John 3:7 
with Malt. 5:48, etc. (C. H. Dodd, The JQhannine Epistles, xI- xli). 
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grammatical conundrurn. After considering various alternative proposais he 
opted for understanding )J,yoc;; as the tberne of the Gospel. The clause 
concerning the word of life, white not in grammatical agreement with what 
preceded it, prima facie indicated the theme of the announcement, and the 
clauses which included the sensory verbs stated the contents of the 
announcement. 61 The addition of the relative clauses, while not changing the 
fundamental structure of the sentence "that which we have heard concerning 
the word of life", enlarged the meaning significantly. Dy thus distinguishing 
the theme of the announcement, namely, "the ward of life" from the contents 
of the announcement expressed in the neuter relative clauses, Dodd avoided 
the awkward necessity of linking the neuter relative pronouns with the 
masculine noun AOyoc;. 62 The author was concemed about advancing the life 
giving word of God as it was from the beginning, i.e., what had always been 
true about it. • An apxf1ç metaphorically represented the truth of God in the 
eternal gospel manifested in the incarnate Christ which was neither an 
innovation nor an afterthought subject ta perversion. It was not necessary for 
Dodd therefore to determine whether ''what was from the beginning" 
signified an absolute beginning or the begin.. .. ling of the preaching of the 
Gospe1.63 1 John was merely the perpetuation of the kerygmatic tradition 

61 C. H. Dodd, De Johannine E.pistles, 3. 

62 J. M. Lieu agreed with Dodd's grammatical solution. She held that because of the loose 
grammatical connection between "that (neuter) which was from the beginning" and 
"concerning the word (masculine) oflife (feminine)" il could be taken to have similar semantic 
content as the personalized.h!aœ of the FG. Il was the Iife-giving Word of God embodied in 
Christ which ellcapsulated the Gospel. It must, however, be understood as expticating the 
Gospel message itself. Lieu took the word of Lift to refer to the Gospel message and not to 
the incarnation (]'he Second and Third Epistles oUohp, 174). See further an important 
article by Hans Conzelmann in which he drew attention to the significant shift of emphasis in 
the use of apxilc; in 1 John from that of the Gospel. In the Gospel it refers to the pre-existent 
Myoc:. but in 1 John it refers to the beginning of the churchly tradition ("Was von Anfangwar," 
Neutestamentlicbe Studien rur R. Bultmann [Beiheft ZNU 21; Berlin: Tôpelmann, 1954] 194-
2(1). It was the life giving Word ofGod embodied in Christ which encapsulated the Gospel. 

63 R. Alan Culpepper pointed out that the neuter relative pronoun, "that which was .. ." imptied 
that the author was bere thinking more about the message of tife than about Jesus bimselC and 
therefore caJling to mind the eartiest preaching of tbe ch\1I'ch. He aIso contended that an J 

ôpx'k ecboed both the prologue of the FO and Genesis and therefore evoked early 
Mfoundations of the Christian gospel' in the Johannine community (1 John. II John. III John, 
Knox Preaching Guides, ed. by John H. Hayes [Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985] 7). 
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wbich from the beginning bad its roots in God. The author was proclaiming 
the tradition to his community.64 

Dodd also insisted that what had been attested to concerning the 
tberne of the Gospel was immediately available to the senses and was not 
subject to "sorne airy speculation or fabricated fable.'1fi5 The author meant to 
reinforce that lîle was not sorne abstract notion, but indeed, was a reality 
disclosed to humanity in the incarnate Christ. His appearance on earth had 
been attested to by eyewitnesses who announced the availability of eternal 
life in the incarnate Christ. It was he in whom lite had existed from aIl 
eternity and it was this lite which was made accessible to human knowledge. 
It was clear to Dodd that the author, faced with novel doctrines of a 
speculative cast, wished to calI to mind "the unchanging apostolic Gospel, 
which is the word of God."66 It was an appeal to the primitive Gospel and an 
insistence upon the historical reality of the incarnation which comprised the 
recurring theme of the writing and indeed provided the basis for fellowship. 

The purpose of the writing was captured by the statement "so that 
you may share our fellowship." Dodd argucd that the allusions to lellowship 
in the New Testament were captured by a variety of expressions and images, 
such as, "joint heirs" (Rom. 7:17; Eph. 3:6) "in the Gospel" (1 Cor 9:23), "in 

64 A1though for J. M. Lieu an' Opxi\c; pointed in a different direction, sbe nevertbeless affirmcd lhal it 
probably did not refer to an absolute beginning. • An' OpX,fiç recalled tbe beginning of the church's 
life, whether a Christian church or a particular 10hannine community and its experience. The 
proclamation of the life giving word, therefore, did not occur in reaction to gnostically inclined hercties 
who were perverting the primitive apostolic ker.vpa, but in response to a tradition as developcd within 
the language and theology of the Johannine community. The writer was not merely passing on what 
was part of the primitive ke~a, but was dealing with the "consequences of his own tradition of 
thougbt and seeking to show the invalidity of those consequences while upholding the theology which 
gave birth to them" (]'he Second and Third Epistles of John, 75). See aIso J. M. Lieu, "Authority to 
Become Children of God: A Study of 1 John," Novum Testamentum XXIII, 3 (1981) 210 - 228. 1. M. 
Lieu admitted, however, that the author of 1 John had a more keœmatic understanding of the 
tradition, than does, for example, tbe author ofIl John (The Second and Third Epistles of John. 174). 

6S C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, 5. 

66 Ibid., 6. 
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faith" (Philemon 6), "in suffering" (Phil. 3:10), in the metaphors of the 
'branch' and the 'vine' (John 15:1-6) and in the analogy of the human body (1 
Cor. 12). 'Fellowship' thus was a rich concept about which the community 
was knowledgable. It was the author's desire to promote fellowship in the 
face of what appeared to be disruptive tendencies (false teachings/bitter 
antagonisms) which threatened "a dissolution of partnership in the common 
faith and a breach of the common bond of charity.''67 Nothing else but a 
retum to the Gospel (kerygma) and the commandment to love one another 
(didaché) would restore the threatened fellowship of the church ''with the 
Father and with His Son Jesus Christ." J(o;non;a was based in the ''word of 
life," that is, in the Gospel which "proclaims the facts of Christ's coming, and 
the commandment which declares what that coming means in terms of 
personal relations among men and women."68 

The intriguing problem of identifying the sense in which the personal 
pronoun we was used by the author in light of the opening verses led Dodd to 
make to a distinction between those who directly experienced the historical 
facts of the Gospel and the readers who obviously had not.69 Not 
infrequently the we of the sensory verbs was taken to denote those who were 
direct eyewitnesses of the event of the earthly Jesus. According to Dodd Kal 
al X€ÎP€Ç fv..&.WV €",~av in no uncertain terms implied personal 
acquaintance with the historical Jesus and therefore must not be reduced to 
mean simply a knowledge of the Christian message. The writer identified 
himself as one of a group of eyewitnesses who had actually seen and heard 

67 Ibid., &. 

68 Ibid., 8. 

69 As did, for example, C. Haas, M. De Jonge and J. L. SweUengrebel, who took the fast 
person plural of the prologue (1:1-4) to have exclusive force: "they refer to John and the 
eyewitnesses, and do not include the persons he is addressing" (A,Iranslator's Handbook of 
the Letters of John, 20). 
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the ministry of Jesus.70 Nevertheless, Dodd acknowledged that in the Epistle 
the we could not be interpreted consistently to designate someone with 
eyewitness status. In sorne instances the first person plural was used in an 
epistolary sense, and at other times it was used to denote a community to 
which the author belonged. The first personal plural thus included the writer 
and the reader in one class. Dodd conftrmed that this form of speech was 
not uncommon to the homilies of the period and would have constituted an 
acceptable use. At other times the author used the we to mean aU Christians, 
in which case the contrast was not you but the world. For example, the 
author freely used we when he was contemplating hypothetical ethical and 
religious situations significant for all Chr;stians (1:6,8, 10). 

While it was difficult to determine the precise sense in which the 
personal pronouns were to be taken when used in the same context (2: 18-21; 
4:4-6), Dodd proposed an interpretation based on the distinction he made 
between the kerygma and the did(l(,hé. For a variety of reasons neither the 
epistolary we (meaning 1) nor the true plural of the we (meaning my 

col/eagues and 1) made sense in 2:18-21 and 4:4-6. Accordingly, here the first 
person plural really referred to the Church proclaiming the Gospel in 
solidarity with those who preceded her (the eyewitnesses).71 Indeed, the 
author quite consciously assumed the mantel of orthodoxy and spoke for aIl 
those who had rightly understood the gospel from the beginning, including 

70 See further, 1. Howard Marshall, The Epistles of John, 105 - 107. John R. W. Stott, stated 
for example, that the "author's message is supremely concerned with the historical, audible, 
visible, tangible manifestation of the Eternal. He could hardly have conveyed bis message 
more forcefuUy. He was vouching for bis message from bis own personal experience" (The 
Epistles oflohn, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, gen. cd., R. V. G. Tasker [Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publisbing Company, 1964] 26; 61-63). 

71 Ibid.,12-13. To support his daim regarding the author's sense of corporate solidarity wilh 
the events of the past, Dodd aUuded to the 'l'of the Psalms, to Amos 2:10 and Josbua 24:7. 
He a1so referred to Tacitus, Agricola, 45. Others have mentioned Matthew 23:35; Galatians 
1:23; Epistula Polycarpi, 9; Mishnah Pesahim 10:5b. 
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those who had actually se en, heard and touched.72 Johannine theologizing 
upon the concept of seeing and hearing rested in the beUef that both tradition 
and community were based in the historical event of Jesus. Reliance upon 
tradition and the community provided the basis upon which the author had 
the acknowledged right to make theological and ethical pronouncements. 
Here the author was defending the community against the threat of division 
and false doctrine by appealing to the beliefs that had been part of the 
group's foundation. 

Fundamental to Dodd's interpretation of the incipit of 1 John is the 
assumption that both the kerygma and the didaché are firmly grounded in a 
variety of historical traditions which gave expression to them. The essential 
Christological and ethical components of the kerygma and the didaché for the 
author of 1 John defined the substance of the message he declared to his 
community. As one who was standing in solidarity with the tradition of the 
past, the author was in the position to correct those who were perverting the 
unchanging apostolic Gospel with their novel doctrines of a speculative cast. 
What sets Dodd's approach apart from both Bultmann and Brooke is the 
radically different historical circumstance he proposes to explain the 
theological and grammatical peculiarities of the prologue of 1 John. In 
turning to the work of Stephen S. Smalley we shall be confronted with yet 
another reconstruction of the events that precipitated the writing. 

4. STEPHEN. S. SMALLEY 

Even though nothing can be known about the identity of the author 
of 1 John, Smalley surmis~s that a presbyter was responsible for II and III 
John and that someone close to him composed 1 John.73 ln addition, the 

72 J. L. Houlden, The Johannine EDistles, 52 - 53. S. S. Smalley, 1.2.3 John, 8. D. Moody Smith Jr., 
in a study of the character and delineation of Johannine Christianity, proposed that the we did not 
explicitly identify the apostolic eye-witnesses, "but a community which understood itself as heir of a 
tradition based upon some historical witness to Jesus" (D. Moody Smith Ir., "Jobannine Christianity: 
Some Reflections on its Charaeter and Delineation," 222-248). 

73 Stephen S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3.1ohn, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1984). 
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persons responsible for the three letters were probably "leading and ordained 
Johannine Christians."74 It was also quite apparent to Smalley that the 
inspiration behind the tradition and distinctive t.heology of the group of 
writings came from John the Apostle, the Beloved Disciple himself.75 If the 
tradition derives from the FO, then according to Smalley, the initial 
problems reflected in this writing had their origin in the teaching of the 
FG.76 The Johannine community was composed of a Jewish Christian group 

with Ebionite proclivities which had difficulty accepting Jesus as the Messiah. 
and a Hellenistic Christian group influenced by beHefs "enshrined in 
Hellenistic systems of salvation ... dependent on a gnostic background" which 

had difficulty accepting the humanity of Jesus (docetic).n The writer of the 
FG therefore addressed Johannine Christians who thought of Jesus as less 
then God, to remind them of his divinity, and those who thought of Jesus as 

less than human, to remind them of his humanity. In the Johannine lctters 
the issue had polarized ttso that those with a low Christ%gy had moved 

toward an Ebionite position, and those whose Christology was high had 

become more clearly gnostic (docetic) by inclination; secession from the 
community had begun.'t78 

The writer was thus ?ddressing a conununity made up of a number of 

house churches split between Johannine Christians who had accepted the 
Gospel of Jesus (the apostolic kerygma), heretically inclined members from a 

Jewish background who did not accept Jesus' Messiahship, and heterodox 

followers from a Hellenistic background who were docetically inclined. A 
fourth group of false teachers known as the secessio1lists clashed with the 

writer on matters concerning beHef and behaviour. The appeal that the 

author made to the FO, suggested that the mistaken views he Id by the 

74 Ibid., xxii. 

7S Ibid., xxii. 

76 Stephen S. Smalley, John; Evan&elist and Interpreter, 122-49. 

77 Ibid., xxiii. 

78 Ibid., xxiü. 
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members in the Johannine community stemmed from a distortion of the 
teaching of the FG.79 Smalley, however, did not accept Brown's position that 

1 John was a deliberately pattemed commentary on the FG. 1 John was 
instead a paper intended to expound Johannine teaching and theology 
preserved in the tradition of the FG for the benefit of the heterodox 

members of the community who had misinterpreted sorne of its 
Christological tenets. In Smalley's estimation the derivative literary 
relationship of the Epistle to the FG helped to explain the semantic shift of 

sorne significant terms in the Epistle, e.g., ('beginning', 'word', 'world', 'spirit 

of truth'). The purpose of the Epistle was primarily to exhort the faithful and 
secondarily to correct and refute inadequate Christological and ethical views. 

Despite the grammatical difficulties of the prologue and the 
consequent obscurity of meaning, according to Smalley the stress in the 

opening verses felI Ln n€pl 'toû AOyou 'rllç twflc;. The effect of the Greek 
phrasing was to underscore the object of what was being proclairned, namely, 

Cl AOyoc;; conceming Jesus.80 Smalley was uncertain about the extent to 

which the writer of the preface of 1 John had modelled it after the prologue 
(If the FG. Consequently he was uncertain whether Aeyo<; should be 

~, Ibid., xxvi. Falsely claiming sinlessness (1:8,10) May have been derived from John 8:31-47. 
"(~tch phrases" taken directly from the FG contributed to this distortioD; l:.g., "to know God", 
"tu abide in Jesus", "to walk in the light". To the ex-Jews who on the basis of John 14:28 found 
ill:asy to exaggerate the humanity of Jesus, he stressed the pre-existence of Jesus (1 John 2:13-
14, 20,28-29; 3:2,3, S, 7; 5:2Ob). For the ex-pagan members empasizing the divinity of Jesus 
on the basis of John 10:25-38, the author stressed the manifestly reallife and death of Jesus (1 
loin 2:6; 4:2, 9,17; 1:7b-99; 2:2, 12; 3:5, 8.16; 4:10). Disregard for proper conduct arose 
because some of the Jewisb opponents had interpreted the love command (John 13:34-35; 
14:15; 15:10, 12, 17) legalistica1ly. The HeUenistic members within the community had insisted 
Ibat the love command was not important (John 13:34) except to those sympathetic to their 
point ofview theologicaUy. The author corrected an exaggerated accent on the deatb of Christ 
as glorified exaltation (John 3:14; 7:39; 8:28; 12:32, 34; 17:5) by drawing attention to the 
sacrificial death of Jesus. 

80 HI}nce, the impact of the verse was not so much on the act of proclaiming as on the object 
of Wh.ll was being proclaimed. 
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interpreted in its light.81 Smalley pointed to the ambiguous genitive of'tilç 

twi1ç and suggested that neither a personalized AOyoc; nor teanl as content of 
the word needed to be exclusively in focus here.82 It is possible that the 
writer quite intentionally remained ambivalent "for the Iife-giving word of the 
gospel is essentially a proclamation about Jesus who is the living word of 
God."83 

Smalley dealt with the problem of the relation of the parenthetical 
insertion with the relative clauses by suggesting that the relative neuter 

pronouns were in apposition to the masculine 6 AOyoc;. Smalley took the 

neuter formulations as running parallel with the insertion to mean that the 
writer was declaring what had been seen, heard, and felt concerning the word 
of life. The 0 in the phrase fi TlV cXn' clpxTlc; must be similarly interpreted in 

an impersonal way ("that which was", not "he who was").84 Therefore, while 
the author may have had the pre-existence of Jesus in the back of his mind, at 

the forefront was the message about Jesus. The stress in the opening verse, 

then, was upon the beginning of the proclamation of the word of Jesus (6 
).6Yoc;) in which the lm' àpxflç became temporal and local, stressing the 
beginning of the gospel "in terms ofboth its content (the ministry of Jesus) 

and its proclamation (the witness of the disciples)."85 The anarthrousclpXn 

81 IfMyoc; was linked to the prologue of the FG it was understood to denote the pre-incarnate Jesus, 
in which case the background was both Jewish and Greek. Others stress thatMyoc; here sigllified the 
message, of which Jesus was the centre. In 1 John it was the twft which had becn made manifest and 
notthe).6yoc;. 

82 Concerning the genitive tflc; twf\c; three possibilities bave been generally delincated: (a) a qualifying 
genitive, namely, "the liCe giving word" (Brooke and Dodd); (b) an epexcgctical gcnitive, narncly, "about 
tbe word which is life"; (c) an objective genitive, namely, "the revelation about lifc" (Smalley, Brooke, 
Stott). 

83 Smalley argues that {,WT\ was not to he regarded as a personal name equivalcnt to Jesus (w. l, 2). 
Life expressed one aspect of bis bcing (1. 2. 3 John, 6). 

84 Smalley observes that the clause at the start of v. 3 resumed the structure and language of the first 
two verses indicating that the neuter formulations were identicaI in meaning. The neuter pronoun in v. 
3 conf1l11led that the neuter pronoun in the phrase 8 nv àn' Opxf\f; should he takcn in an impersonal 
connotation. 

8S Ibid., 7. 
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confirmed that a personal reference to the word, however, need not 
necessarily be excluded frorn an interpretation of the incipit.86 While he was 
not referring to creation itself, the writer was asserting that the revelation of 
which he spoke was in sorne sense conternporaneous with creation, i.e., it was 
the pre-existent word from eternity.87 Smalley suggested that this might have 
been a deliberate attempt by the author to present a high Christology in order 
to counter the low Christology of his ex-Jewish readers, '1ust as he is 
elsewhere resisting the "high Christology" of his ex-pagan church members."88 
As such the life-giving word about Jesus and the word of God disclosed in 
Jesus became coterminous in the sensory verbs. In a typically Johannine 
fashion the author spoke about the word of revelation from eternity which 
was gradually disclosed and personally experienced in the concrete reality of 
historical existence. The sensory verbs combined to stress the conjunction of 
revelation which was from eternity and its experience historically by those 
fortunate enough to see and believe.89 Therefore, white Smalley did not 
exclude a possible reference to eyewitnesses, he preferred understanding the 
verbs as dC!Doting the church standing in solidarity with those who were 
historically the eyewitnesses. The author, as one among many who had seen 
and heard, spoke for ail mernbers of the community who were champions of 
the gospel. He contradicted those who heretically espoused faise views about 
the person of Jesus, by "recalling his readers to the fundamentals of the 
Christian faith and identifying himselfwith those who believe as he does."90 

In theologicai terms the incipit forcefully reminded the readers who were 

86 Smalley suggested such usage would have derived from John 1:1 and Genesis (LXX). 

87 It was observed that an' é;"c.'k in the Epistle was different from Êv OpXÛ of the FG and therefore a 
one to one correspondance was not he sought. 

88 Stephen S. Smalley, 1. 2, 3. John, 7. 

89 The verbs of hearing and seeing were especially significant since they represented ideas close to the 
concept of /aith in the FG. a é9EaacX,.tEOa Kal XEÎp€C; fu,&WV ~'laQII was taken together with the 
previous pair to denote the incarnate word made visible to sight and /a;th. 

90 Stephell S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3. John, 8. 
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distorting the truth that the life had been revealed and that it was npOc; '[cv 
TUl't€pa.9l 

Ultimately, the purpose of the writing was set forth ,n the statement 
tva ICal ùJ.L€Û;; ICOlVC&lVlaV €XTTt€ J,L€9' fv,.L@v. It was written to a congregation 
which was divided perhaps because of different estimations concerning the 
person of Jesus. To the champions of orthodox belief.J2 the writer asserted 
that they (you) have fellowship not only with us but also with the Father and 
his Son Jesus Christ (v. 3) which was both "Christian and Apostolic".93 
Fellowship was based on the common knowledge of God in the incarnation 
and life of Jesus in which the Father and Son were depicted as one in being 
and tunction. Smalley observed that here again the contrasting but 
complementary foci on the person of Jesus were introduced in opposition to 
those who were asserting false views about either his humanity or divinity. 
The prologue declared in uncompromising terms the life-giving word about 
Jesus to a congregation which was disintegrating because of doctrinal 
disputes concerning exaggerated estimates of the person of Jesus. 
Consequently, a balanced Christology was set forth to eounterbalance views 
tending toward either a loK' or a high side. 

Smalley's entire exegetical enterprise rested on two fundamental 
assumptions. First, that 1 John, although inferior in its expre~~ions to the FG, 
nevertheless corrected several serious Christological distortions arising from 
a misunderstanding of the Christological thrust of the FG. Second, that the 
erroneous Christological formulations were due in part to a Jewish Christian 
group inclined to an Ebionite position, and a Hellenistic Christian group 
inclined to a Docetie position. 

91 Il was a reminder to the Jewish opponents who over-stressed the humanity of Jesus that he was also 
divine, and to the Gnostic opponents who over emphasized the divinity of Jesus that he had becn 
historicalJy revealed. 

92 Stephen S. SmaIley, 1. 2. 3. John, 12. 

93 Ibid., 12. 
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S. R. E. BROWN 

Brown embarked on an ambitious and difficult task of assessing the 
disposition of the author's Community, its members, and its adversaries.94 ln 
a comprehensive treatment he attempted to determine whether the 
adversaries were a weIl defined group, what their theological position was, 
and whether they could be identified with a group(s) known to have existed. 
Mter a brief discussion of the advocates of multiple groups of opponents, he 
concluded that the Epistle furnished very little evidence for assuming the 
presence of a variety of adversaries and that the trouble in the community 
could be easily explained if only one well-defined group was the target of the 
author's polemic.95 Brown also considered the Jewish-group thesis tllat is 
frequently put forward to explain the source and nature of the Christological 
confessions. He acknowledged that white there was little doubt that the 
opponents in the FG were Jews who denied Jesus as the Messiah, he rejected 
the Jewish-group thesis as inadequate for an explanation of the confessions 
and denials. He did so on the basis of 1 John 2:19 which c1early indicated 
j at the adversaries had once been part of the community but hr.d now left.96 

In alllikelihood they were not Jews but Christi ans who had once been 
members of the Johannine community, and were now tending toward either a 
high or low estimation of the person of Jesus and therefore at variance with 
the author's Christological confession. Brown's assessment of the pertinent 
passages led him to conc1ude that the enemies were Johannine Christi ans 

94 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, The Anchor Bible (Garden City, New York: Doubleday 
and Company, 1982). 

9S Brown stated that Rit seems an appropriai.e occasion to apply "Ockham's razor": Postulated 
entities should not be multiplied without necessity" (Brown, The Epistles of John, 50). 
Fernando F. Segovia remarked that "a two-front opposition is quite unnecessary and should no 
longer be a viable option with respect 101 John; aU of the opponents' positions may be quite 
satisfactorilyexplained in terms of one single front" (Recent Research in the Johannine 
Letters," Reli&ious Studies Review 13, 2 [April 1981] 136). 

96 Brown rejected the "Jewish adversary" theory on several grounds: (1) Jews did not daim 
sinlessness, did keep lhe commandments, and did act justly; (2) lack of OT quotation; (3) 2:19 
suggests secessionists and not Jewish opponents: they would not have been described as Ë( 
ru..wv É(fl).Oav (2:19); (4) no suggestion of converted Jews who had lapsed. 
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who held to the high Christology espoused in the FG. An exaggerated 
emphasis in the FG on Jesus' preexistence led eventually to a neglect of his 
humanity. Such a distortion therefore necessitated the author's appeal to 
what had been from the beginning and to his insistence that Jesus had come 
in the flesh (4:1-3) as he had also come EV 1:~ OOatt Kat EV 1:~ a"J.LCX1:l (5:5-6). 

Sorne commentators have claimed that moral error was the primary 
difficulty addressed in the Epistle.97 Based on the author's statements about 
those who walk in darkness (1:6), who cI~'tim sinlessness (1:8, 10), who do not 
keep the commandments (2:4), who do not walk as Christ walked (2:6), who 
hate the brother (2:9), who practice lawlessness (3:4), the adversaries are 
per~eived either to be antinomian or libertine in their orientation.98 

Grayston remarked that "to imagine they were gnostic antinomians with an 
obsessive theory about the irrelevance of behaviour in the flesh was to create 
a prurient fantasy.''99 Brown also refuted such a position on the grounds that 
the adversaries did not consciously live immorally (1:6; 2:4; 2:6; 3:9-10; 4:20) 
and that the author did not resort to cataloging the vices of his opponents 
despite the widespread use of such lists in Antiquity (Gal. 5:19-21; 1 Cor 6:9-
11; II Cor 12:20). It was possible that sorne Johannine Christi ans were 
rnorally indifferent, but this, Brown thought, was probably a direct result of a 
Christology which was salvifically impotent because an emphasis on the 
humanity of Jesus effectively nullified his death. It was against a wrong view 
of the being and function of Jesus that the author railed, because false views 

97 C. H. TaJbert suggested that sorne of the Gnostic opponents combined eschatological skepticism 
with an ethicallibertinisrn (Vigiliae Christianae 20 [1966] 141-45). Antinomian lcaching is reportcd in 
Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses 1. 1-12, and in Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 3. 5. Pointing to 
T€IC\lia,J.L~\~ n).Qvci1:w ùJ.Lâc; (3:7) Houlden emphasizes tbat the dcceit was not only doctrinal but 
etbical; thus it indicates sorne forrn of libertinisrn as part of a gnostic crecd (J. L. Houlden, The 
Johannine Epistles, 94-95). S. S. SmaJley understood 2:3, 6, 22, 28; 3:4, 7; 4:2 to represent the views of 
those who undervalued obedience and right conduet for Christian living (an antinomian and libertine 
inclination) (1.2. 3 John, 43, 52, 112, 132, 154, 166, 269). 

98 J. Bogart, Orthodox and "eretical Perfectionism in the Johanninc Community as cvidcnt in the 
FirM Epistle of John, 124, 129. 

99 Kenneth Grayston, The Johannine EpistIes, 25. 
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inevitably translated into moral neglect. The author's demand for love of the 
brethren found its best explanation in the context of a high Christology of the 
opponents, for had the earthly life of Jesus been properly appropriated they 
would have continued to love those loyal to the author, i.e., the brethren (2:9-
Il) and would not have le ft the community. 

Brown next embarked on a rather extensive comparison of 
opponents who espoused a high Christology with known heresies described in 
the anti-Gnostic literature of the early Church Fathers. He noted that Many 
commentators assumed that Ignatius of Antioch (c. 110 CE) was aware of the 
Johannine writings and that therefore the opponents berated in his works 
would have had characteristics similar to those of the Epistle's antagonists.1OO 

Ignatius appeared to direct his attack against those who were docetically 
inclined, aIthough Jewish Christians were certainly also in view.101 While 
sorne rnaintained that the two groups represented one and the same 
opponent,102 Brown argued that Ignatius was fighting along two fronts, "and 
that both his adversaries were heterodox, but on opposite extremes."103 This 
supported his contention that the Johannine community was embattled along 
two fronts; during the earlier FG period Jewish Christians were criticized for 
holding a low Christology, whereas during the later period of the Epistles the 
secessionists were reproached for an excessively high estimation of the 

100 Unwilling to accept Ignatius' direct knowledge of the Iohannine writings, Brown suggested 
rather that Ignatius was aware of the "Iohannine ambience" (The Community of the Beloved 
Disciple, 156). 

101 In the Letter to the Philadelphians 6:! and the Letter to the Magnesians 8:1; 10:2-3 Ignatius 
appeared to he directing his comment!> to those who were Iewish Christians. In contrast, the 
Letter to the Smymaeans 1-3 and the Leuer to the Trallians 9-10 seems to be directed against 
those tending toward docetism. 

102 C. K. Barrett, "Iews and JudaÎZers in the Epistles of Ignatius," in Jews. Greeks and 
Christians, ed. by R. Hamerton-Kelly and R. Scroggs (Leiden: E. J. BriU, 1976) 220-44. 

103 R. E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple, 155. S. S. Smalley accepted the 
double nature of the heresy heing combattc~d in Ignatius' letters (1...:~. 3 John, xxiü; xxiv; 60; 
113). R. Schnackenburg drew attention to both groups in the Ignatian letters and wrote that 
the elements of Judaism attacked "findet sich in den Johannesbriefen keine Spur" (Die 
Johannesbriefe) 22. 
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person of Christ. Along with Schnackenburg, I04Brooke, 105 and Marshall, 106 

Brown concluded fi f • ,he precise, language that Ignatius employed to 
criticize the views of .. hose who denied the humanity of Jesus was not to be 
found in the Epistles.107 

Brown recognized that mid-second century gnostic systems could not 
be utiliLed to elucidate early forms of gnosis, but that it..!; antecedents were 
nonetheless unmistakably present in Christian literature.108 In light of this, 

the term proto-gnostic was applied as a descriptive label for what was thought 
accurately to represent an early form of incipient Gnosticism.109 Brown 

---------
104 After ,rlSsessing the docetic views attacked in the lelters of Ignatius, Schnackenburg 
contended that the full docetism in view in the letters "fehlt in 1 Joh: eine ausgesprochen 
'doketische' Christologie wird nicht erkennbar" (Die Johannesbriefe, 22). 

105 A. E. Brooke stated that the "language of the Johannine Epistles does nOl necessarily 
presuppose the more precise docetism" exemplified by the language that Ignatius employed to 
crÎticize bis cpponents (The Johannine Epistlesj xlv. 

106 I. H. Marshall aligned himself with Schnackenburg's assessment of the Docetics in the 
letters of Ignatius (The Epistles of John) 21. 

107 Commentators turned to the following Ir,Uers of Ignatius for his views concerning the 
Docetics: Letter to the Smymaeans 1-3; 5:2; 6:2; Letter to the Magnesians 11; Letter 10 the 
Trallians 9f. In addition Polycarp vii, and Turtullian, De Cami Christi, xxiv,Adversus 
Valentinianos 4:1 are cited for their views. See also Kenneth Grayston (The Johannine 
Epistles, 21-2). 

108 Bultmann contended that gnostic thought existed prior to the advent of Christianity in the 
works of Philo of Alexandria, in speculations of late Judaism, e.g., the wisdom myth, and in the 
Qumran writings (The Gospel of John, trans. by G. R. Beasely-Murray [Oxford: Basil 
BlackweU, 1971)8,9). 

109 Brown argued that the termsgnostic andproto-gnostic wcre far too imprecise LO be of any 
use in shedding light on the specifie character of the opposition in 1 John. Flemming Flcinert­
Jensen added that the meaning of the term gnostic was too diffuse prior to 150 CE and thus 
was belter left out of any description concerning the antagonists in 1 John Commentaire de la 
Première Épître de Jean, Lire la Bible, 56 (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1982). Smalley 
preferred the terms "gnostic tendencies" or "pre-gnosticism" (1~ 2. 3 John, xxv). Kenneth 
Grayston accepted the term gnosticism as descriplive of estimates of the nature of Jesus 
relating to knowing God and being begotten of God, but it was a soft gnosis rather than the 
hard gnosticism of the mid-second century me Joha,mine Epistlcs, 26). Robert Kysar held 
that the dissenlers were "separatists who held positions which anticipated the emergence of 
gnostic Christianity" possibly expressed in sorne of the literature of the library from Nag 
Hammadi (1. II. JJI John, Augsburg Commentary on the New Testament [Minneapolis, 
Minnesota: Augsburg Publishing House, 1986] 16-20). J. L. Houlden suggested lhat in 1 John 
we meet a stage in teaching wbich represented a rearguard action against "Gno!>lic type 
tendencies· in the interpretation of the FG, which failed "because of the altracliveness allhal 
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scoured the anti-gnostic literature of the Church Fathers and the documents 
of the Nag Harnmadi library for possible parallel expressions and ideas110 

that might elucidate the vÏ'!ws of the adversaries in 1 John.111 Mter 
reviewing the material Brown concluded that the late date of the documents 
and the similar gnostic sounding language in the FO helped little to clarify 
the nature of the Gnostic threat.1l2 Moreover, the standard polemic of the 
passages reveaied little about relations between groups, so that the gnostic 

period of tbe 'Gnostic style' of tbought and life" and because the -Johannine guardians" were 
insufficient for tbe lask (.The Johappjne Epistles, 14.19). 1. H. Marshall pointed out that even 
tbough tbe seeds of gnostic thougbt were in the New Testament and that tbe false teacbers in 1 
Jobn were forerunners of the developed Gnostic sects of tbe second century, it was 
nevertheless misleading ta label itgnosticism. He preferred the terms "incipient or pre­
gnosticism" (.The Epistles of Jobn, 14, 15). 

110 Brown suggests tbat tbe foUoWÎng Nag Hammadi treatises are often cited because they 
furnish some possible examples of similarities ta the gnostic sounding language of 1 John; e.g., 
The Ptuaphl'ClSe 01 Shem; The Gospel 01 TfUth (126:19-35); The Gospel 01 Mcuy (BG 8502, 1 
7:10); Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth (VI 62:30-63); Hypostasis 01 the Archons (II 96:35-
97:4); Gospel of T1Uth (1 43:10); The Second TrealÏse of the Great Seth (VII 49:10-59; The 
Apocalypse of Peter (VII 81:3-14); Apocryphon 01 James (11:4-6); wbich reads"1 intercede on 
your beha1fwith the Father. and be will forgive you much; is seen to echo 1 John 2:1-2. See 
also Pheme Perkins. The Gnosne Dialogue, 150). The treatise, The AelS 01 the Holy Apostle 
Thomas (New Testament Apocrypha II.518) reads ·whose human body we handled even with 
our hands, and bis appearance we saw transfigured wilh our eyes,· cites 1 John 1:1. The 
Gospel 01 Tmth (130:25-35) is seen ta represent anotber parallel to 1 John 1:1, "For when they 
bad seen him and had heard him, be granted them to taste him and to smell bim and to louch 
tbe beloved son: 

111 Klaus Wengst carefully searched the anti-gnostic Iiterature of the early church fathers and 
conveniently listed all possible gnostic similarities to 1 John (Hiresie vnd Orthodoxie im 
SpieKel des ersten JQbannesbriefes, 15-34). See also Klaus Wengst, Der erste. zweite und dritte 
BrieC des Jobannes, Okumenischer Taschenbuch-Kommentar zum Neven Testament 16 (Gerd 
Mohn:Gütersloher Verlaghaus, 1963) 25-7. 

112 Il has been sbown that the FG was a favorite among Gnostic exegetes (Elaine Pagels, The 
Johaonine Gospel in Gnostic Exçlesis). Andrew K. Hclmbold, The Nal Hammadi Gnostic 
TeMs and tbe Bible (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Book House, 1967). R. Mel. Wilson, 
"Nag Hammadi and the New Testament, "Nçw Tçstamçnt Studies 28 (1982) 289-302. Pheme 
Perkins, "Logos Christologies in the Nag Hammadi Codices," Viailiae Christianae 35 (1981) 
379-396. J. L. Houlden drew attention to the popularity of the FG among the Valentinian 
Gnostics, and that it was ooly because of Irenaeus and the Muratorian Canon tbat it "comes 
into any wide acceptance in indubitably orthodox cirdes· (The Johannine Epistles, 11-20, esp. 
11). E. Kasemann regarded tbe FG as tending c1early and frequently in the direction of 
gnostâc thought (,Testamçnt of Jesus [London: 1968]). 
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hypothesis created more difficulties than it solved. Brown also pointed to the 
statements of 1 John (1:6, 8, 10; 2:4, 6, 9: 4:20) thought to reflect gnostic 
elements, and argued that they did not appear to be false or objectionable to 
the autbor since in several places he affirmed them as much as he opposed 
them.l13 Brown admitted that it was quite possible for both the author and 
his ene:mies to have uttered the same daims, but the understanding of the 
latter Jay doser to gnosticism than did the author's. The author was 
thereti::lre not explicitly contradicting Gnostic ideas, but because the 
implications for conduct in each was different he roundly criticized those who 
hypocritically asserted one thing and yet lived another. Brown argued that 
eventually the adversaries in the Johannine community became Gnostics and 
"catalyzed the development of the early Gnostic systems."1l4 Briefly 
discussing Cerinthus,115 the candidate most frequently identified as 
representative of an early Gnosticism,116 Brown concluded that the late 

113 A. E. Culpepper observed of IIohn 2:4, 6, 9 that the "daims are not in themselves false or 
objectionable: Indeed, it was quite possible for the author to have made these same claims 
himself (1 John 2 John 3Iohn, 24). R. E. Brown remarked that the author "rarely rejects their 
daims outright; rather he criticizes the way the implications of those daims are understood" 
(1:6; 2:6 5:18; 3:9-10) (The Epistles of John, 63-64). Contrary to other commentators, Smalley 
took 2:4, 6, 9 to he "positive assurances which may he adopted by the true heliever (L.U 
1Wm. 46). C. Baas accepted the statements as the "propositions of the false teachers given in 
direct discourse" (A Translator's Handbook on the Letters of John, 45). 

114 R. E. Brown, n.e Epistles of John, 65. 

115 Irenaeus, Advel3'us Haereses 1:23-28; 3:3.4; 1:26.1: Epistula Apostolorum 1.1-6 (New 
Testament Apocapha, ed. by Edgar Hennecke and Wilhelm Schne~melcher [Philadelphia:The 
Westminster Press, 1963J 191-227). 

116 A. E. Brooke, The Johannine Epistles, xlv-xlix. Klaus Wengst, "Probleme der 
Johannesbriefe," 37S3-3n2. J. L. Houlden, The Johannine Epistles, 36,37, 126. Klaus Wcngst, 
Hiiresie und Orthodoxie im Spieae1 des ersten Johannesbriefes, 24-38. S. S. Smalley, while 
accepting that Cerinthus was Gnostic and Docetic in his theological inclination, also assertcd 
that he was a Jew with Ebionite leanings as described by Irenaeus' (Advenus Haereses 1:22) (L 
2 3Iohn, xxv). 1. H. Marshaillisted the various reasons why the Ccrinthian thesis has become 
less popular: (1) noted features of Cerinthus' tcaching were absent in the Epistle, e.g., no 
referenee to a superior God and the inferior creator of the cosmos; no refcrencc to Jesus 
heing the son of an inferior creator-god; (2) some of the heretics' teachings in the tirsl Epistlc 
were not to found in the work of Cerinthus (The Epistles of John, 17, 18). ACter assessing the 
views of Cerinthus, Schnackenburg concluded lhat the evidenee was wanting and thererore not 
to he found in the Epistle (Die Johannesbriefe 19-23. Judith M. Lieu suggested that in the 
desire to derme precisely the views of the enemies, too much weight has heen plaeed on 
second eentury information, including the reports about lhe views of Cerinthus ("Authority to 
Become Children of God," 210-228). Klaus Wengst said that "allerdings kann man die im 1 
Joh hekiimpften Gegner nicht einfach mit Kerinth und seinen Anhangern identifiziercn." But 
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evidence and the disparity of views between the dissidents of 1 John and 
Cerinthus militated against any precise identification with him. 

He insisted therefore that the situation underlying 1 John was the 
result of a schism brought about by disparate interpretations of 
Christology, 117 and of ethics derived from the FO. It was quite apparent to 
Brown that the author devoted more time to condemning attitudes related to 
moral behaviour, sin, and the violation of the love command, than he spent 
correcting secessionist Christology. White the author appeared to quote the 
slogans of the secessionists (1:6, 8, 10; 2:4,6,9; 4:20), Brown asserted that 
they are perfectIy defensible in light of the theology of the FO (1 John 2:4, 6, 
9; d., FG 17:22,23,26; 14:7; 3:21; 8:12). The dispute therefore did not lie in 
the daims made but in the "failure to draw proper behavioral implications 
from the daims ... "118 Brown also maintained that "every idea of the 
secessionists can be plausibly explained as derivative from the Johannine 

the opponents in 1 John did nonetheless already exhibit the theological tendencies laid out in the work 
of Cerinthus. Tberefore, "stehen sie zwischen dem JobEv und Kerinth auf einer Linie, die von dem 
dieses Evangelium tragenden Traditionskreis über Kerinth in die christliche Gnosis führt." The 
opponents based their Christologica1 views on the FG which a1so agreed with the Christology of 
Cerinthus. Cerinthus himself probably relied on the FG for these same views, in which case it was Dot 
50 much that he was a madel of their views as that they are forerunners of bis (Der erste. zweite und 
drille Brief des Johannes, 26). Relying on Irenaeus (Advenus Haereses 3.11.1; 3.11.7) Kenneth 
Grayston provided a handy summary of Cerinthus' views (Tbe Jobannine Epistles, 14, 15). 

117 A uniquely bigh estimation of the divinity of Jesus expressed in the daim of pre-existence in tbe FG 
and its rejeclion by the Jews led to the expulsion of Christian Jews from the synagogue. Tbe high 
Christology "theologicaUy was the cornerstone of Johannine soteriology" (R. E. Brown, The Epistles of 
Jghg., 74). Inevitably the tradition of the FG was perverted by the secessionists who negated the 
importance of Jesus in bis earthly career, and wbo refused to acknowledge tbat Jesus bad come in the 
flesh and in tbe blood (5:6). While one is hard pressed to squeeze a sopbisticated Docetism out of such 
texts as John 1:14; 19:34; 20:27, a subtle secessionist position could he derived from the passages by 
their refusai to acknowledge that bis "being in the flesh was essential to the picture of Jesus as the 
Cbrist, the son of God" (Brown, 77). Ultimately the salvific importance of tbe coming of Jesus was 
denied. Brown claimed tbat the Epistolary author's attempt to get back to the asumptions of the FG 
may he most clearly seen in bis attempt to defend the buman career of Jesus against the secessionists 
wbo negated the importance of Jesus' earthly career. 

118 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of Joh!), 80; italics mine. 
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tradition preserved in the GJohn."119 The dissidents were innovalors or 
progressives pervertingo Tlv cin' àpxTiç, namely, the tradition from the 
beginning. A series of serious Christological aberrations due to a mis­
reading of the FG eventuated in a secession from the Johannine Community. 
Brown suggested that the Christological views of the secessionists were the 
result of distortions based on a misreading of the FG: John gave a portrait of 
Jesus which relativized his humanity, and certain elements in the Gospel 
lessened the salvific import of the public ministry of Jesus. This eventually 
led to the stress that the human existence of Jesus, while real, was not 
important salvifically. To correct these misreadings, 1 John was written as a 
patterned commentary on the FG in order to "preserve an interpretation for 
insirlers rather than to convince outsiders."l20 

Brown's designation of 1 John as a patterned commentary helped 
him to explain the Iiterary nature of 1 John. He argued that since the Many 
genre classifications posed by a variety of scholars121 helped little to clarify 
the nature of 1 John, it would be better to describe instead its basic function. 
1 John was a non-systematic patterned commentary of the FG which 
attempted to expound ideas distorted by the dissidents within the Johannine 
community.122 The exposition was not directed specifically to the antagonists 

119 Ibid., 72. 

120 Ibid., 91. 

121 A "universal religious tractate" (Hans Windisch, Die Katholischen Bricfe, Handbuch zum 
Neuen Testament [Tübingen: Mohr, 1911) 136); "informai tract or homily" (C. H. Dodd,~ 
Johannine Epistles, xxi); "instructional tract" (Pheme Perkins, The Johannine Epistles 
[Wilmington Delaware: Michael Glazier, Inc., 1979) xvi); "enchiridion" (Kenneth Grayston, 
Tbe lohannine Epistles, 4); "a written sermon or pastoral address" (1. H. Marshall, The 
EJ>istles of John, 14); "anthology of sermons" (R. Kysar, 1. Il. III John, 16); "manifesto - a 
public declarations of intentions" ( A. Culpepper, 1 John. 2 John. 3 John, 4); ·paper" (S. S. 
Smalley, 1. 2. 3 lohn, xxxili); "Ietter-Iike" on the basis of the 13 reminders by the author that 
"he writes· and of the 12 times in which the object is 'you' (Klaus Wengst, "Probleme der 
Johannesbriefe," 3761). 

122 Shifting tbe empbasis (rom genre to function has found some support, but whethcr tbe 
designation commentmy is to be its primary function has been questioned (F. Segovia, "Recent 
Research in the 10hannine Letters," 133). S. S. Smalley questioned whether 1 John should be 
regarded"as some kind of deliberately patterned comment on the FG" because presumably it 
would "have echoed the text of the FG more explicitely" (1. 2. 3 John, xxvii). 
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but to those within the community susceptible to their stimulus and influence 
and therefore in danger of being deceived.123 The writer of 1 John 
"deliberately wore the mande of the evangelist." The author imitated the 
prologue of the FG and reused FG polemic, once directed externally but now 
redirected toward the secessionists,l24 and corrected the false beHefs of the 
secessionists. These factors helped Brown to explain 1 John's basic function 
within the development of the Johannine community. 

While elsewhere in the New Testament the ongoing teaching was the 
responsibility of firmly entrenched groups of presbuteroi who preserved the 
apostolic teaching and protected the flock, in the FG, claimed Brown, the 
matter was dealt with in an entirely different manner. It was the paraklete, 
par excellence, who was the teacher and who guided the believers in the way 
that they should go (John 15:26-27). Brown noted, however, that the we of 
the prologue of 1 John denoted a group of authoritative teachers. This would 
appear to contradict the role of the Roly Spirit in its teaching function. 
Brown held that the we need not necessarily imply such an association, but 
that the we could refer to witnesses still loyal to the author charged with the 
task of preserving the tradition that stemmed from the beloved disciple. The 
we in this instance then "consists of the tradition-bearers and interpreters 
who stand in special relationship to the Beloved Disciple in their attempt to 
preserve his witness."I25 The Beloved disciple, the redactor of the FG, and 
the author of the Epistle(s) make up the Johannine School: "their authority is 
not as teachers but as witnesses who are vehicles of the paraklete, the ooly 
teacher."I26 

123 Brown pointed out tbat tbe evidence indicated tbat tbe secessionists were quite successful in their 
attempts to win adberentsj tbe incipient gnosticism of tbe secessionists catalyzed the development of 
later, weil developed gnostic systems (The Epistles of John, 104-115). 

124 For example, tbe polemical arsenal would bave used tbe dualistic language of tbe FG: love/bate; 
ligbt/darmess; trutb/falsebood; from above/from beloWj of God/of the Devil, etc. 

125 Ibid., 95. 

126 Ibid., 96. 
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Brown exhaustively analyzed the many grammatical and interpretive 
conundrums of 1 John 1:1-4, and concluded that the epistolary incipit was a 
deliberate reconsideration of the prologue of the FG. The what clauses 
successfully defended against the views of those who would emasculate Jesus 
of his humanity. By reiterating "what was from the beginning" expressed in a 
series of evocative sensory verbs, the author disclosed the person and 
ministry of Jesus as he had revealed himself to his followers. In this lay the 
message of life, for he who had been eternal with the Father had now been 
made manifest by him. As a representative of the we and therefore of the 
Johannine school, the author sought to preserve the actual eyewitness 
experience stemming from the 8eloved Disciple by proclaiming it to the 
Johannine Christians and thereby drawing them into fellowship with him and 
protecting them from the dangerous seductions of the dissidents. Brown 
understoodim' àp~ to signify the "beginning of the ministry when Jesus 
first set up a relationship with his disciples. Intra-Johannine conflict erupted 
because the tradition of the FG was being distorted by members once in 
fellowship with the community. In the Gospel of John the pre-incarnate 
status of Jesus needed emphasis in the light of his humanity, especially 
among those who had seen Jesus live and die, in 1 John an over-emphasis of 
his divinity by those who had never seen or heard the historical Jesus, 
necessitated the stress on 'ITlGoOv XpI.a'tOV EV aapd E~~\Ja6'ta (1 John 
4:2). The author's stress on what was from the beginning in parallel with 
"what we have heard ... seen .. .looked at .. .felt," corrected the misperception 
that the human career of Jesus was not "salvifically significant."127 

Brown placed his interpretative schema firmly into the context of the 
theological constraints of a developing Johannine Community. Though he 
allowed for sorne form of gnostic influence, he did not consider the early 
stages of that influence to be important to understanding the literary 
phenornena of 1 John. Instead, the notion of secession by those within the 
community who had misinterpreted certain key theological ideas about Jesus 
in the FG becarne the occasion for 1 John's composition. The author of 1 

127 R. E. BroWD, The Community of the BelQved Disciple, 113. 
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John was compelled to respond to these di~torted theological issues because 
they were becoming a threat to the continued security and unity of the 
community. In Brown's view, 1 John functioned as pattemed commentary on 
the l;G to correct the issues distorted by the secessionists for those still within 
the community. In such a view, the language of the text functioned primarily 
to disclose the theology and the identity of the Johannine community. 

6. K GRAYSTON 

Grayston suggests that 1 John resembled an instruction booklet that 
was designed to recall the tradition during perplexing times.l28 The tradition 
was upheld by guardians and consisted chiefly of the love commandment and 
a focus on Jesus, the son of God. Their purpose was to invite the community 
into fellowship with them and to se cure the tradition from the faise 
interpretations of dissidents who had with .. -irawn from it. Grayston discussed 
a variety of opinions regarding the relation of 1 John to the Gospel.129 He 
contended that white the writer "regarded the Gospel as a fixed authority" he 

shaped its teaching to speak to his situation but in the process also perverted 
it partly because of his inferior writing ability. Grayston took the view that 1 
John betrayed the hand of more than one author: one who composed the 
initial statement and another who expanded it.13O He suggested, however, 
that the question of single or multiple authorship was no longer a helpfuI one 
but must be recast in the light of where the Epistle stood vis-à-vis thê Gospel 
and its development and influence on the Johannine community. Placing it 

128 Kenneth Grayston, The Johannine Epistles, The New Century Bible Commentary (William. B. 
Eerdmans, 1984) 4. 

129 Dionysius of Alexandria early on noted the literary /linguistic relation of 1 John to the FG 
(Eusebius, Eedesiastical Histol)' VII. 25.18-21). W. F. Howard, "'I4e Common Authorship of the 
Johannine Gospel and the Epistles," Journal of TheolQ&ÏcaI Studies 48 (1947) 12-25. W. G. Wilson, 
"An Examination of the Linguistic Evidence Adduced against the Unity of Authorship of the First 
Epistle of John and the Fourth Gospel,"loumal of TheolQlPcal Studies 49 (1948) 147-56. There is DOW 

general agreement that al guments based on sylistie and linguistic similarities and difference are 
inconclusive on the authorship question. See further, 1. H. Marshall, The Jobannine Epistles, 31-42. C. 
H. Dodd, The JQhannine fulistles, xlvii-lvi. 

130 2:1-2 and 2:12-14 have been interpolated bya writer with a pastoral coneern. 
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somewhere within the process of the origins, growth and development of 
Johannine Christianity allowed for a more flexible estimation of its 
chronological relationship to the FG. The numerous passages in 1 John 
closely paralleling the Gospel frequently yielded the common impression that 
the FG was presupposed in the Epistle. But, asked Grayston, "did the writer 
of the Epistle draw them from the Gospel that he already knew, or did the 
Gospel writer incorporate them lucidly in his more extensive work?"131 He 
maintained that the many difficulties encountered when the FG is accorded 
priority may be overcome when the order was reversed. A number of the 
passages in the Epistle) he claimed, resernbled trial runs for concepts 
subsequently developed in the FG.132 He dted the incipit of 1 John as one 
example of an attempt a.t a statement which later became the basis of the 
FG's poetically embellished prologue. 133 

Grayston begin:!i assessing the errors of the dissidents by turning to 
Irenaeus's description of the views of Cerinthus. He conveniently lists his 
teachings and the absence in 1 John of sorne of his most important 
propositions.134 Grayston registered sorne reservation about the extent to 

131 Kenneth Grayston delinl:ated three assumplions which reinforced the priority of the FG: 
(1) the FG was a foundation document, tbe Epistle its successor; (2) the Christological vicws 
opposed in the Epistle were gnosticaUy advanced beyond what was seen in the Gospel; (3) the 
Epistle's interest in c:clesiology was not evident on the FG (The Johannine Epistlcs, Il). 

132 The assumption that the FG was presupposed in the Epistle necessitated explaining 
several important issues; (1) why did the Epistle reproduce ideas belonging to an earlier 
period of Christianity? That is, why was ils Christology less well advanced th an that of the FG? 
(2) Why did the role of the Spirit-Paraklete not appear in the Epistle? Ils absence in the 
Epistle probably indicated tbat the author was ignorant about the role of the Spirit. 

133 Grayston listed the other passages where he felt the priority of the Epistle could be safdy 
assumed: (a) the leaching about the spirit 2:20,25; 3:23; (b) Cain 3:12-13; (c) speech and 
deeds 3:18; (d) believing in the name of the son ofhim 3:23; (e) the world 4:14; (f) about 
judgement 4:17; (g) 5:20-21. 

134 Several important eleml:nts of Cerinthus's teaching were absent: (a) the world was created 
bya demiurge separate and remote from the supreme power; (b) the inferior power was 
unaware of the God who wns over aU; (c) Jesus was the product of the union of Joseph and 
Mary and therefore not born of a virgin. From tbis Grayston concluded that the antagonists 
were not far along the way 10 Cerinthus (The Johannine Epistles, 15-6). 
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which the Christological problem may be attributed to him.13S Since the 
Epistle contributed to the composition of the FG it could no longer be 
assumed that the adversaries were Johannine Christians distorting the 
Christology of the FG. Ultimately the solution to the problem for Grayston 
did not lie in comparing the dissidents' views with either Cerinthus or 
Ignatius of Antioch, but by "noticing where the emphases faH in the Epistle," 
by asking what views are being contestedl36 and comparing them to the 
teaching of the author who "set them out in recognizable and memorable 
form."137 Grayston boiled it down to three basic disputes: (1) how to 
rightfuHy appropriate knowledge of God and participation in him which both 
author and opponent claimed, but in different ways; (2) agreement that 
community members could not sin, but disagreement about how sinlessness 
was to be achieved, with the author appealing to the expiatory work of Christ 
while the opponents appealed to the spirit; and (3) the refusaI to 
acknowledge Jesus as the son of God. For Grayston the opposition was to be 
characterized as an enthusiastic group which stressed knowledge of God and 
sinlessness but contested how each might be obtained and which adamantly 
refused to acknowledge certain daims about Jesus of Nazareth. 
Nevertheless, given the similarity of views between the author and his 
opponents, both were gnostic in orientation, but it was at the most a "soft 
gnosis" and not the "hard gnosticism" of the second century."I38 

In light of the distinction between the writer and readers exemplified 
by the we and you in the opening lines of the incipit, Grayston made a 

Ils Wengst, in his study of the Cerinthian impact upon the views of the dissidents in 1 John, noted the 
absence of his cosmology and concluded that Cerinthus was not a model of their views but that 
Johélnnine Christians who had distorted the FG tradition were forerunners of bis ("Probleme der 
Johltnnesbriefe," 3760). 

136 Grayston listed the chief indications as foUowing: 1:3.6.8. 10; 2:3-4, 6, 9, 18, 22, 19, 20, 23, 28; 3:2, 
9-10,17; 4:1, 2-3, S, 12, 14,17; 5:6. Using these indicators he established the Mse views the author was 
contesting (The Johannine Epistles, 16-8). 

137 Ibid., 22-7. The central convictions ofthe author were: 2:10, 22, 29; 3:3,6-8,9,10,14,24; 4:7,21; 
S:l, 4, 10, 12, 18 

138 Ibid., 26. 
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contrast between the we and the you. Presumably the author was part of a 
Christian group which was claiming to have an original experience, and in 
their desire to promote fellowship, the author, as their representative, 
addressed the readers to dis close to them what they possessed. In this way, 
the clumsy grammar could be explained on the ground that vv. 1-4 
represented lia piece of committee drafting expanded in successive stages to 
cover additional points, and was insufficiently rewritten."139 The first stage 
included a simple statement about Lheir primai experienc~ and its 
proclamation (w. la,; 3ab; 3c). Subsequently a debate about how to preserve 
etemallife (5:11, 12; 5:13, 16, 20) necessl~ted a second expansion which was 
the addition ofn€pt 'toû Mlyou tilç ~CAilç (w. la; 3ab; H; 3c). A third 
expansion by the addition of the modifying relative clauses (la, b, c, d, e, f, 
3c) countered the belief that because God had been seen by non-physical 
perception, such an experience absolved them of responsibility to those 
whom they could see (4: 12, 20). The last stage balanced the contention of 
possessing an original experience with the thought of divine initiative: the Iife 
was made manifest (v. 2) and it was this to which they gave t(.~stimony. 

White" 0 flV an' clpXTlç recalled the creative word of God and the 
pre-existent logos of the prologue of the FG,14O here it referred rather to the 
earliest convictions about Christ in the Christian community that were set out 
to counter novel beliefs (2:7; 3:11; 2:18; 4:3; 2:24).141 Grayston wondered 
then what stlOng motive would have prompted the addition of a series of 
sensory verbs to an originally uncluttered introduction. Grayston thought it 
to be quite unlikely that the neuter relative formulations signified in sorne 
way those who had seen, heard and touched Jesus after his resurrection, and 
he Id that the sensory verbs were added in order to ground the "earliest 
convictions" in the objective life of Christians in opposition to those who 

139 Ibid., 35. 

140 See his discussion (The lohannine Epistles, 40-5). 

141 If "that which was from the beginning" signified tbe pre-existent Christ, then the lack of 
grammatical agreement between the neuter formulations of the modifying clauses and the 
"word of life" is difficult to explain. 
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enthusiastically relativized the convictions.142 Against a gnosis which 
spiritualized access to the true Jesus, the we firmly asserted what they had 
seen, heard and touched. In keeping with the drift of his argument, Grayston 
took "the word of life" as a descriptive genitive meaning the "life-giving 
instruction. "143 The word dwelling in the community was the means whereby 
sin could be recognized and the evil one overcome. In it was also 
encapsulated the commandment of love. The author concluded with a 
statement of purpose, "that you might have fellowship with us," that is, an 
invitation to share in the word of life. 

7. CONCLUSIONS 

In summary, this overview of the incipit and its interpreters shows 
first that the ungrammatical prologue, the logos, the sensory verbs, the 
parenthetical word of life, and the similarity of 1 John's incipit with the 
prologue of the FG are thought to need explanation. Second, it is agreed 
that the resolution to these problems is best achieved by establishing an 
historical referent as a clue to the meaning of these issues. Third, the 
discussion of the meaning of the incipit is thus primarily directed by an 
attempt to answer certain historical questions. Here it is thought that the 
clumsy grammar of the incipit and its obscure meaning can be best explained 
in light of the author's attempt to set the beliefs of his enemies straight. In so 
doing, the author frequently over/understates his case and in the passio!l of 
the moment writes less eloquently than his greater literary partner, the 
author of the FG. 

The grammatical tangle of the incipit, the ambiguous parenthetical à 
).6Yoc;; 'rilç tiih1ç, the term logos, and the sensory verbs, are given a coherent 
explanation by positing the existence of various historical revisions of 
Christological concepts that affected the Johannine community theologically. 

142 Grayston pointed to Col. 2:21, Gospel of Thomas, logion 17 and Gospel of Truth 30:25 for 
confirmation (The Johannine Epistles, 39). 

143 Ibid., 40. 
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During the intervening period of the completion of the FG and the 
composition of the Epistles, Christological errors had begun to creep into the 
community. Sorne foHowers of such errors had aIready seceded, but 
continued to be a threat to the community's adherents because of their false 
claims. In such a threatening environment the author was compeHed to 

rehearse the tradition from the beginning and to stress that the life had been 
made manifest, thus countering various false conceptions about the person of 

Jesus. As we shaH see later, by reading the context-specific language of 2:18-
24. and 4:1-4 back into the incipit (1:1-4), the language of the incipit is 
perceived to function polemically, in a way best explained in the context of a 
community in conflict with those who had seceded because of theological 
differences. Therefore, despite the non-specifie and universal character of 
the incipit it anticipated the fundamental Christological error of the 

opponents. 

What precisely the historical occasion was that triggered the author 

of 1 John to write finds considerably less agreement because the data 
required to reconstruct accurately the origins of 1 John are lacking. The 
historical referent that is encoded in the language of the incipit is almost 

impossible to reconstruct. The inability to reconstruct the "cri sis event" that 
precipitated 1 John forces the commentator to rnake a choice between a 
number of "historical options" that best explain the problems isolated in the 

incipit and determine its meaning. As we have shown, however, there is 

neither consensus about the historical event that motivated the author to 
write, nor agreement about the nature of the Christological error. 

ln the analysis of the next section, as we shan see, 1:6,8, 10; 2:4,6,9 

are perceived to represent the actual slogans that the opponents employed to 
oppose the theological views of the author. While it is generally accepted 
that the statements represent the views of the opponents, what exactly they 

confessed and denied continues to be the subject of debate. 
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B. SLOGANS OF THE 'OPPONENTS' (1:6, 8, 10; 2:4, 6, 9,' 4:20): 

The six verses of 1 John 1:6, 8, 10, and 2:4, 6, 9 have long been 
recognized for their formulaic and antithetical structure. Noti'1g the 

intriguing fonn of the verses, Painter conc1udes that the 'form' of these series 
of verses makes recognizable the 'boasts' of the opponents.l44 Here, perhaps 
more than anywhere else in the writing, is given the c1earest indication of the 

quality of the erroneous views held by the adversaries and criticized by the 

author. By reformulating the 'slogans' of the opponents in such a memorable 
form, the author recaptures what appear ta be "real statements made by 

people in the church to which John was writing, and that they reflect the 
outIook of the people who were causing trouble in the church."145 The 
discussion has therefore tended to foeus on the identity of the author's 
opponents, on their social setting within Johannine Christianity, and on the 
character of their theological confession. 

Commentators assume that the evidence for these historical foei can 
be adduced frOiD the series of verses on the ba5is of their peculiar formulaic 

and antithetical structure. Verses 6, 8 and 10 begin with the formula€àv 

dnwJ.L€v, and the antithesis is stated in each of three verses which commence 
with the conditional partic1etcXv (1:7,9; 2:1). Chapter 2:4,6,9 begin with 
the formula, employing three masculine singular present participles il ~€ywv . 
The adversative force of the verses is noted by what follows in the use of the 

indefinite relative ôç fi' av (2:5). The indefinite relative has been considered 

ta have a force similar to the previous adversative Ëàv ô€ (1:7). Generally, 

144 J. Paioter, "The Opponents in 1 John," 51. 

145 1. H. Marshall, The EpistIes of John, 110. R. A. Culpepper writes "since the three 
disapproved conditions each begin with the phrase "if we say ... ," it is reasonable to assume that 
sorne in the elder's community were actually making the assertions" (1 John. 2 John. 3 John, 
12-3). R. E. Brown writes that the "substance of the 'boast' is a statement harmonious with 
secessionist theology ... ." (The Epistles of John, 197). R. Bultmann holds that 1:6-2:17 is a 
Source that the author employs, and that the text "of the Source, is commented upon and 
expanded by the author and by the ecclesiastica\ redactor .... " (The Johannine Epistles, 17). S. 
S. Smalley suggests that the ideas expressed in these series of verses ~were characteristic of the 
sessionists, who had withdrawn from the community, and defected into the world (1. 2. 3. John, 
21). 
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the particle €cXV with the subjunctive of the aorist (eÏJtwIJ.e:v) is taken to be 
exceptional rather than conditional or hypothetical".146 In such a view, th(~ 

language introduces something which in its context may be expected to oC'cur, 
and thus should be rendered to mean whenever.147 The conditional structure 
of the sentences, therefore, is seen tG reflect a possible contingency.148 

Furthermore, it is observed that in the context of the writing the we of th(~ 

verb €'(nw)J.€v bas inclusive force and disclosed the opinions of the faise 
teachers "who had [has] found adherents among those whom the author was 

addressing".149 The force ofthe stylized openingo ~É:yC&)v of 2:4, 6, and 9 
may be taken to paralle} the previous three statements, but that the form of 
the expression is more direct and individualized. l50 The lh: l after the il 

146 See C. Haas, M. de Jonge, J.L. Swellellgrebel, A Translator's Handbook on the Lctt~ 
12!m, 33. Stephen Langdon, "History of the use of tiN for av in Relative Clauses," Am(:rican 
Journal of PhilolQI,Y 23 (1903) 447 - 451. Lars Rydbeck, Über den Gebrauch der Partikd 
av:' EQv " statt " av post relativa, in FachprQsa. Vermeintliche Volkssprache und Neues 
.I~tm!l~ (Uppsala, 1967) 119 - 147. 

147 A Translator's Handbook on the Letters of Johp, 33. R. E. Brown pointcd out that these 
conditionals were not merely possible contingencies; ralher. they were exceptional and were 
therefore equivalent to whenever (The Epistles of John, 197). See also John Painter, "The 
'Opponents' in 1 John," 48 - 71. 

148 A. E. Brooke observed that it was quite unlikely that the author would have "wastcd his 
weapons on purely hypothetical situations" (The Johannine Epistles, 13). R. E. Brown 
indicated tbat the language here did not merely display possible contingencies but "reflected 
the language of jurisprudence". The substance of the statement was really a boast harmonious 
with secessionist theology. These boasts were the result of the separation and thcrerore 
reflected the thoughts of the adversaries. The author collected the lapidary statement!. and 
employed them to rebut their views (The Epistles of 10hn, 197). R. Alan Culpcppcr hcld that 
the statements did not represent "hypothetical situations or remote possibilities", but embodicd 
selÎous daims of influential members of the community (1 10hn. 2 lohn. 3 John, ] 3). 

149 The inclusive force of the first person plural pronoun held true in all the occurrences 
throughout 1:5 - 2:11 (A Tran~lator's Handbook on the Letters of John, 33). 

ISO A. E. Brooke, The Johannine Epistles, 32. B. F. Westcott look the thrcc participles as 
signifying directness in contrast to the comprehensive form cited before €àlJ dnwJ.l€v (1:6, 8, 
10). The former implied that the n~ture of the danger was immediale and threatenin/~ whilc in 
the latter it was ditlwic (The Epistles of St. John: The Greek Text With Notes, 46 - 47). R. E. 
Brown urged that tbis distinction could not be maintained on the grounds that the Grcek 
participle could be translated as a conditional. Interestingly enough, however, Brown also 
exploited the stylistic variation to suit his purposes whcn he suggcstcd that éàv EÏnw)lEV more 
loosely represented the position ofthe OppOD.:"ots rephrased by the author, whereaso ÀÉy01V 
mighl Mhere approach being exact quotation.ç lcom the secessionists· (The Epistlcs of.J.Qhn, 252 
- 253). 
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Atywv (v. 4), while introducing indirect discourse, requires a rendering of 
what follows in direct discourse.151 Each of the statements introduces the 
propositions of the adversaries. 

Grammatically the force of the expressions is taken to reveal an 
immediate and threatening circumstance that the author was compelled to 
address. Furthermore, the form of the expressions in their stylistic variations 
captures, more or less accurately, the boasts or slogans the opponents would 
have employed to suit their purposes.1S2 In his conflict with the antagonists, 
the author recaptures the essence of their boasts and reformulates them in 
the language that they would have used to articulate their beliefs. The 
stylized form and the antithetical structure of the utterances, not only warn 
the congregation of the subversive character of their denial, but also reveal to 
them the life-giving character of the author's confession. The expressions 
signify positively the views which the opponents held and, negatively, the 
misperceptions which the author attempted to rebut. Through the author's 
criticism the readers had access to what was known of the views of their 
"implacable opponent," the antagonists.153 The semantic horizon of the 
utterances was therefore located in the conflict between the author and his 
adversaries, and acconlingly the meaning of the antithetical declarations 
must be sought there. 

151 Some scribes of the Byzantine textual tradition omitted litt from 2:4, no doubt to bring it 
in line with 2:6, 9 where it was absent. 

152 R. E. Brown pointed out that the flfst set of three statements loosely represented what the 
opponents believed, whereas the second set of three expressions quoted more or less precisely 
the slogans of the opponents (Ibe Epistles of John, 252). J. Painter considered the differing 
introductory formulae as nolbing more than stylistic variations which did not indicate different 
levels of accuracy in quotation ("The Opponents in 1 John," 54). Duane Watson observed that 
the aulhor of 1 John had a penchant for groupings of three: for example, the three daims of 
the secessionists in 1:6, 8, 10 and again in 2:4, 6, 9; the three things the world has to offer 
(2:16): Watson pointed out that the tendency to group in threes was also evident in 1 John 2:12 
- 14 and did not necessarily indicate a nomber of separate groups being addressed ("1 John 
2:12-14 as Distributio, Conduplicatio, and Expolitio: A Rhetorical Understanding," Journal for 
tbe Studv of the New Testament 35 (1989] 99). 

153 J. Painter, "The 'Opponents' in 1 John," 50. 
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Bultmann accounted for the either/or character of the sayings, apart 
from 4:20, by positing the existence of a source amplified and annotated by 
an author and a later ecclesiastical redactor.1S4 Ultimately what was refuted 
in them boiled down to a distortion of truth by gnostically inclined members 
who formulated a Christology which set aside the historical Jesus. The 
subversive implications of wrong confession for the character and life of the 
community is the focus of the three-line antithetical sayings. The heretical 
teachers had assumed a spiritual arrogance which in its disregard for the 
fundamentals threatened to destroy the fellowship of the community, Le., 
they continued to walk in darkness (1:6), continued to cIaim sinlessness (1:8, 
10), continued to disobey his commandments (2:4), and continued to hate the 
brother (2:9, 10). In the face of the Gnostic aberrations of the truth the 
author proclaimed his Christological convictions affirming that the 
eschatological event had occurred fully in history in the person of Jesus 
Christ, the one come in the flesh (4:2). The believer was therefore under 
obligation to live out completely its implications. While a variety of source 
theories have called attention to the antithetical structure of the statements, 
today, rather than being the result of a source co"ected by an ecc/esiastica/ 
redactor they are conjectured to be the consequence of the dissidents' 
specious boasts which the author was compelled to contradict or challenge.155 

Accordingly, for Dodd the clue to the meaning of the antithetical 
utterances lay in taking them as allusions to certain "maxims used as 
watchwords by heretical teachers,"I56 The opponents arrogantly claimed to 
possess superior enlightenment, and speciously asserted to have fellowship 
with Him while walking in darkness, to have no sin, to have knowledge of 
Him, and to walk in the light while hating the brother. The author's task was 
to expose the fallacy inherent in their use which obfuscated their true 
implication and which "Ied the church away from the simplicity of the 

154 R. Bultmann, The Johannine Epist1es, 17. 

155 See R. E. Brown for a helpful review of the various source tbcories (The Epistles of John, 
36-46). 

156 C. H. Dodd, The lohannine Epistles, 18. 
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Gospel."1S7 Brooke labelled the seven statements as "false pleas put forward 
by men to excuse their love of darkness" in which the form of the sentence 
implied a real and pressing danger.1S8 Christological misapprehension, 
possibly because of the impact of a mélange of Jewish and Gnostic ideas, led 
to conduct which in fact belied their very claims. Grayston took the clauses 
to represent destructive statements of the enemies, in which the conditional 
formulae did not simply wam the community "against thoughts that may 
occur to them, but the author introduced them to repudiate views actually 
expressed by a dissident section of the community."159 Smalley similarly 
accepted the series of antithetical statements as citations of slogans by the 
author which in some way had become heretical catchwords among the 
Johannine secessionists.l60 The first three sayings (1:6, 8, 10) were variations 
on a single theme by those gnostically inclined who upheld a separation from 
sin and claimed that "sin did not affect them."161 The second set of claims 
(2:4, 6, 9) represented three variations on a single therne about true 
knowledge of God and could have been uttered by any true believer, but 
which were distorted by mernbers of the lohannine church. An erroneous 
interpretation of the FG's Christology led them to utilize the claims without 
acknowledging their specific ethical application.162 Brown believed the 
seven conditional clauses represented the boasts of the secessionists where 
the first three daims expressed what were "secessionist-inspired utterances 
but rephrased in the author's wording" and the last four (2:4, 6, 9; 4:20) 
expressed what were "the exact quotations from the secessionists."163 In each 
case the substance of the boasts betrayed wrong thinking in harmony with 
secessionist theology. 

157 Ibid., 18. 

158 A. E. Brooke, The Johannine Epis~, 13-39, 126. 

159 Kenneth Grayston, The Johannine Epistles, 45. 

160 S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 20, 21, 46-7. 

161 Ibid., 21. 

162 Ibid., 46-7. 

163 R. E. Brown, The EpÎstles of John, 196-8; 253; 533 (italles mine). 
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Particularly evident from this brief overview is the extent to which 
each of the commentators is conunitted to the assumption that the language 
of the text functions principally to display an historical event which clarified 
the theological thrust of the utterances. Each of them takes the antithetical 
statements as representative of the antagonist's views expressed as lapidary 
slogans cleverly reformulated by the author. The one-sided emphases of the 
statements not oruy signify the secessionist's erroneous theology and ethical 
behaviour, but also reveal what must have been the author's theological 
position. The conflict between two protagonists was what occasioned the 
formulation of the antithetical statements both in style and substance and set 
the polemical tone of the entire writing. It is also clear from this overview 
that while consensus exists that antagonists were posing problems for the 
author, virtually no consensus exists about their precise identity or the nature 
of their false ethical confessions. To seek clarity on the issue, however, 
commentators turn to 1 John 2:18-24, 26. In this subunit the hidden polemic 
of the text is finally made explicit by the introduction of the antichrists, whose 
spirit epitomized the false teachers and inspired their specious denials. 

C. THEANTICHRISTS (2:18-24, 26): 

As we have shown, the historically opaque language of the incipit and of 
the antithetical slogans obscure both the identity and error of the antagonists. 
In this subunit the term antichrist and the record of an explicit denial uttered 
by it, reveal the perverse character of the controversy and its theological 
substance. This supposed clarity is nevertheless beset by a number of 
difficulties that conceal the exact thrust of the passage. For example, 
because the designation àvtixPta'toç is peculiar to the Epistles,l64 the origin 
of the term remains uncertain. This uncertainty has given way to the present 
consensus that the Johannine antichrist was one type of the diabolical, 
apocalyptic being expected in the last days before the end. The antichrist 

164 Brown points out lbat in tbe Aposlolic Falhers the term is found only in Polycarp, Philip 
7:1, sugs,~sting perbaps that the Johannine community 'coined tbe term 'AntiCbrist' for a 
concept designated Jess vividly elsewhere" (The Episdes of John, 333). 
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would materialize and initiate an assault on the truth of God and his people. 
According to the author of 1 John, the spirit of the antichrist is now manifest 

in the faIse teachers and their erroneous confessions. They deny that Jesus 
come in the flesh is the Christ (2:22; 4:2), refuse to confess the essentiaI unity 
of Father and Son (2:23), and erroneously accept that Jesus had come by 

water but not by blood (5:6). In Iight of this, commentators assume that the 

language of the passage represents a polemicaI restatement of the views of 
the dissidents. Confronted by these false Christological views, the author of 1 
John responds to the error promulgated by the false teachers in the strongest 
possible terms. Not only does he set out to correct their falsehoods, but he 
labels them the antichrists. In the spirit of the antichrist the se false teachers 
had seceded from the community but continued to wreak doctrinal havoc 

within it (2:19). 

1. R BULTMANN 

1 John 2:18-27 constituted for Bultmann a self-contained unit that, he 

thought, was originally part of an earlier rough draft in which the author 

finally directly confronted the false teachers. Once part of the community, 
the teachers were now the avtixplD'tOl who had left but continued to create 

disturbances within it. TU; €O"tlV à "'€iJcm'lc; d ... (v. 22) did not set out to 
define the error but was designed to historicize the figure of the antichrist.165 

The false denial indicated that the danger was close at hand and real. The 

hour was at hand, because those who committed the terrible sacrilege of 

denying that the Father and the Son were one (1:2f; 5:5) were now (VÛv) 
here. Bultmann argued that because the false teachers were ultimately 

rooted in the dualism of Gnosticism, they promulgated a heresy which denied 
that Christ was identical with the historical, earthly Jesus; they "asserted an 

exclusive antithesis between God and the sensible world."l66 The doctrinal 

165 Whilc the term œl'tlxplCnoc; appcared only in the Johannine Epistles (2:18, 22; 4:3; II 
John 7), the designation was taken from Jewish Apocalyptic and reintcrpreted in a Johannine 
fashion (R. Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 35-6). 

166 Bultmann remarked that the question of the type of gnosticism reOccted here was 
secondary and therefore it was not necessary to seck it in the disciples of Cerintbus, the 
docetics, or tbe Jcwish beretics (The Johannine Epistles, 38-9). 
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consequences that the false teachers deduced from the dichotomous relation 
between Father and Son threatened to destroy the community's basis for 
fellowship and unity. To counter the threat posed by the false teachers, the 
author emphasized the importance of fellowship (1:6), keeping the 
commandments (2:3) and brotherly love (2:9-11). In v. 23 the author drew 
from a source in order to drive home the point ofv. 22, namely, that the 
Father and Son were an essential unity and anyone who denied this denied 
both the Father and the Son; indeed anyone who did so was deceiving 
himself and others (n€pl twV nMveilv tCIJV ùJJ.âç v.26). 

2. A. E. BROOKE 

Brooke also advocated a depersonalized understanding of the 
avtLxPlCTtoç historicized in the false teachers. The false teachers promoled 
error in the spirit of the avtLxpla't0l.167 They had once been part of the 
community but now actively promoted a separation of Jesus from the Christ 
and denied the essential unity of the Father and Son. On these theological 
grounds they had seceded from the community. Brooke underlined the 
importance of 6 QpVOUIJ.€voç because it signified the fundamental errOT as a 
Christological one. While the views of Cerinthus or of the Docetics might 
have been the reason for the polemicallanguage, the author exhibited Iiule 
interest in the details of the systems and instead dealt "with the general 
tendencies of certain types of teaching" which had obviously gone awry.t68 

These teachings were threatening ta subvert the essential doctrine which was 
from the beginning, and therefore were eroding the very basis of koinonia. 

167 Noting thatthe termavtlxplutoc; first ocew'red in the Epistle (2:18, 22; 4:3; Il John 7) and 
that il was absent from the extantliterature (Old Testament, Intertestamental, Rabbinic and 
New Testament), Brooke alerled the reader to the difficulty this presented in determining its 
meaning. He conveniently summarized the worl of W. Bousset, Der Anliehrist (GoUingen, 
1895), lhereby eoncluding that while there was no evidence thalthe author was influeneed by 
the Babylonian legend of Tiâmat, the sea monster, and Marduk and its later dcvelopment in 
Judaism, the writer nevertheless appeared to point to a popular legend whieh probably lay al 
the foundation of Aposlolie preaehing (The lohannine Epistles, 69-79). See also lhe excursus, 
"Zur Vorgesehichte 'der Anti-Christ"-Erwartung; in RudolfSehnaekenburg, Die 
lohannesbriefe, 145-149 

168 A. E. Brooke, The lohannine Epist1es, 59. 
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VVe 23 and 26 were repetitive reassurances for those who knew the truth and 
a warDing for those who practiced deceit. 

3. C. H. DODD 

Dodd based his position on a study of Jewish Apocalyptic, and 
advocated the view that the author had "rationalized the myth" of the 
avt\xp\a'toc; .169 It was therefore fruitless to isolate a single deadly antichrist. 
''1bere is in fact no single antichrist. There are many antichrists. For 
wherever doctrines are taught that subvert the essential truths of the Gospel, 
there is Antichrist, and the false teachers are themselves in this sense 
antichrists."170 The appearance of the antichrist also coincided with the rise 
of the false prophets who were inspired by the spirit of error. The lie of the 
false teachers was in particular their denial that Jesus was the Christ, which 
in effect also disowned the essential unity of Father and Son (2:22-3). 
Although the confession was Docetic in character, the false teachers had 
once belonged to the community so that the solution to the false confessions 
must be sought in the kerygma of the early church. The theme of confession 
and denial rons as a constant thread through the writings of the New 
Testament (John 12:44-5; 14:6-9; Matt. 11:27; cf. Luke 10:22; Matt. 10:32-3; 
Rev. 3:5; Rom 10:9-10, etc.). The author immersed himselfin the tradition 
which incorporated the teaching of Jesus to refute successfully the deadly 
error. He also urged his readers to hold fast to the fundamentals of the 
gospel which they had learned from the beginning (1: 1.). 

4. R. E. BROWN 

Brown draws on Jewish Apocalyptic to give an extensive treatement 
of the origin of the term antichrist, and concludes that in 1 John the term 

169 For a detailed discussion see Dodd's, The lohannine Epistles,48-54. 

170 Ibid., 49 . 
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AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

personified the faise teachers.171 The FG, however, did not contain a 
prediction about the antichrist upon which the later Epistolary author 
supposedly commented. But the epistolary author's reference to "what had 
been from the beginning" showed that he was going beyond the tradition of 
the FG "to the pre-Gospel apocalyptic tradition in early Christianity about 
personified future evil."I72 The faise teachers, claimed Brown, placed an 
exaggerated emphasis on 'Jesus' in "Jesus is the Christ" which weakened the 
human content of the formula. It probably derived from the secessionists 
who had subverted the teaching of the FG (2:22, 23; 3:23; 4:15; 5:1, 5:13; 
20:31). In v. 23 the doctrinal misunderstanding concerned the person of the 
Father and Son and their essential unity. Brown observed that despite the 
absence of the construction 'tov narÉ:pcx €X€l in the FG, it probably 
represented commol1 Johannine vocabulary for entering the new covenant 
properly understood. l73 

5. S. S. SMALLEY 

Smalley accepted the anarthrous a\l'tlxpunoc;; (2: 18) as an indication 
that ils current use had become a titular designation probably derived from a 

171 The designation ija,d)(punoc;;' is difficuJt to understand because it appcars only in the 
Epistles. The term, tboUf~ coined by the author, was thought to have ils origins in ancient 
near east water monster mythologies (Tiâmat/Marduk), which suggested Brown, found their 
convergence in various Jewish Old Testament myths (Isaiah 51:9; Psalms 74:13-14; 89:11; Job 
26:12; Job 40:25-41:26). ft was also possible that the author might have had in mind the evil 
powers personified in the evil angel or satan who continued to deceive hum an beings and to 
hinder the work of the apostles (Job 1:16; Ephesians 2:2; II Corinthians 6:15; 1 Thessalonians 
2:18; Ephesians 6:12). Legends about Antiochus Epiphanes IV who had arrogated to himself 
the power of the gods andl who pcrpetrated the abomination of desolation (Daniel 8;13; 11:31; 
12:11; Matthew 24:15) gave rise to the idea of evil embodied in a human (Ezekiel38:1; 39:1,6), 
The idea of a fa/se propher who would arise to mislead the people by signs and wonders 
(Deuteronomy 13:2-6; 18: 20), suggested Brown, was personified in a "figure who in the last 
days wouJd lead people estray by signs and wonders· (Didache 16:3-4). These expcctations 
were combined in a variety of ways by Christians to signify expectations of future evil 
(Revelation 12; 13:11-18; 19:11-21; Il Thessalonians 2:1-12). It is possible that a combination 
of these expectations infol'med what the author meant when he coined the term anlichrist (The 
Epistles of John, 332-36). 

172 lbid.,336. According to Brown the early christian apocalytic tradition was quitc possibly 
contained in the Synoptic Apocalypse and Revelation. 

173 R. E.Brown, The Epistles of John, 354. 
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Jewish Apocalyptic background.174 They were the opponents of Jesus, who 
by propagating false views about Him were also opposing the writer. They 
were the "heretical secessionists from his community"17S who confessed an 
erroneous Christology which endangered the entire community. Smalley 
suggested that the mention of the liar who denied that Jesus was the Christ 
was either a reference to the ex-pagan Docetic who refused to acknowledge 
the real humanity of Christ, or the ex-Jewish heretic who denied that Jesus 
was the Christ. The false Christology inevitably led them to disown the 
Father and the Son, as confirmed in v. 23 where the author spells out its 
terrible consequences: those who disown the Son do not possess the Father. 

6. K GRAYSTON 

Grayston did not accept the identification of the antichrist with a 
weil known and dreaded figure because the terrn lacked the definite article. 
He took it to refer loosely to anyone who opposed Christ.176 A number of 
crucial references implied that the concept of antichrist was part of a 
community tradition and that it had been fulfiIled by Many antichrists who 
had left the community (1 John 4:1 'false prophets'; 2:26 'deceivers'). For 
example, thc~ author asserted that they would have remained had they not 
been antichl'ists, but instead they had gone into the world as false prophets 
(4:1-5). They were the deceivers because they claimed to he anointed by the 
holy one, and they denied that Jesus was the Christ (5:23). On the basis of 
these statements, Grayston concluded, that the antichrists were really 
dissident members of the community ''who were dissatisfied with the original 
teaching and inspired with a new confidence in their own anointing."177 Thus 

174 Smalley's view is si nilar 10 Weslcoll's, who said lhal the "absence of the article shows that 
it had become cllrrent as a techincal proper name" (8. F. Westcotl, The First Epistle of John, 
70). Codex Alexandrinus inserted a definite article in 2:18 probably because it appeared in 
2:22. 

175 S. S. SmalleYI' 1. 2. 3 John, 99. 

176 K. Grayston • .The Johannine Epistles, 76. 

In Ibid., 79. 
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inspired, the dissident's failed to confess that Jesus was the Christ and to 

confess that the Father and Son were one. 

7. CONCLUSIONS 

As our analysis shows, each of the representative scholars assumes 

that the language of the passages is descriptive of conternporary opponents. 
The language of the passages therefore presupposes an historica/ 
circumstance that the author de scribes in apocalyptic terms to add gravity to 

an already serious situation. The author confronted that situation and 

utilized the term antichrist to label the false teachers for what they were in 
the strongest possible terms. It is clear from this overview that commentators 

are unable to determine the nature of the false Christological confession that 

asserted that 'l'lOoUe; oUK €CTtLV 0 Xp\O'"tOc;;. They are unable to do so 
because it is virtually impossible to determine with any precision the 
historical situation that May have prornpted such a denial. Hence, to seek 
further c1arity about what rnight have precipitated the Christological conflict, 

commentators tum to 4:1-4, 16; 5:6. 

D. THE CONFESSIONS AND DENIALS (4:1-4, 16; 5:6): 

ln a similar fashion to the previous section, 4:1-4, 16 and 5:6 are 

thought to pick up the therne of conflict and false teaching. ft is not aU that 
clear what 'controversy' might have precipitated the statement J.Ltl navtl 
nV€UJ..I.'X"1:l n1.O"t€Û€'t€ àUà OOKl}JâÇ€'t€ 'teX nv€';'J.LCX'ttl .•. (4:1)178 Moreover, 

178 Pheme Perkins takes the spirits to signify the distinction made betwccn the two spirit!>: 
error and truth (The Johannine Epinles, 49). R. Bultmann altributcs the warning about spints 
to groups of people who might be inspired in their spirit by either the spirit of trulh or the 
spirit of error (The Johannine Epistles, 61). R. E. Brown understands tà nV€u).LCXtl to dcnolc 
both the Holy Spirit and the Evii Spirit (The Epistles of John, 486). K. Grayston points to 
parallels in ancient Jewish tradition (Jeremiah 28; Deuleronomy 13:1-5) and in Jcwish writings 
(Test. /ud. 20:1; Test. Asher 1:5; 1QS 3:18-21), and suggestcd that the plural spirits was to 
destinguish hetween false and true prophets (The Johannine Epislles, 118). A. E. Brookc 
omits the textual varient 'tà nVfUJ,lQ'tQ bul suggcsted that the navti. nVfUJ,Latl signified the 
inspire'" utt~.ances ofboth the false prophets or the true prophets (The Epistlcs of John, 107). 
I. H. Ma"sball understands the singular spirit to Mean either "uUerance inspired by a spirit" or 
"person inspired by a spirit," preferring the laller because it was possible for the ândividual 
spirit of the propbet to he inspired eitber by God or Satan (Tbe First Epistlc of John, 204). C. 
H. Dodd takes spirit to he a reference to inspired prophetie utterances in which spirits warncd 
about the danger of faIse inspiration exem~lified by the false prophets (The Johannine 
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not only has the ambiguous phrase oûtée; €O"tLV 0 €AGwv BL' ü5atoc; Kal 
a'CJ.&atoc; (5:6) caused a host of emendations by later copyists,l79 but in 
addition, the inability to determine precisely what the water and blood would 
have meant to the early reader continues to he a problem.l80 While a 
number of important terms warrant a careful analysis ('tà nv€\J).La'ta; OOatL 
Kat Év 'tG' a'<JJ4'tL), 181 my purpose in this ehapter is simply to demonstrate 
how the mean;ng of the passages is intimately tied to a careful study of the 
nature of the confliet detected in them. In the previous section, the 
antichrists epitomized the false prophets who had literally refused to 

là>istles, 97-9). R. Kysar holds that 'Cà nv€Û)'a't\ referred to a multitude of spiritual beings 
residing in the world some of wbich were evil and some good (1. 11111 John, 90). S. S. Smalley 
advocates tbat the spirit wsignifies a human person who is inspired by the spirit of truth or the 
spirit of errorW (1. 2. 3 John, 218). On the strength of the Qumran document Manual of 
Discipline 3:13-4:26, R. A. Culpepper takes spirits to signify a world populated by various kinds 
of evil beings and demons wbich were present in each person. One's conduct revealed whicb 
spirit dominated (1 John. 2 John. 3 Jobn, 78). 

179 In 5:6 Wcame by water and bloodw is read by both the Alexandrian and Western lexl types 
(8" 1739· syrP Tertullian). Copyists wbo might have recalled Jn 3:5 (Ë( 00at0l; Kat 
nvEUJ&CX'toc;) introduced nVEU)'a'toc;. See Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual CommentaO' on the 
Greek New Testament [United Bible Societies, 1971) 715-16). 

180 R. A. Culpepper understood waler and blood to stress the importance of Jesus' deatb and 
the reality of bis incarnation (1 John 2 John 3 John, 100(3). B. F. Westcott took wate, and 
blood 10 signify the lwo sacrements: baptism and eucbarisl (The First Epsitle of St. John, 180-
83), also held by O. Cullmann (EarlY Cbristian Worsbip, Tr. A. S. Todd and J. 1'- Torrance 
(SBT 10. London: SCM Press, 1953) 110). R. R. Williams took the reference in ~he 
Augustinian sense innuenced by John 19:34-5 in wbich the spear tbrust of tbe seldier 
confarmed the death of Jesus: the flow of water and blood however was ultimatdy symbolized 
in tbe water of baptism and the wine of the eucharist (The LeUers of John and.l.i!ng, The 
Cambridge Bible Commentary [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1%5) 55-6). By far 
Most modern commentators take the wate, and blood to refr.r to the terminal points of Jesus' 
liCe: bis baptism by John the Baptist and bis crucifIXion. Disagreemenl exists, however, about 
why the author emphasized the Iwo aspects. Generally it is thought tbat tbe need to resist a 
gnostic/docetic heresy, perhaps Cerintbian, was wbat occasioned 5:6 (1. H. Marshall, The First 
Epjstle of John, 231-33). Others disagree, however, and argue that an unbalanced reading of 
the FG led the secessionists, even though they believed the human existence of Jesus to be 
real, to de-empbasize the salvific importance of bis life and death (R. E. Brown, The Epistles 
.llflWm, 109-123). S. S. Smalley accepted Browo's reading and suggesled that il supported his 
contention of two heresies in the Johannine Community: the Greek view tbat Jesus was not 
fully human (hence, the stress on bis baptism (water) and deatb (blood), and lhe Jewish view 
tbat Jesus was not divine (tbus tbe emphasis that it was Jesus Christ who bad experienced 
tbese things) (1. 2.3 John, 279). 

181 See discussion in chapter six, 185-209. 
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acknowledge that Jesus was the Christ. In this section, the spirit of deceit 

epitomizes the false prophets who literally deny that Jesus Christ has come in 

the flesh (4: 1,2). The author sets out the outrageous implications of their 

denials and confessions in the setting of the competing spirits, viz., the spirit 

of truth and the spirit of deceit (4:6). 

According to Bultmann "they deny that the Christ, whom they also 
revere as the bringer of salvation, has appeared in the historical Jesus."182 

Docetism probably lay at the root of the heretical doctrine. Moreover, the 

point was underscored in a new form in 5:6: 'This is he who came by water 
and blood, Jesus Christ, not with the water only but with water and the 

blood." Bultmann stressed that here the author was obviously compelled to 

contradict the gnostic notion which held that the heavenly Christ descended 
upon Jesus al his baptism, and then withdrew again before his death.t83 

Brooke Iinked the term antichrist (2:18) with the term/alse prophets (4:1) to 

underscore what appeared to be the emphasis of the author of 1 John. The 

terms were meant to characterize the opponenls in the worst possible way. 

They refused to confess that Jesus Christ had come in the flesh, and 
therefore they deserved to be labelled in terms that c1early described the 

nature of the evil in opposition to God. While Brooke registered sorne 

reservation about linking the views of the false prophets with Docetism, the 

error combated here by the author certainly resembled it. Brooke noted the 

many interpretations suggested for 5:6,184 and took the phrase Ôl' ü&rtoç Kat 

a'()JŒtoç to signify the Baptism of Jesus and his death upon the cross. It was 

precisely formulated to counter the erroneous opinion that separated the 

historical Jesus from the heavenly Christ. Dodd held that both 4:1·4 and 5:5 

were meant to counter the views of the false prophets who had distorted the 

early kerygma of the incarnate Jesus by reinterpreting it in the light of 
Gnosticism. In keeping with the theme of the secessionists and their 

questionable rereading of the FG material, Brown argued that 4: 1-4 did not 

182 R. Bultmann, The JQhannine Epistles, 62. 

183 Ibid., 80. 

184 A. E. Brooke, The JQhannine Epistles, 131-37. 
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imply the denial of the incarnation or the physical flesh of Christ. Il inferred, 
rather, the deniaI that ''what Jesus was or did in the flesh was related to his 
being the Christ, i.e., salvi fic. "185 In a similar fashion, despite the great 
difficulty of interpreting 5:6, Brown asserted that it referred neither to the 
Docetists nor the Cerinthians but to the secessionists who had associated the 
work of salvation with the coming of the divine Son which they in sorne way 
also related to the Baptist. The Baptist later baptized Jesus with water, after 
which the spirit descended upon bim (John 1:31). On tbis basis it was 
possible for the secessionists to daim tbat Jesus was the Cbrist tbrough his 
coming in the water; that is, in John's water baptism the salvific import of bis 
action became clear. The writer of 1 John urged, however, that it was the 
death of Jesus which was important, tbat is, tbe water and blood wbicb 
flowed from his side signified bis true salvific coming. Smalley discussed the 
various interpretations given of 4:2. One interpretation stressed the advent 
of his coming, namely, truly he has come in tbe flesb, and anotber stressed 
the manner of his coming, namely, he has come in the Flesh Smalley sided 
with those wbo denied Docetic influence,l86 and suggested tbat the force of 
the verse denoted either those who exaggerated bis h.1manity (Hellenistic 
Christians) or tbose who denied his pre-existence (Jewish Christians). 
Grayston refused to accept a Docetic explanation of "has come in the flesh" 
and contended that the distinction was instead between "accepting Jesus as 
both Christ and Son of God and discarding Jesus for the benefits of the 
spirit" (1 Cor. 12:3; 3: 18; Heb. 10:29).187 The waler was symbolic of cleansing 
and renewal, which the dissidents had grasped but tbey bad overlooked tbe 
significance of the blood typifying ''violence, suffering and sacrifice," without 
which the benefit of the water could not be had.1BS 

E. CONCLUSIONS. 

185 R. E. Brown, The EpistJes of John, 505. 

186 Some suggested tbat the teaching under attack was Dot Docetism per se, but an assault 
upon the Christian faitb by Jewisb sectaries who refused to acknowledge Jesus as Messiah (J. 
C. Q'NeiJl. The Puzzle of 1 John, 48). 

187 K. Grayslon, The Johannine Epistles, 122. 

188 Ibid., 136-7. 
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ln the foregoing review of what has been perhaps the most 
influential method, we have S~ ~n how a foeus on historical questions 
pertaining to the social and cultural setting of the author and his text tended 
to produce historical solutions to the theological and grammatical queries 
raised by it. The consistent application of a method of text analysis 
historically oriented has led to varied and often inconclusive results. As we 
have attempted to show in our analysis there is very little ronsensus ;lbout 
the historical situation that precipitated the writing with the result that a 
variety of possible "historical scenarios" has been offered. Sinee the meaning 
of the passages is dependent upon the reconstructed historical context, the 
lack of consensus about wilat historically occasioned the passages, has also 
led to the ascription of a variety of meanings to the passages. This is 
particularly evident in the discussion about the identity of the opponents and 
their beliefs. 

The historical critical method applied rests on two a priori 

assumptions. First, that the language of the text junctions to establish 
"historical reality;" an historical reality that is encoded in the polemical 
character of its language.t89 Because the historical situation of 1 John is 
assumed to be a specifie, real eontroversy its language has been taken to 
function principally as polemical. Today 1 John is usually placed in the 
Johannine community and the pfllemical setting is defined within the context 
of the social and theological constraints of a Johannine fonn of Christianity. 
The lapidary slogans (1:6,8, 10; 2:4, 6,9), the language of confession dl1d 

denial (4: 1-4; 5:6), the use of apocalyptic languag~ to describe the antagonists 
(2:18-24) as antichrists, the references to compei.ing spirits, and false 
prophets, are the outstanding features that are taken to be proof that an 
authority figure in the Johannine Community is refuting opponents. This 
assessment of 1 John as primarily a polemical writing, however, does not 
account for the fact that there i~ no direct reference to the schismatics 

189 Willem S. Vorster, "Meaning and Reference. The Parables of Jesus in Mark 4," inl~ 
and Reality. Aspects of Reference in Biblical Texts, eds., Bernard C. Lategan and Willcm S. 
Vorster (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1985) 55. 
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(aV'tlxp\a'tOl) in the first one quarter of the letter. Furthermore, even if 1 
John can he presumed to be a polemical tract, it cannot he expected that the 
position of the opponents has been fairly represented. Brown indicated that 

it is not at ail certain that ail the ideas and attitudes opposed by the author 

were held by the antagonists. l90 Pain ter remarked that the process of 

reconstructing the views of tbe opl'0nents on the basis of the author's 

poJemical statements against them was fraught with hazards "because tbe 
p{\~ition of the opponents was lis] accessible only through the criticism of our 

author .... "191 Whitacre also recognized the notorious difficuJties 

encountered in the attempt to reconstruct the position of the opponents from 
a controversy document, "for ail we have is the author's own evaluation of the 

situation and t}1us ail we can really study with the slightest objectivity is tbat 

evaluation."19l Despite the se problems, Most commentators believe that the 

statements of the passages capture the boasts of the ctlPonents more or Jess 
accurately. As our analysis bas shown, however, it is not at ail that clear 

whether these statements reflect secessionist tbeology because the author has 
given no hints that be is refuting opponents at tbis point in the text. 

Furthermore, the lack of consensus on the identification of the antagonists 

and their heretical beliefs indicates that one cannot establish the historical 

referent of 1 John with any degree of certainty, and thus it cannot serve weil 
as a clue for meaning. 

The second assumption is that the meaning of the te:xt is dependent 

on reconstructing the social and cultural occasion whicb gave rise to them. It 

is assumec1 by historicists that encoded in the act of writing is a permanent 

record of the people. events and id~as of the author's day, recoverable 

without other access to the historical situation.193 In such a view the 

190 R. E. Brown, Tbe Epistles of John, 48. 

191 J. Painter, "The 'Opponcnts' in 1 John,· 49. 

192 Rodney A. Whitacre commcnted that "fortooately, tbis problem is not too severe in 1 John 
since it is evident tbat there is a (aise teaching being combatted (e.g. 2:21-26; 3:7) and Most of 
tbose passages which are considered to he allusions to tbis teaching seem only thinly veiled" 
(Johannine Polemic: The Role of Tradition and TheoIQ&)', 122). 

193 See discussion in chapter four, 118-147. 
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language of the text is seen to flow directly from the facts and ideas unique to 
the time and world of its composition. Inseparably Unked as the text is with 
the referents to which it points, its meaning and intention become accessible 
to the exegetes only by reconstructing the extra-textual historical milieu. l94 

The author's immediate milieu is his encounter with the antagonists who 
disagreed with his confession, and he with theirs, and clearly brings to Iight 
the urgent nature of the danger which confronted him and his community. 
The emphases of the principal r ::>ges betray the beHefs of the dissidents 
and reveal that the author's primary purpose is to refute and to correct these 
beliefs. The views of the heretically inclined members are identified as 

incipient Gnostics distorting the ke~gma (Dodd), Jewish or Hellenistic 
Christians denying Jesus' Messiahship on the one hand, and on the other 
denying his humanity (Smalley), forerunners of Cerinthus who are Docetic in 

character (Brook\!; Bultmann), or secessionists corrupting the Christology of 
the FG corrected by the Epistolary author (Brown). Once the opponents 
have been identified, the Christological and ethical statements of the author 
of 1 John are explained in a context which presupposes a Christological error 
in need of correction. Since the the human nature of Jesus, in one form or 
another, is under attack, the author faithfully passes on the received 

tradition, i.e., what was from the beginning. Commentators assume that the 
me~ming of each of the Christological statements is inseparably linked with 
the historical conditions of their utterance. As we have shown, however, 

each of the historical scenarios proposed to explain the Christological 
statements is sufficiently different to render quite dissimilar meaning and 
emphases. This suggests that the meaning of the text of 1 John should not be 
based upon the circumstances of its origin when those circumstances cannot 

be known, but should be sought elsewhere. 

Furthermore, 1 John's anonymity compounds the difficult task of 

applying these two assumptions to an analysis of 1 John. If the historical 
circumstances of a text's composition are clearly stated they May provide 

194 J. Paioter held that tbe "presence of the opponents pervaded the whole book." Thcrefore, 
"because the meaning of the book was bound up with lhat situation sorne atlempt must be 
made to rcconstruct it if 1 John was to understood" properly (italics mine) (''The 'Opponents' in 
1 John," 48-71, esp. 50. 
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significant ciues as to its meaning, but if this is not the case it becomes all but 
impossible to access the meaning of a text in terms of its historical 
circumstance. Most commentators recognize the anonymity of 1 John and 
the difficulty this presents in trying to reconstruct its historical context but 
nevertheless continue with the reconstructive activity. Westcott observed 
that 1 John had "no address, no subscription, no name is contained in it of 
person or place; there is no direct trace of the author, no indication of any 
special destination."195 Kümmel noted th~\t the ordinary features of a letter 

were missing in this writing - it contained no names - it contained no concrete 
associations. The instances in which the author addresses certain readers 
(2:1, 7; 4:4) do not prove that he had a specifie congregation in mind. The 
pole mie against the antichrists does not in any way suggest a concrete 
situation. Rather, "1 John seems to be a tractate intended for the whole of 
Christianity, a kind of manifesto. Indeed, 1 John is not to be understood as 
being in any way a writing intended for specifie readers."I96 Brown 
circumvented the issue of 1 John's catholicity by suggesting that the writing 
enunciated tmth of ultimate concern, which despite its catholicity, was 
nevertheless written with a certain community in mind for the purpose of 

reinforcing those who were loyal to the author. It was the author's intention 
to warn about the dangers of the secessionists who weœ attempting to win 
adherents,197 Grayston, though noting the universal character of 1 John, still 
regarded it as written communication "deliberately composed for a particular 
Christian group."198 Smalley took 1 John to be a paper designed to aid the 

discussion of important Christological and ethical issues within the Johannine 
Community,199 Hengel acknowledged the catholicity of 1 John, but 
advocated that it must be understood in a special way. Even though 1 John 

"was written in a quite particular critical situation and is therefore addressed 

195 B. F. WcstcoU, The Epistles of St. John, 23. 

196 W. G. Kummel, Introduction to the New Testament, Trans. by Howard CI.ark Kee 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1973) 437 (italics mine). 

197 R. E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple, 99. 

198 K. Grayston, The Johannine Epistles, 3. 

199 S. S. Smalley, 1.2.3 John, xxxiii. 
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to a Iimited group of recipients, it is however, composed in such a way that it 
could speak to any Christian of its time .... "200 Each of these observations in 

sorne way recognizes the difficulties involved in determining the meaning of 

the passages in a writing whose history is shrouded in the mi st of the past. 

Yet, in spite of this historical uncertainty, opponents, hypothetical sources, 

and community circumstances continue to be produced of a wide variety. A 

method that is designed to recover a certain kind of meaning by 

reconstructing an historical circurnstance as a clue to meaning is virtually 
useless for a text which does not appear to be primarily historical. 

Our analysis has attempted to show the problems that 1 John's 

anonymity presents to those who attempt to recreate its historical context.201 

These problems are especially evident in those attempts which seek to 

develop a community portrait on the assumption that the FG and the 

Epistles represent the documents of the Johannine community. TIlese 

documents give evidence for the Johannine Community from its earliest 

beginnings, possibly with the Beloved Disciple as its head and spiritual 

leader, to its latest manifestation in the Epistles. The communty's growth is 

frequently rocky and fraught with danger as it passes through the various 

phases of its social and Christological development from the FG to the 

Epistles. A variety of forces threatened to destroy its koinonia. A stress on a 

pre-existent Christology in the FG led to debates with the Jews, and 

ultimately the expulsion of Johannine Christians from the synagogue. An 

emphasis on a pre-existent Christology, however, eventually led to the denial 

of the full humanity of Christ and to the secession mentioned in the Epistles. 

The historical phases through which the community evolved has received 

considerable attention. Here again, however, the lack of historical evidence 

200 M. Hengel, The Johannine Question (Philadelphia: Trinit y Press International, 1989) 50. 

201 1. H. Marshall contended that despite its missing epistolary features it must not be regarded as a 
"catholie epistle" because it bears "every mark of being addressed to a specifie situation in sorne church 
or group of ehurches known to tbe autbor" (The Epistles of John, 14). Pherne Perkins said that the 
author"is writing to a specifie group of communities, 'churcbes', ail of which bclong to the Johanninc 
tradition." Because the author does not explain the views which he opposes, but sim ply alludcs to 
them or "parodies sorne of his opponent's favorite expressions," we are left with rnany questions. (The 
Johannine Epislles, xiv). See further, Judith M. Lieu, The Second and Third Epistles of John, 168, '2J.)7. 
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about the the stages of the community's development has resulted in a 
nurnber of different hypothetical reconstructions. For instance, Brown 
proposes a six stage history of Johannine Christianity.202 Barnabas Linders 
advocates a distinct five stage development of the community's history.203 J. 
L. Martyn finds three distinct stages in the history of the community.204 

On the basis of his study of ancient schools, Culpepper developed 
the Johannine school hypothesis and concluded that it adequately explained 
the similar ide as, terminology and language of the FG and the Epistles. In 
his opinion, the hypothesis also accounted for what appeared to be a 
theological progression of ideas about the person of Jesus from an emphasis 
on his exalted divine nature in the FG to a focus on his human nature in the 
first Epistle, perhaps to counter sorne form of Gnostic thought that denied 
Jesus' humanity. While not questioning the possible existence of a school, it 
is not ail that c1ear that the common language pool of ideas and terminology 
of the FG and the Epistles, provide enough data for delineating the specifie 
tenets of a developing Johannine Christianity.205 None of these elements 
requires the supposition that confliet with the opponents was the occasion of 
1 John's composition, nor does the peculiarly 10hannine theological parlance 
require the positing of a eomplex 10hannine community history. AlI that can 
be said is that the author of 1 John, if not identical with the author of the FG, 
was familiar with and influeneed by its language, ideas, and unique turn of 
phrase. Perhaps ail that the so-called works within the 10hannine orbit tell 

202 R. E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple, 93-144. See also, The Gospel 
Accordinl to John, Anchor Bible Series, 2 vol [New York; Doubleday, 1966 and 1971. In 
addition, R. E. Brown anaJyzed the contributions of J. L. Martyn, Georg Richter, Oscar 
Cullmann, Marie-Emile Boismard and Wolfgang Langbrandtner (The Community of the 
Beloved Disciple, 171-S2). See also John Ashton, ed., The Interpretation of John, Issues in 
Religion and Theology 9 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986). 

203 B. Lindars, The Gospel of Joh.n, NeB (London: Oliphants) 1972. 

204 J. L. Martyn, "Glimpses into the History of the Johannine Community," L' Évan&ile de 
~. Sources, rédaction, théologie. B'lbliotheca Ephemeridum Theogicarum Lovaniensium 
44. Ed. by M. de Jonge (Leuven: Duculot, 1977) 150-75. 

205 R. Alan Culpeppcr, The Johanninti~l, SBL Dissertation Series (Missoula, Montana: 
Scholars Press, 1975). 

80 



.' 

", 

AN HISTORICAL OVERV/EW 

us with certainty is that the Johannine idiorn was pervasive enough ta be 
accessible ta a number of writers who deliberately employed it because it 
represented an acceptable means of expression.206 We do know with 
confidence that the language milieu of 1 John is similar ta the FG's, and that 
for whatever reason, the author gives expression ta his understanding of 
Christology and its impact upon ethies in a I)eculiarly Johannine way.W7 

Usually sorne form of proto-gnostic challenge is also assumed as a foil 
against which the author's apparent attempt ta correct a denigration of the 
human aspect of the person of Jesus makes sense. The alleged Gnostic 
tenninology found in the writing along with a characteristically Johannine 
idiom (Smith points out that quite a number of the Nag Hammadi texts are 
replete with Johannine language),208 are frequently seen to provide two 
decisive indicators of its historical genesis. The secession in 1 John was due 
to a secessionist theology which stressed Christ's divinity at the expense of his 
humanity. Here cornrnentatc.·rs remain divided because sorne will argue that 
secessionist theology is the result of the impact of sorne form of Gnostic 
thought, and others will argue that sec,essionist theology provides the catalyst 
for later gnostic thought.209 The newly discovered Gnostic documents 
confirm that the FG was th~ Gnostic's favorile Gospel for depicting Jesus as 

206 Pheme Perkins isolates the Gospel of Trulh, the Terlimony of Trulh, IX 3 33, 19-21; the 
Apocalypse of Peler VII 3, 70,10-15; theApocryphon of lames 12,11,4-6; 12,9,24-10; Thomas 
lhe Conlender II 7 139, Jl-l40 ahe Johannine E~, 10, 19,22-4). D. M. Smith notes the 
profuse use of Johannine language in Many of the Nag I-Iammadi writings hut suggests that 
how to account for this state of affairs is still a matter olf dcbate (The New Testament and ils 
Modern Interpreters, 283). 

207 Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, echoed the language of 1 John, and so this has becn adduced 
as evidence for the early existence of the Epistle. Dodd suggested lhat many of the allusions 
to the Epistle in the wrilings of Polycarp 'might bl~ due Itimply lo acquaintancc wilh 
'Johannine' ways of tbought and speech;" this, thell, May equally apply lo the wriler of 1 John 
(C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epi~, xi). 

208 D. Moody Smith, "Johannine Sludies," 275. 

209 Judith M. Lieu points out that "the redirection towards internai opposition of language 
originally aimed outward has long been seen as a mark of J John and as central to its 
interpretation" ("Blindness in the Johannine Tradition,· New Testament Studics 34 (January 
1988) 83-95). 

81 



.., 

t 

( 

AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

superhuman, preexistent, and offering release from the earthly realm.210 

The possibility that a Gnostic threat was the problem addressed in the 

Epistle continues to find cautious support.211 

The Gnostic hypothesis, however, remains a debated issue. Vorster 
maintained that it is methodologically incorrect to label the false teaching of 

1 John as gnostic. He suggested that the false teaching in I John was called 
gnostic not because it has been proven to be gnostic, but because anything 
which did not fit what was "normal orthodoxy" tends to be labelledgnostic. 
Vorster continues by pointing out that a more fruitful study ofI John would 

be to re..:ognize that the Christology of primitive Christianity was the 

alrticulation of the significance of Jesus in the categories and language of the 

lime and culture. This made possible a wide variety of expressions.212 

Hengel cautioned that "the definition of the teTms 'Gnosis' and 'Gnostics' 

were unsettled with a wide range of variations, so thal we should be careful 
about using the perplexing label 'Gnosis' or 'Gnostics' too hastily."213 Lieu 

210 Pheme Perkins has drawn attention to the pervasive influence of the FG on the form and 
content of the Gnostic writings (The Gnostic DiaIQ&ue). Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels 
(New York: Random House, 1979). Scholars have pointed out the extent to which several of 
the the Nag Hammadi documents have without a doubt been influenced by the conceptual 
world of the writer of the FG (e.g., The literary form of The D;alogue of the Sav;our resembles 
Jesus' farewell discourse in John 14 - 17; Perkins argues thatApocryphon of James Il: 5 - 6 
de pends upon 1 John 1:1; Gospel of Truth 130:27 - 32;Acts of Thomas). See (urthl:r, R. Mel. 
Wilson, "Nag Hammadi and the New Testament," New Testament Studies 28 [1982J 289 - 302). 
Pbeme Perkins, "Logos Christologies in the Nag Hammadi Codices,· ViKiliae Christianae 35 
(1981) 379 - 396). 

21J Elaine Pagels, The Johannine GQspel in Gnostic Exegesis: Heracleon's CQmmentary Qn 
..[QJlm SBLMS 17 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1973). See also, Fernando F. Segovia, "Recent 
Rcsearch in the Johanninc Letters," Reli&ious Studies Review 13 (April 1987), 132-139. 
Edwin M. Yamauchi, Pre-Christian GnQsticism: A Survey Qf the PrQPQSed Evidences (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1973). Stephen S. Smalley uses the term 
'gnoslicism' but poin!S out that it sbould he accuralely understood as a reference to 'pre­
gnoslicism', since what was known as gnosticism in the second century was still quitf 
unuystematized in the tirsl cent ury (1. 2. 3 John, xxiv-xxxii). Pheme Perkins, The GrQiliç 
,lliialQgue: The Early Church and lhe Crisis of Gnosticism (New York: Paulist Press, 1980). 
SC(: further a helpful discussion in Jaroslav Pelikan, The Emergence Qf the Catholic TraditiQn, 
vol. 1 (Chicago/London: The University Of Chicago Press, 1971) 81-97. 

212 W. S. Vorster, "Helerodoxy in 1 Jobn," Neotestamentica 9 (1975) 87-97 

213 M. Hengel, The JQhannine Question, 9. 
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also claimed that it is difficult to sus tain the argument that erroneous 
Gnostic/Docetic ideas had made inroads into the community and had 

subverted its Christology. She urges that not enough attention has been 

directed to the observation that 1 John does not explicitly address the 

constituent elements of a Gnostic/Docetic system of thought.214 Moreover, 
Gnostic thought is enormously difficult to define because of its multi-faceted 

expression, its fuller mid-second Century CE development, and the free 
utilization of the termgnosis by orthodox Christians (John 17:3; 1 John 2:3). 
Furthermore, knowledge of Gnostic thought is derived only indirectly from 

attacks by second and third century Christian writers.215 Earlier depictions 
of the opponents depended on the descriptions of Gnostic groups offered by 

writers in the second and third centuries CE and presupposed a late date for 
the Epistle's composition.216 

There is very little doubt that the author of 1 John was concerned 

about certain matters ethical and theological, but whether his concern arose 

in response to danger or whether one should seek the object of his concem as 

214 Judith M. Lieu, "Authorily to Become Children of God: A Sludy of 1 John," 212. 

215 Tbe discovery of the Nag Hammadi documents in 1945 has grcally enrichcd our 
knowledge oC the movement and its conceptual structures (J. M. Robinson, The NU 
Hammadi LibraO', ed. [New York:Harper and Row, Publishers, 1977». Elaine Pagcl's 
monogragh has shown the extent to which the Gnostics made use of the FG (Elaine Pagels, 
The lobannine Gospel in Gnpstic Exceesis). 

216 Irenaeus mentions the Cbristology of Cerinlhus in Adv. haer. 1 26, 1; III 3, 4. Cerinlhus 
has been most widely identific:d as the likely opponcnt in 1 John. A. E. Brookc understands 
the teaching of the enemies rcflected in 1 John to he Docetic bul similar 10 that oC Cerinthus 
(The Johannine Epistles, xxxviü-lii). Bultmann suggests cither Cerinthianism or Docctism 
(The Jobannine Epistles, 44). R. Schnackenburg denies any reference to Cerinthus and uses 
the lerm 'Docetism' with caution (Die JohannesbrieCe, 15 - 23). Klaus Wengst holds that the 
"Verfasser des 1 Job nicht nur gegen eine Front kàmpft, wie heule l.l11gemein angenommen 
wird" and thalthe primary opponent is Cerinthus (Hiiresie und Orthodoxie im Spic"el des 
ersten Johannesbriefes [Gerd Mohn: Gutersloher Verlaghaus, 1976) 24 - 38). Klaus Wengst, 
"Probleme der Johannesbriefe," Aufstiee und Nieder"an~ der ROmischen Welt, 1125.2 
[Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1988] 3753.3772). Johannes Deutler, "Die 
Johannesbriefe in der neueslen Literatur (1978 - 1985)" 1125.2 [Berlin/New York: Walter de 
Gruyter, 198813773 - 3790). Generally, the following passages arc adduccd as cvidencc for 
describing Docetic Christology: Jerome, Dial. adv. Lucifer, secl. 23; Ignatius, Ad Trall., 9,10, 
Ad Smym., 2, Ad Ephes., 7; Polycarp, Ad Phil., e. 7; Eusebius H. E. 3.28 records the encounter 
betwcen lhe Apostle John and Cerinthus in an Ephesian bath bouse. 
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residing in a specifie community assailed by various opponents who 
threatened the ethical and theological outlook of its members, is open to re­
assessment. It simply cannot be known with any certainty who the author 
was, the circumstances under which he wrote and to whom. The work is 
anonymous and rcmains opaque historically despite the persistent probing of 
New Testament exegetes. Because it is anonymous and universal in outlook, 
it would seem profitable to attempt seeking the meaning of the text in ways 
other than by elaborating the historical cÏrcumstances of its composition. 
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CHAPTERTHREE 

RECONCElVING 'TEXT' AS SPEECH ACTS 

A. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of the previous chapter was to examine the 

interpretative results obtained by a method which viewed the passages as 

part of a cultural document and artifact understood within the temporally 
Iimited context of its origins. In such a view, the meaning of the passages was 

Iimited to the nexus of 1 John's historical relationships, viz., to those 

meanings that the respective approach was designed to recover. The insights 

gained by such an approach are therefore likely to be limited, as indeed 
demonstrated by the foregoing analysis. For this reason and a variety of 

others, a number of New Testament scholars have voiced the opinion that 

the historical approach that has dominated the New Testament critical 
enterprise for the past 150 years is no longer completely satisfying.1 E. S. 

Fiorenza, for example, has remarked that in the past ten to fifteen years New 
Testament scholars have sought to balance the predominantly historical 

1 The literature produced in this field is enormous. The following arc a select sam pie of the 
application of literary criticism to the New Testament. E. V. McKnight, The Bible and the 
Reader: An Introduction to LiteraO' Criticis.n, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985). Norman 
R. Petersen, Literan' Criticism for New Testament Critics, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1978). William A. Beardslee, LiteraO' Criticism of the New Testamenl, (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1969). L. J. White, "Historical and Literary Criticism: A Thcological 
Response," Biblical TheoloKY Bulletin 13 (1983) 28-31. A number of literary approaches have 
been applied. See for example, R. A. Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel. A Studv in 
Literan' Desipt, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983). Daniel Patte, "Speech Act Theory and 
Biblical Exegesis,"~, cd. by Hugh C. White 41 (1988) 85-102. G. R. O'Day, "Narrative 
Mode and Theological Claim: A Study in the Fourth Gospel," Journal of Bibliçal Literature 
105 (1986) 652-673. Leland Ryken, "Literary Crilicism and the Bible: Some Fallacies," in 
Literan' Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, cd. by K. R. R. Gros Louis, J. S. Ackerman, and 
T. S. Warshaw (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974) 24-40. Timothy Polk, The Prophetie 
Persona (Sheffield, England: JSOT, 1984); Jeffrey Lloyd Staley, The Print's First Kiss: A 
Rhetorical Investiption of the lmplied Reader in the Fourth Gospel, (Atlanta, Georgia: 
Scholars Press, 1985), E. V. McKnight, cd., "Reader Perspectives on the New Te!itamenl," 
~ 48 (1989). Hugh C. White, ed., ·Speech Act Theory and BiblicaJ Crilicisr.n,· ~ 41 
(1988). 
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orientation of research with the methodological insights derived from 

various schools of literary criticism.2 Thus, the potential contribution of 
literary theories to the interpretation of texts, and for providing solutions to 
old and perplexing problems found within certain biblical texts have received 

more attention today than in the past.3 

The purpose of the present study is to develop a speech-act rnethod 
of analysis that would help overcome the limitations of an historical-critical 

method. Of particular interest to the present study is the question of the 

function of language in written discourse. Practitioners of the historical 
critical method tend to view the way language functions in a text frorn a 

particular perspective. As was pointed out in chapter two, the language of 
the text is thought to signify the intentions of the author (sender), and to 
refer to its enabling conditions whether real or hypothetical. Its literary 

devices and special figures of speech, though noted and frequently expanded 
upon, take a secondary place to the prirnary task of explicating and clarifying 
the text in terrns of supposed antecedents in its real world.4 It is assumed 

that because allliterary discourse arises out of and addresses particular 

situations, that context must of necessity be known in order to understand the 

true thrust of the author and the meaning of the text. In the case of 1 John, 

the situation was assumed by many to be a crisis in the context of the 
Johannine community, and for exegetes that crisis not only became part of 

the supposed background but also the principal subject matter to be 

addressed. It is thought that since the meaning of the book is bound up with 
the circumstances of its production, "sorne attempt must be made to 

2 E.S. Fiorenza, "Rhetorical Situation and Historical Reconstruction in 1 Corinthians," New 
Testament Studies 33 (1987) 386 - 403. For a sustained critique of historical criticism and its 
results, and for an insightful anaJysis of the 'rules' that apply to historical criticism and tbe 
'meaning' it is designed to recover, and the 'rules' tbal apply to reader-response criticism and 
the meaning it is designed to recover, see E. V. McKnight, Post-Modern use of the Bible. The 
Emer&ence of Reader-Oriented Crilicism, 48-85. 

3 Sec the recent survey by William A. Beardslee, "Recent Literary Criticism," in The New 
Testament and its Modern Interpreters, 175-198. 

4 See for example, Edgar V. McKnight, Meanin& ln Texts: The Historical Shapin& of 
Narrative Hermeneutics (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978). 
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reconstruct it if 1 John is to be understood."5 The assumption therefore 
transfers the search for meaning to the Sitz im Leben of the text's historical 

production. Martin J. Buss writes that "the se concerns can be, and to a large 
extent have been, pursued on the assumption that writing [speech] is a 
reflection of the author or of the referent, so that the primary aim of textual 

analysis is to reconstruct either the thought of the author or the reality to 
which the text, more or less accurately, refers."6 The language of the text is 
perceived either to represent the views of the author, or to represent the 

world behind the text which gave rise to it.7 Hans Frei writes that 
"the historian of the Biblical text is interested in that to which the 
text refers or the conditions that substitute for such a reference. In 
short, he is interested not in the text as such but in sorne 
reconstructive context to which the text 'really' refers and renders it 
intelligible ... and where the clue to rneaning then is no longer the 
text itself but its reconstruction from its context, intenlional or 
cultural, or else its aid in reconstructing that context, which in 
circular fashion then serves to explain the text itself."8 

5 J. Painter, "Th,. Opponents in 1 John," 50. 

6 Martin J. Buss, "Potential and Actuallnteractions bctween Speech Act Theory and Hiblical 
Studies," ~ 4' (1988) 125 (italics mine). 

7 See for example Hans Frei's The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Ei"hteenlh and 
Nineteenth Centul)' Hermeneutics, (New Haven Conn: Yale University Press, 1974) 256, 244, 
263. Students of Biblical hermeneutics are deeply indebled to Frei for his masterful 
reconstruction of the fate of what he caUs the 'realistic' reading of the Bible. He documents 
the shift from a precritical consensus in which the literai meaning of the books of Genesis and 
Exodus in the Old Testament, and the synoplics in the New Testament was taken to bc none 
other than their true historical meaning. With lhe advent and inOuence of deism, historical 
criticism of the Bible, and Hume's explication of the nature of historical daims, the veracity of 
the texts was called into question. Frei suggests that the combination of these intluential 
movements had the result or saddling Biblical hermeneutics with the troublesome problem of 
the distinction between the meaning of the lexl (what it says), and its referent (what il is 
about). Frei then goes on to ;:hronicle the various aUempts which have been made to bridge 
this dichotomy between meaning and reference: the literalistic reading of fundamentalism (the 
text gives an accurate account of what happened); the mythological interpretation of D.F. 
Strauss (the text points toward a mythic consciousness and is set in sacred archetypes), and the 
rationalistic interpretation of Kant (the text reveals the universal process of turning from 
bondage to moral freedom). 

8 Ibid., 135, 160. Bernard C. Lategan writes, "the historical approach wilh ail ils variations was 
mainly interested in the source and circumstances of origin, believing that these aspects hold 
the key to the understanding of the text" ("Reference: Reception, Rcdescription, Reality," Text 
and Reality: Aspects of Reference in Bibliçal Texts [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985) 67-8). 
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Language in this view is seen primarily to he discursive or 
propositional.9 The language of the text is regarded as signifying ide as and 
facts that were peculiar to the world and time of its authorship, and its truth 
and meaning can only be established through re-establishing the connection 
between the language of the text and those referents. IO A C. Thiselton has 
remarked that he rein lies the assumption "that the basic kind of language use 
to be investigated .. .is the declarative proposition or statement."ll The 
exegetical implication of such referentialism and propositionalism "is a 
persistent pre-occupation with descriptive assertions or 'propositions' which 
tend to flatten out other language uses, reducing it aIl to the level of 
discursive units of information."12 While sorne language is proposition al and 
"referential insofar as it refers to a particular state of affairs, to insist 
however, that true knowledge can be conveyed only in propositions is to 
place a straight jacket on language.tl13 

Such straight jacketing is evident in the community-analysis approach 
proposed by Brown. While he deals seriously with the meaning of the text, 
the community analysis approach represents but one example of how an 
historical interest coupled with viewing the language of the text as a primary 
source for the historical situation it presupposes bas dominated the analysis 
of 1 John.14 R. A. Culpepper maintains that "in the majority of studies John's 

9 The 'proposition' is tbought to be a definitive characteristic of ail discourse wherein the 
proposition Ois a picture of reality, that is, a description of some possible state of affairs· (J. B. 
Thompson, Critical Hermeneutics: A Study in the ThouWt of Paul Ricoeur and JÜrGn 
Habermas [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981J 15. 

10 Hugh C. White, "The Value of Speech Act Theory for Old Testament Hermeneutics," 50. 

11 A. C. Thiselton, "Semantics and New Testament Interpretation,· in New Testament 
Interpretation: Essays on Principles and Methods, ed. by I. H. Marshall (Exeter:Paterooster, 
1977) 76. 

12 A. C. Thiselton, "Semantics and New Testament Interpretation," 76, 79. 

13 B. J. Walsh, "Anthony Thisellon's Contribution to Biblical Hermeneutics," Christian 
Scholars Reyiew 14/3 (1985) 225-6. 

14 See R. E. Brown, The CQmmunity of the Beloved Disciple, 93-144. 
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Gospel and the Epistles have been used as a source for evidence of the 

process by which it was composed, the theology of the author [evangelist), or 
the character and circumstances of the Johannine Community."15 Another 

example of exegesis which tends to flatten out other language uses is seen in 
those studies which attempt to reconstruct the views of the opponents,16 or 
those which try to reconstruct the development of a "Johannine Christianity" 
by describing the course of the book's formation via the perceived 
development of the author's theology or of the group of which he was a 

part.17 Timothy Polk has written that the "hermeneutical bias of the 

approach is to treat the langua[,e of the text and it.~ inherent meaning as 
reference, and to read any given passage primarily in terms of its historical 

referentiality, whether by asking what it tells us historically about the author, 

his school or cornrnunity, or by asking where the passage fits in the 
chronological and sociological scheme of its composition."IS 

The metaphor of 'window' is frequently utilized to describe how the 

language of the text functions in its denotative aspect.19 The text of 1 John 
provides a "window of opportunity" through "which the critic can catch 

'glimpses' of the history of the Johannine Community."20 An approach 

15 R. A. Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, 3. 

16 John Painter, "Tbe 'Opponents' in 1 Jobn," 48-71. 

17 Rudolf Schnackenburg has a section in his commentary entitled, "Iiterary Criticism of the 
Gospel of St. John". He, however, is primarily concerned with the data which indicate a 
complex composition history involving the author, sources, rearrangemcnts and displacements, 
and redaction (The Gospel Accordin!: to St. John, 44-58). 

18 Timothy Polk, The Prophetic Persona: Jcremiah and the Lan!:ua!:e of the Self, JSOT 32 
(Sheffield, England: JSOT Press, 1984) 46 (italics mine). This tendency to confuse the world 
of the text with the real world has been labelled I,y Umberto Eco as the "refercntial fallacy" lA 
TheoO' ofSemiotics (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1976) 58-(6). 

19 The metaphors of 'window' and 'mirror' come from Murray Kricgcr, A WindQw to 
Criticism [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964}3-4) as cited by Norman R. Pctersen, 
LiteraO' Criticism for New Testament Critics, 19,20-21. See also M. H. Abrams, The Mirror 
and the Lamp. Romantiç Theory and the Critical Tradition (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1953). 

20 R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, 3. 
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dominated by historical concems, writes N. Petersen, remains "bound to the 
genetic sequence of stages in textual formation by construing texts as 
windows opening on the preliterary history of their parts .... "21 If, however, 
the so-called 'windo\\' of language' is historically opaque because of the text's 
anonymity or because the author has apparently failed to clarify what he 
meant, it becomes increasingly diffic:ult to establish the antecedent meaning 
of the text without recourse to complex hypothetical reconstructions of the 
historical situation.22 

Recently there has been a considerable redirection of attention 
towards viewing the text as a function of language and the effect 'the text as it 
stands' has on the reader.23 Language and its use in both spoken and 
written discourse is "one way among Many through which human beings 
produce meaning, communicate, and exist in a meaningful universe."24 
While it has been known that it is impossible to have human life without 
language (because communication and perception in both spoken and 
written discourse function within the framework of Iinguistically explained 
concepts), a renewed appreciation of the dialectical relationship between the 
writing subject and language has had a radical impact on how texts are 

21 N. Petersen, Literary Criticism for New Testament Crities, 19. 

22 J. Terence ForesteU in bis review of R. E. Brown's The Epistles of John points to the 
hypothetical character of the historical situation he envisions being addressed (The Catholic 
Biblical Ouarterly 45 (1983) 679-81). See also Bernard C. Lategan, "Sorne Unresolved 
Methodological Issues in New Testament Hermeneutics," in TeXl and Reality: Aspects of 
Reference in Bibliçal Texts, ed. by Bernard C. Lategan and Willem S. Vorster (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1985) 3-25. W. S. Vorster, "Meaning and Reference: The Parables of Jesus in 
Mark 4," in Text and Reality: Aspects of Reference in Biblical Texts, ed. by Bernard C. 
Lategan and Willem S. Vorster (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985) 27-65. 

23 Literary cnties in the late 70s coined the term 'reader response criticism'. Sorne general 
studies in the field are the foUowing: 1 ane B. Tompkins, ed., Reader Response Criticism: 
From Formalism to Post-Structurali~m, (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 
1980); Steven Mailloux, Interpre'ive Conventions; The Reader in the S'udy of Amcriçan 
Fiction. (Ithica, New York: CorneU University Press, 1982); Other more specialized studies 
are: Roger Fowler, "Who is the Reader of Mark's Gospel," in SBL Seminar Papers (Chico, 
CaliCornia: Scholars Press, 1983) 31-53; Jack Dean Kingsbury, "Reflcctions on 'The Reader' in 
Matthew's Gospel," New Testament Studies, 34 (July, 1988) 442-460. 

24 D. Patte, "Applications of Speech Act Theory," ~ 41 (1988) 89. 
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viewed. The insight de-emphasizes the need to discover the historical 
antecedents of the 'text's' production, and rathcr. it emphasizes perceiving 
'texts' as representative of one aspect of embodied communication.2S 

Viewing language as a practical medium through which humanity 

participates in the world, including the creating and receiviflg of written 
discourse, has had a profound effect in the way texts are perceived and what 
they are able 'to give up' in terms of meaning. It has also led to establishing 

a connection between linguistic activity (speech) and the 'text' as written 
discourse.26 Text as written dircourse refers both to the act of writing and to 
what has been written or inscribed, and therefore, 'text' May be understood 
as a communicative event or act between the writer and his audience. This 
effects a shift away from primarily stressing language in its referential 
fonction and the clues it May contain historically, to looking "at the language 
of the text for what it says in itself by means of the patterning or shaping - the 
informing - of its content, and as a means to affect audiences."27 By taking the 
over-all shape and pattern of the text to be2B more than a Mere artifact and 

2S Martin J. Boss, "Potential and Actual Interactions hetween Speech Act Theory and Biblical 
Stuelies," Semeia 41 (1988) 126. 

26 ln no way do 1 intend to reduce the phenomena of language to a series of simple formulae. 
While positivistic accounts have not given sufficient attention to the place of language in social 
Iife, post· Wittgenstinians have been accused of over-emphasizing the role of langunge as a 
constituent of sociallife. See J.B. Thompson's CriticaJ Hermeneutics: A Study in the thouWt 
of Paul Ricoeur and JÜraen Habermas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981) 1-6. 1 
realize that language is not the only modality of sociallife. For the purposes of this 
dissertation, however, 1 shall view language as socio-communicative event and therefore 
constituent of social reality where written texts are but one example of a specialized form of 
socio-communicative interaction. 

27 As wriUen by Dan O. Via in his forward to N. R. Petersen's Literar.,y Criticism for New 
Testament Critiçs, 5 (italics mine). See also, M. L. Pratt, Toward a Speech Act Theor;y of 
LiteratyDiscourse (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1977). 

28 It should he pointed out that notions of what constitutes the 'text' also vary. 'Text' in the 
Derridean sense reCers to the act of writing where at the root of the writing process is the 
primai encounter with language: 'text' is understood as the fmal objective product ever open to 
careful scrutiny and williog to yield its secrets: 'text' as an existential encounter between the 
word and the interpreter io das Sprachereipis, etc. See for example, Paul Ricoeur, "What is 
Text? Explanation and Understanding," in "ermeneutics and the "uman Sciences, ed., John 
B. Thompson (New York: Cambridge University Press. 1981) 145- 164. 
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by reconceiving the text as an act of communication between a writer and an 
audience with "meaning effect," one effectuates a significant shift towards 
perceiving text as "speech acts." J. T. Kearns argues that because 'texts' are 
the product of the roles of language that make up the constituent-linguistic 
reality of both written and spoken discourse, written texts are speech-acts.29 

In his discussion of language as one medium through which human beings 
produce meaning in both spoken and written discourse, and of the 
application of speech act theory tn Biblical texts, Patte writes bluntly that 
"texts are to be viewed as speech act". "30 Ricouer suggests that the text, once 
inscripturated, becomes autonomous and remains so both in regard to the 
author and the audience. He defines 'text' as ''written discourse,"31 or as 
something said to someone about something. Though it is "discourse fixed in 
writing,"32 he insists that the text assumes a life of its own and thereby 
formalizes and intensifies the characteristics which it displays in speaking.33 

Both spoken and written discourse are products of a creative dialectical 
interaction between the subject and its language milieu. In such a view, the 
language of the text is more than the sum t:>tal of its enabling conditions but is 

29 1. T. Kearns in bis assessment of 'text' argues that wriUen texts are speech acts - that 
sentences within are speech acts, including the person writing a letter and the person writing a 
book (Usin, Lanpue: The Structure of Speech Acts [Albany, New York: State University of 
New York Press, 1984) 45-49. 

30 Daniel Patte, "Applications of Speech Act Theory," 89. 

31 Paul Ricoeur, "The Model of the Text: Meaningful Action considered as Text," in 
Hermeneuties and Human Sciences, ed., and trans., by lohn B. Thompson (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Pres~, 1981) 2Olff. The acts of inscripturation effectively distance the 
text from the circumstances of speech. Ricouer encapsulates the characteristics in the key 
notion of distanciation. These are divided in four principle forms: (a) the surpassing of the 
event of saying by the meaning of what is said; (b) the relation between the inscribed 
expression and the original speaker; (c) the relation between the inscribed expression and the 
original audience; (e) the emancipation of the text from the limits of ostensive rererence. 

32 Paul Ricoeur, "ermeneuties and Human Sciences, 145. 

33 Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation TheOl'.)'! Discourse and the Surplus of Meanine (Fort Worth: 
Texas Christian University Press, 1976) 30. Ricoeur is attempting to explain that when the 
text is exteriorized in the act of writing, it becomes semantically autonomous. Thal is, lhe 
specific connection of speech with a hearer is lost, whereas the audience of a wriUen text is 
potentiaUy universal. The implications of textual autonomy is that what the text means now 
matters more than what the author may have meant when he wrote the text. 
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a communicative act where its various features serve to create affective 
patterns of meaning on both author and reader. 

The clearer connection that this approach establishes between text 
and the nature of language has led New Testament scholars to focus on the 
Biblical text from the perspective of text as language.34 A variety of 
theoreticalli terary constructs exist which aid in the analysis of the text itself in 
terms of its over-all pattern of meaning and effect.35 For the purpose of this 
study, the attempt to understand the text as language encapsulating a 
communicative event will take shape through a careful developrnent and 
adaptation of sorne of the princip les that speech-act theorists have provided. 
1 would like to propose that a modified version of J. L. Austin's speech-act 
theory wiU help establish the 'meaning' of the passages in 1 John without that 
'rneaning' being subject to the! constraints of an historically assured 
minimum. Increasingly in the last decade it has been pointed out that 
speech-act theory offers exciting new possibilities for the study of language 
and literature "and might include satisfying new approaches to old and 

perplexing problems."36 Only recently, several contributors have offered a 
number of programmatic essays dedicated to the discussion and application 
of speech act theory to biblical criticism.37 Hugh C. White, in particular, has 
pointed out that "speech act theory has opened the possibility of a functional 

34 R. C. CuUey, "Exploring New Directions," in The Hebrew Bible and its Modern 
Interpreters, ed., by Douglas A. Knight and Gene M. Tucker (Philadelphia. Pennsylvania: 
Fortress Press, 1987) 168. 

3S M. Sternberg, The Poetiçs of Biblical Narrative: IdealQ&Ïcal Literature and the Drama of 
Readin& (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986) 15. Sternberg discusses atlength a 
distinction he makes between "historically oriented analysis" and "discourse oriented analysis." 
While the exegete and interpreter of the texl cannot neglect the questions of authorship, date 
of composition, the cultural milieu, the theology, and the language systems within which a 
particular texl was composed and found expression, neither can the 'texl' itself be neglected in 
this reconstructive activity. He has suggested that "discourse oriented analysis" sets out to 
understand not the realities behind the texl but the len ilself as a pattern of meaning and 
effect. 

36 Susan S. Lanser, The Narrative Act: Point of View in Prose Fiction (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1981) 283. 

37 Hugh C. White, cd., "Speech Act Theory and Biblical Criticism," Semeia 41 (1988) 1- 178 . 
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approach to language less encumbered with ontological presuppositions 
which tie the meaning of the text to the social and historical conditions of its 

production."38 Various aspects of Austin's theory will be developed and 
tested in this study in the context of 1 John to discern how the language of a 
series of troublesome passages might function. It is hoped that such an 

analysis might cast new light on the character of the writing itself. The 
methodological development of a speech act exegesis will remain strictly 
witbin the confines of Austin's speech-act theory, but 1 shaH expand it as 
necessary to include the notion of the constituting character of the act of 
writing (Derrida) and ta incorporate the self-involving nature of certain types 
of speech acts (Evans).39 

B: SPEECH ACT THEORY 

l.1 L.AUSTIN: 

The stress on the diverse and active character of language found its 

expression in the work of J. L. Austin. In How to do Thinis with Words, he 

38 This pertains to the notion that words m~an what they refer to, i.e., the language the writer 
employs points to the circumstances tbat occadoned its production (Hugh C. White, 
"Introduction: Speech Act Theory and Literary Criticism," Semeia, ed. by Hugh C. White, 41 
[1988] 2). Martin J. Buss observes tbat textual analysis bas been pursued on the assumption 
tbat "writing (speech) is a reflection of tbe referent, so tbat the primary aim of textual analysis 
is to reconstruct the reality to which the text ... refers" ("Potential and Actual Interactions 
Between Speecb Act Theory and Biblical Studies,· Semeia, ed. by H. C. White, 41 [1988) 125). 

39 J. L. Austin, How to do thin&S witb Words, ed. by J. O. Urmson and Marina Sbisà (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 19(2). The insights of Austin have been instrumental in tbe 
attempt to solve some of the larger questions raised by literary theorists. For example, literary 
scholars have emphasized different aspects of Austin's thought in an attempt to differentiale 
literature from non-literature, to distinguish serious discourse from a work of fiction, and to 
deal with the referential status of iUocutionary force of discourse, where iIIocutionary force of 
an utterance is not bound to the circumstances of its utterance in the same way that natural 
communication is bound. See also Michael Hancher, "Beyond a Speech-Act Theory of 
Literary Discourse," Modern LanauaKe Notes 82 (1977) 1081-1098. Richard Ohmann, "Speech 
Acts and the Definition of Literature," PhiIoSQphy and Rh(~ 4 (1971) 1-19. Moreover, 
Austin's tbeories were further developed by a number of Biblica1 scholars who then 
subsequentlyapplied them to portions of the Biblica1 text. Sec, for example, Donald D. Evar.s, 
The LoKic of Self-Involveme'1j: (New York, New York: Herder and Herder, 19(9). Timothy 
Polk, The Prophetie Persona: Jeremiah and the LaDiruaKc of the Self. Hugh C. White, cd., 
"Speech Act Theory and Literary Criticism,· 1-24 . 
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pointed to a type of language use which had been Jargely ignored by 
philosophers. Highly critical of the traditional philosophical preoccupation 
with the descriptive function of langu~ge, he focused his attention on the 
muItiplicity of functions that language performed. In order to develop a 
comprehensive theory of language and its multiple functions, Austin 
introduced the concept of speech act. A speech act was an utterance that did 
something rather than merely said something. To aid the analysis of a speech 
act and what it did Austin divided it into three constituent elements, the 
locutionary act, the illocutionary act, and the perlocutionary act. The 
locutionary act is the act of saying something, the illocutionary act is the act 
in saying something, and the perlocutionary act is the act performed by saying 
something.40 According to Austin aIl utterances were the product of an 
illocutionary act, that is, "the performance of an act in saying something as 
opposed to the performance of an act of saying sornething".41 Austin also 
noted that the varying functions that language was able to perform were due 
in part to a variety of speech acts in which the utterer could engage. These 
different functions or speech acts came under what he designated as 
illocutionary force.42 The illocutionary force of a speech act represented the 
attempt on the part of the writer to accornplish sorne purpose, such as, 
promising, inforrning, warning, putting forward as hypothesis, arguing, 
predicting, etc. For instance, the statcment, "if anyone were to say that we 
do not have sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us" (1:8), can be 
uttered as a warning, prediction, or an hypothetical remark, that is, as 
different speech acts with different illocutionary forces. Furthermore, the 
attempt to accornplish sorne purpose in a speech act May also have a result. 
This Austin designated as the perlocutionary force. A speech act with the 
illocutionary force of a warning, e.g., "get out of the building," may effect a 
response of alarrn. The perlocutionary force of a speech act referred to the 
production of consequential effects on feelings, thoughts, or actions of the 

40 J. L. Austin, How to do tbings with Words, 109. 

41 Ibid., 99 - 100. Austin coined the term 'illocutionary'. 

42 Ibid., 100. 

95 



-..,. 

.r 

RECONCElVING ITEXT' AS SPEECH ACTS 

readers. Austin suggested that it "may be do ne with design, intention, or 
purpose of producing them" .43 

For instance, the following statement, "It's cold in here," is an 
utterance act which corresponds to the locutionary act, that is, the a,t of 
saying something (structured linguistic units: words, phrases, sentences, etc.) 
Depending on the context, the utterance, "It's cold in here," might however 
be construed as a statement, a command, a warning, or a promise, that is, the 
act in saying something, namely the force of the illocutionary act with any 
one of the following assumptions: (a) that 1 am simply making a statement 
(b) that 1 am making a request which implies that he should do something (c) 
that i am threatening him with sorne unspoken consequences if he does not 
do something about it (d) that 1 am expressing an intended willful act of my 
own, e.g., to close the window (e) that 1 am requesting information. The 
assertion, "I1's cold in here," May also be a perlocutionary act, namely, the 
speech act that aims at effect (persuade, convince, frighten, enlighten, etc.). 

In his analysis of language Austin discovered that various 
expressions, when uttered, do something and therefore are not used merely to 
report or to describe a state of affairs. Various utterances did not so much 
describe anything, he maintained, as form "a part of doing an action."44 
Based on this fundamental observation Austin concluded that alllinguistic 
sequences, rather than describing actions, were themselves action.45 The 
ideal example of this characteristic for him was the promise. For example, "1 
do" uttered in the context of a marriage ceremony, was not reporting or 

describing the ceremony but actually participating in it. It was not merely an 

outer expression of an inner spiritual reality, but rather in its very utterance 

43 Ibid., 100 - 108. 

44 J. L. Austin, How to do Thines With Words, 5. 

4S J. L. Austin, How to do Thinas With Words, 12. Sec also Daniel Patte, "Speech Act Thcory 
and Biblical Exegesis: Semeia, ed. by Hugh C. White, 41 (1988) 85-102. 
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an occurrence occurred which coincided with the act.46 In saying "1 do" the 
person is doing something, namely, marrying, "rather than reporting 
something, namely, that the person is marrying".47 Other examples of such 
words were testify, conjecture, declare my intention, stale, maintain, daim, 
postulale, etc., ail ofwhich, suggested Austin, coincided with the act.48 While 
still entailing some sort of historical state of affairs, the "validity of the 
utterance, however, did not depend on its legitimate reference to a non­
verbalobject )r state."49 It is true that each of the words entails different 

kinds of acts so that the identification of the type of act performed, or the 
kind of language game being played is indispensable to an adequate 
hermeneutic. For example, "1 do" means one thing at a wedding, another at a 
baptism and quite another when a policeman says, "Who owns this car?". 
TInee different kinds of games are being played by means of a single speech 
act, viz., legal, religious, and ethical, respectively. Later in this study we will 
examine the possibility that the writer of 1 John perhaps engages in a series 
of speech acts in the context of the language game of confession, which May 
explain the writing's apparently polemicallanguage and obscure theological 

expreSSiOns. 

White Austin bcgan his discussion of language in iight of a 
distinction between what he called the 'constative', that is, descriptive 
statements whose primary business was to refer, describe and state, and 
'performative', that is, statements which in their utterance did something 
rather than mereJy said something, he concludeà by rejecting this 

46 J. L. Austin, "Performative Ulterances," in The PhiloSQphy of Lanpw, ed. by A. P. 
Martinich (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985) 115 - 124. 

47 Ibid., 116. 

48 Ibid., 162 - 163. 

49 So Hugh C. White, "Introduction: Speech Act Theory and Literary Criticism,· 2. See also J. 
L. Austin, "Performative Ullerances," 117. 
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distinction.5O Austin adm.itted that constatives we:e accountable to the real 
or objective world, but he concluded in his book that constatives were also 

"doings," and that "what we have to study is not the sentence" in its pure 

unattached form but the "issuing of an utterance in a situation by a human 
being."51 The constative actually communicated effectively only when the 
force of the utterance was made clear. For example, the exclamation "Fire!" 
could be taken to Mean; "Quick, get out of the building!"; "CaU the fire 

department"; "Fire them one and ail"; "Fire the clay pots in the kiln"; "Shoot 
your guns!" etc. For Austin, aU description was performance because all 

description was perspectival and therefore 'forme d' or 'performed' that which 

was described. How the exclamation was to be taken was determined by the 
particular sp,,:ech act used in its utterance. Description was always active, 

never passive; always constructive in being descriptive and therefore 
performative. As Austin was later to define c1early, utterances are 
appropriate or illappropriate relative to the conditions of the uUerance rather 

than true or lalse in relation to a reality that underlies aIl conditions.52 

Performative language, he said, was related to these conditions of 

appropriateness and inappropriateness where the circumstance of the 

utterance made clear whether it had been successfully performed. In the 
utterance of something, certain conditions must be true in order for a 

performative to be successful. 

The concept of role occupied a significant place in Austins's writings 

about speech acts. Austin, for example, distinguished between two 

50 According to the rules of analytic philosophy, the question "was it truc or false" was applicd 
to constatives by analytic philosophers. The acts of referring, describinê:" and stating were 
determined to he true or false on the basis of how accurately they rcpresenled the realily 
which underlay the conditions of their uUerance. The categories of 'true' or 'false' were 
understood to he absolute judgments, made independently of any particular circumstancc. 
Austin rejected the 'true' and 'false' categories as applied to the constative in favour of the 
categories of 'felicity' and 'infelicity', which determined whether constatives were appropriate 
or inappropriate relative to the conditions of lheir uUerance. Sec, Austin, How to do Thin~ 
with Words, 12-24; 133-147. 

51 J. L. Austin, How lo do Thin&S Wilh Words, 138. 

52 Ibid.,25-38. Stanley Fish, Is There a TeXl in ihis Class? (Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1980) 198. 
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fundamental categories of rules under the general condition which he termed 
the doctrine of the infelicities.53 The truth of an iIIocutionary act was more 
"dependent upon the presence of certain conditions in the social context of 
its utterance."54 In place of what he called the 'fetish' of the true/false 
dichotomy central to the verification principle, Austin therefore spoke of 
contextual felicity conditions. 55 The condition of infelicity referred to the 
possibility of things that could go wrong on the occasion of an utterance. 
Austin spoke of rules whose violation resulted in "misfires," that is, failure to 
come off at ail, and rules, the violation ofwhich led ooly to "abuses,"S6 that is, 
sorne possible uncertainty regarding their meaning or effect.57 In his article, 
"Performative Utterances," Austin made the point that performative 
utterances are neither true nor false, but may fail to come off in special ways, 
i.e., the various ways in which these utterances may be unsatisfactory. He 
calls this condition an infelicity, i.e., the utterance is unhappy - if certain 
rules, transparently simple rules, are broken. Austin then isolated two mies: 
one, that the convention invoked must exist and be accepted, and two, that the 
circumstances in which we purport to invoke this procedure must be 
appropriate for its invocation. 58 Austin defined convention "as the existence 
of an accepted conventional procedure having a certain effect, that 
procedure to include the uttering of certain words by certain persons in 

S3 J. L. Austin, How to do ThiniS With Words, 14. 

54 Hugh C. White, "Introduction: Speech Act Theory and Literary Criticism," 3. See J. L. 
Austin, "Performative Ulterances," 122-24. Austin writes "the performative is 'happy or 
'unhappy as oppo"ed to 'true' or 'false'" (How to do Thines With Words, 133). 

SS Ibid., 12-24. See also, Hugh C. White, "Introduction: Speech Act Tbeory and Literary 
Criticism," 3. 

56 J. L. Austin lists a series of faiJures which are the result of performative speech acts baving 
gone wrong; e.g., misftre - is an act purported but void - ullering "1 do" wben a1ready married; 
ins;ncerity - is an act purported but insincere - uttering ·1 congratulate you· when not believing 
the credit was due; abuse - is an act purported but hoUow - ullering "1 promise that •. : wbich 
commits the speaker to a future course of action he has no intention of keeping ("Performative 
Utterances,· in The Philosophy of Lan&uaee, 115 - 123). 

S7 J. L. Austin, How to do Thines With Words, 14, 16. 

S8 See, ·Performative Utteranccs; 115-124. See also, How to do Thines with Words, 26-34. 
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circumstances appropriate for the invocation of the particular procedure 

invoked."59 And, circumstance was defined as a situation where the 
"circumstances in a given case must be appropriate for the invocation of the 
particular procedure invoke.d."60 With these concepts defined and in place, 

Austin was no longer forced to seek the meaning of an utterance through its 
correspondence to nonverbal objects. 

The performance of a speech act must conform to particular 
circumstances and convention in order to be happy. For example, no existing 
accepted convention wou Id permit uttering "I do" when already married 

except perhaps where polygamy was allowed. Similarly, anyone who declares 

EV 't&: ",rd €'(lJ.l (2:9) while hating his brother cannot succeed in convincing 
his hearers, because there is no established convention which would permit 

such a daim to be successful. The avowal "1 am in the Iight, but 1 hate my 

brother" would be successful, in Iight of Austin's theory, only if it could be 

dearly demonstrated that an appropriate convef!tion existed which would 

have permitted such a contradictory speech act. Moreover, a person's 
utterance of a marri age vo\\' is infelicitous if already married because a 

circumstance which would permit its felicitous utterance does not exist. 

Similarly, ta utter the daim, 01:l KOlVWVlaV ËXOIJ.€V ~1€1:' MoG (1 :6), would 
be învalidated if 'we' were found to be walking in the darkness.61 Therefore, 
as will be shown later, unless the appropriate drcumstance and conventions 

can be isolated in the Iiterature of the heretics and heresiologists where the 

invocation of such a procedure was accepted, it is unlikely that the opponents 

would have employed mutually conflicting 'slogans' or 'boasts' of the type 

recorded by the author.62 

S9 J. L. Austin, How to do ThiniS wilh Words, 14·15; 26. 

60 Ibid., 34. 

61 See chapter five, 149-164. 

62 Even though the development of thcse concepts diverged from the views of Wittgenstein, 
and though Many others since then have bcen critical of his Jistinctions, his acknowledgcmenl 
of tbe concept of rule accords weil witb the observation of the indispensable role of social 
convention (J. B. Thompson, Critical Hermeneutics, 21). 
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lL is truc that the marriage formula, with its precise social function 
and its complex conditions, is part of a clear social horizon which determines 
whether it has been successful in its uptake. The statements in 1 John, 
although arising from sorne social context, cannot be determined to be 
successful or unsuccessfu! on the basis of that social context. As will be 
shown later each of the so-called slogans in 1 John (1:6,8, 10; 2:4, 6, 9; 4:20) 
may perhaps be analyzed from the perspective of the mies of convention and 
appropriate circumstance without knowledge of the historical circumstance of 
their composition. Would a convention and an appropriate circumstance 
have existed that would have permitted the use of such a mutually 
contradictory slogan as ' ffiv €'(nwJ..L€v on KOlVWVUxV EXOIJ.€V J.L€'t' airroû 
Kat EV 't@ O'KO't€l n€PlRa't@J..L€V, \jJ€uô6J..L€9a leat ou nOlOÛlJ.fV 'ttlV cXÀi)9€Lav 
(1:6)? Is the utterance to be taken as a boast which is descriptive of the views 
of the opponents, and therefore exceptional, or is it to be taken as a homiletic 
device by which the author engages the audience, committing them to an 

ethical or theological stance common to them both? Is it a postulate that the 
author advances for argument's sake that is hypothetically subject to certain 
conditions in its utterance? Austin pointed out that the meaning of a 

descriptive statement depended upon the nature of the speech act which 
product!d it. In the case of the antithetical sayings of 1 John, isolating a 
potential speech act circumstance in the context of a rnticular language 
game may help determine whether they are to be taken literally as slogans or 
boasts referring to the opponents who produced them (the historical context), 
or hypothetically, as advancing propositions with significant religious and 
ethical implications (the immediate Iiterary context). 

Austin insisted that in the enactment of speech acts by invoking the 

proper procedures public1y known and agreed upon, the 'intentions' and 
'attitudes' are made available to everyone. Moreover, anyone who invokes 
these procedures also takes responsibility for having the intention because he 
knows that they will be recognized as such. Were it otherwise the 
consequences would be disastrous. For example, S. Fish states that were 
"intention solely a matter of disposition in relation to which words were 
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merely a report, then formulas like "1 am sorry" and "thank you" would not be 

accepted as expressions of regret and gratitude unless it were proven, by 
wme independent text, that the speakers were actually so disposed."63 

Indeed, the things which are done with words would never get done. 

Furthermore, if the actor were not responsible for the conventional acts 

performed, then everyone wou Id perpetually be at the mercy of those who 

make promises, or give pennission but have absolutely no intention of 

keeping them. In this instance, the things which are done with words would 

have no status in law.64 This point becomes especially important in the 

discussion about the self-involving character of certain types of religious 

speech acts and what they imply about the subject. 

C. ILL OC UTIONARY FORCE AND THE CONSTITUTIVE FUNCTION OF 
"RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE" 

While Austin's theory yields significant insights into the function of 

language to achieve sorne kind of effect upon audiences, it does not yield a 

speech act method of exegesis which would deal adequately with the particular 

passages in 1 John under consideration. The reason for this is that the speech 

acts in 1 John operate on a deeper constitutive level and go beyond the social 

contexts which remain the horizon for Austin. White S. Fish can interpret 

actions of the characters in Shakespeare's Coriolanus successfully using the 

constitutive rules governing the political process in that society, the rules 

governing the various speech acts evident in 1 John are not sufficient to get at 

what is going on in it.65 

In sorne narrative texts in which the subjects are given 

(e.g., Coriolanus), the governing semantic horizon is usually established by 

utilizing referentiallanguage in which the speech acts function on a social 

63 S. Fish, Is There a Text in this Class?, 204. 

64 Ibid., 204. 

65 Stanley Fish, "How to do things with Austin and Searle: Speech Act Thcory and Litcrary 
Criticism," in Is There a text in this Class? 197-245. 
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level and the conventions of illoC"lltionary force serve to establish relations 
between the subjects. In certain non-narrative texts, such as 1 John, non­
referential speech acts with varying illocutionary forces serve rather to 
constitute subjectivity, that is, the governing semantic horizon is determined 
by the self-involving character of the illocutionary force of the speech act. In 
texts where non-referential speech acts are predominant, the meaning of the 
passages escapes the closed system of conceptual semantics. Historical 
critical studies of 1 John, for example, have taken for granted that the 
semantic horizon of the text is to he located in the conflict between the 
author and his opponents. A mirror reading of certain texts provides 
evidence for reconstructing the supposed views of the opponents as expressed 
in their hoasts (1:6, 8, 10; 2: 4, 6, 9; 4:20), and in their denials (2:22, 23; 4:2, 3; 
5:6). If we accept the presupposition of the existence of opponents, then we 
may accept that the speech acts of the author as represented in the 
reformulated lapidary boasts of his opponents operate at a sociallevel which 
serve to define the relation between the autbor and bis opponents. This 
assumes of course that the hoasts represent the actual speech acts of the 
opponents. The author's writing then would be fundamentally description, 
interpretation, and analysis. If, however, one does not assume the opponent 
theory, then the semantic horizon of the text lies elsewhere. The illocutionary 
force of the speech acts in which our author engages lies at a deeper self­
involving level, where meaning points not so much to the reconstructed 
historical realities of the text, as to the illocutionary force of the word 
creating the subjectivity of the person of faith. As we shall attempt to 
demonstrate, 1 John seems to faU into this latter category. A method of 
speech act exegesis which would effectively analyze such a text must also take 
into account the self constituting character of the written word. Here 1 shaH 
consider briefly Derrida's debate with Austin and the work of Evans. 

1. J. DERRIDA 

Whereas Austin tends to posit a self outside of language, which in 
varying degrees, makes language subordinate to the intentionality of the 
subject, others seek to explore the various ways in which language functions 
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in the subject. Illocutionary force stems from the consti tutive function of 
language itself independent of either roles or intentionality. Such a view, 
particularly reflected in the work of Derrida, has necessitated opening the 
question of the relation of language to the subject. Derrida dealt with this 
relationship by locating the problem of the subject and language in the act of 
writing. Derrida's purpose, of course, was to overturn the speaking/writing 
polarity that privileged speech. He insisted that writing had been assigned an 
exterior, marginal place, and speaking had been more highly valued because 
of its immediate and more vital connection ''with the purity of thought in 
which the presence of being and truth become manifest."66 Derrida insisted 
that an erroneous privileging of speech's primacy and of its immediacy of 
revealed intention led to the fallacy of viewing inscription "as that which was 
lis] also most readily depictable." This ultimately led him to centre his attack 
upon writing as the communication of intended meaning, and to state that 
"writing, communication, if one insists upon maintaining the word, is not the 
means of transport of sense, the exchange of intentions and meanings, the 
discourse and communication of consciousness."67 Derrida overturned this 
logocentrism by elevating the denigrated pole of the speaking/writing 
polarity beyond writing simply signifying the immediately 'presencing' 
externat act of writing, and argued that writing constitutes human subjectivity 
itself because it functions in the radical absence of the sender, the receiver, 
and the context of its production. By making the point of contact between 
writing and subjectivity the central feature of writing, he gave language the 
power of communicating without the presence of the subject long after the 
author and intended readers were dead and the intended context aIl but 
forgotten or unknown.68 What is important for our purpose in this discussion 
is not Derrida's insistence that language is autonomous and independent of 

66 See Hugh C. White's assessment of Derrida on this matter ("Introduction: Speech Act 
Theory and Literary Criticism," 17). 

67 J. Derrida, "Signature Event Context,"!iJm!t l, eds., Samuel Weber and Henry Sussman 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1977) 178,194. See also, J. R. Searle, "Reiterating 
the Differences: A Reply to Derrida,".!lliIlb 1 (John Hopkins University Press, 1977) 199. 

68 See Derrida, "Signature Event Context," 177. 
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the subject or that iliocutionary force stems from the constitutive function of 

language itself, but that language and the act of writing dialectically interact 

to constitute the writing subject. 

In Derrida's rather lengthy discussion of Austin's philosophy he 

developed his unique view of how writing continues to 'mean' in the radical 

absence of its sender or its receiver. The Derridean notion of writing was 
basically brought to the fore by what he coined iterability.69 He writes that 

tlmy communication must be repeatable • iterable - in the absolute absence of 

the receiver or of any empirically determinable collectivity of receivers.tl70 

Iterable referred to the repeatable codes and conventions shared by both 

parties to a speech act which operate without reference to the intentionality 

of the speaker/author; it was these repeatable codes which everyone 
recognized and which were separated from the intentionality of its author 

and from its objects of reference which were intrinskally constitutive of the 

speech act itself. It was also this process which allowed written utterances to 

continue to speak long after the author was gone. Hy pressing beyond a 

particular text and what had been inscribed to the contact between the 
author and the act of writing, Derrida uncovered a way in which language 

functioned in the constitution of subjectivity. Rather than the conventions of 

language (contextual roIes) constituting subjectivity, Derrida revealed a way 
of speaking about the constitutive function of language through its primary 

effect upon the subject "who is ab origine in language.tl71 

1 fully recognizc that Derrida's deliberately "adventurous strategy" 
May weil deconstruct the very thing 1 am attempting.72 Derrida does away 

69 See Jacques Derrida, "LIMlTED INC abc ... ,".a!mb 2 (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 
University Press, 1971) 179-186. See further, J. R. Searle, "Reiterating the Differences: A 
Reply to Derrida," .!l.blzb 1 (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1977) 198-208. 

70 J. Derrida, "Signature Event Context," 179-80. 

71 Hugh C. White, "Introduction: Speech Act Theory and Literary Criticism," 18. 

72 Jacques Derrida, "Différance," in Mar&in~ ofPhiloSQphy, transe w/addîtional notes by Alan 
Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982) 22. 
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with the immediate presence of intentionality, which in Austin's view is made 

clear by the conventions operative in language, and transfers it to the iterable 
codes which operate without reference to the author and are intrinsically 
constitutive of the speech act itself. Nevertheless, for our purpose it is 

perhaps possible to reject Derrida's playful strategies and to accept his 
significant conclusion that develops writiog into a very broad concept (along 

the lines of Austin's notion of illocutionary force) that can account for the 

constitutive character of subjectivity 'presenced' in writing.73 

While Derrida's larger program of deconstructing the often irnplicit 

metaphysical polarities of Western consciousness leads hirn ultimately to 
overturn Austin's notion of speech acts, intentionality and conventionality, 

which might at first glance appear to contradict the rule governing elements 

of speech acts, his insight is nevertheless valuable because it permits us to 
perceive text as language and at the same to recognize the act of writing as 
constitutive. The significant debate between speech act theorists and Derrida 

regarding intentionality, conventions and the constitutive function of 

language has demonstrated that speech acts should be considered as 
operating on two leveIs; at a social Ievel, e.g., in sorne narrative texts where 

the illocutionary force establishes relations between subjects whose existence 
is given, and at a deeper constitutiog level, e.g., in certain non-narrative texts 
where the illocutionary force constitutes subjectivity. For our purpose and 

because of my interest in speech act circumstance and convention and 

implicature, the iterability of writing must move beyond sirnply the 

repeatability of linguistic elements to the repeatability of the 'rules' which 

govern any linguistic system whether spoken or written. John Searle writes 

that any "mIe governed element in any system of representation at ail must 

be repeatable, otherwise the rules would have no scope of applicatioo."74 

73 Hugh C. White, "Introduction: Speech Act Theory and Literary Criticism," 17-20. 

74 J. R. Searle, "Reiterating the Differences," 199 . 
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2. D.EVANS 

Clearly, promising possibilities exist of formulating a speech act 
oriented method of textual analysis on the basis of Austin's notion of 
"appropriate circumstance and convention" and Derrida's theory that 
language constitutes a subject in the act ofwriting.75 But to make such an 
analysis particularly relevant to the texts under consideration here it is 
necessary to supplement the theories of Austin and Derrida with several key 

concepts of Donald Evans regarding the self-involving character of certain 
speech acts predominant in religious discourse.76 

Evans's proposaI involves the development of a new logic of self­
involvement on the basis of Austin's theory of performative language. Austin 
had pointed out that the act in speaking served to make explicit what acl il is 
in which the author is engaged.77 While Austin gathered together general 
families of related and overlapping speech acts, and then classified them to 
form five very broad classes according to their mocutionary force,78 it was 

Evans who developed a way of understanding the self-involving character of 
language, especially as it applied to religious discourse. Evans was 
particularly interested in "the way in which language was the expression of 
the person who indwelt it and who was disclosed in terms of its use."79 

75 This is not to suggest that it was the intention of Derrida to develop a method for textual 
exegesis. His primary purpose was to critique the writingjspeech duality, in which writing has 
been denigrated, or moved to a secondary position. He suggested that writing was seen to be 
secondary to speech because speech was immediate and vital, and that therefore, the primary 
function of speech was 'Iogocentric'. See Jacques Derrida, "Signature Event Context,"..Gh1ID, 
194-97. 

76 See for example, Donald D. Evans, The LoiPc of Self-Involvement: A PhiloSQphical Study 
Qf EveQ'day Lan&Uft&e and Special Reference to the Christian Use of Lan&Ua~ about God as 
Creator (New York: Herder and Herder, 1969). 

77 J. L. Austin, "Performative Ulteranees," 121. 

78 J. L. Austin, How to do Thinp With Words, 151 - 164. He labeUed the classes as the 
foUowing: verdictives, exercitives, commissives, behabitives, and expositives. 

79 As quoted by Royee Gordon Gruenler, New Approaches to Jesus and the Gospels: A 
Phenomenolo&Ïca1 Study of Synoptic ChristolQIrY (Grand Rapids, Michigan: BaIcer Book 
House, 1982) 38. 
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According to Evans, language involved the user in more than Mere assent to 
a fact, i.e., for him, religious language was not merely propositional; it was 
primarily a self-involving activity.80 

When 1 express an utterance, c1aims Evans, 1 imply that 1 have 

certain intentions or attitudes (if these attitudes or intentions are absent in 
my utterance, e.g., 1 commend someone whom 1 regard with a great deal of 
contempt, then my utterance is insincere, or 'infelicitous', to use Austin's 

term). The self involving character of language in everyday discourse is often 
expressed with correlatÏ\ .! human action. For example, if the Prime Minister 
of Canada appoints me Governor General of the country, and 1 accept this 

new status by saying, ''The Prime Minister has appointed me Governor 
General," 1 commit myself to future conduct in accordance with the status 
and the role. While my utterance May provide the listener with evidence so 

that he can make an inductive inference ta my state of mind, generally "it is a 
matter of linguistic convention that certain performatives carry certain 
implications concerning the speaker's attitude or intention."s1 Speech acts 

with the ilIocutionary force of an expressive, commissive, representative, and 
directive require special consideration along the se lines because of their 

importance in revealing the self-involving character of Biblicallanguage. 

Implications of intention, suggested Evans, are most prominent in those 

performatives Austin called commissives. Implications of attitude are most 
pro minent in expressives.s2 Religious language with an expressive or 

commissive iIIocutionary force tends to be self-involving because it deals with 

commitments ta do or not to do something and with implications of attitude 
and action. This language is thus self-involving and therefore intended to 

capture and communicate or respond to an experience. 

80 Donald Evans, The LQ~c of Self-Involvrnent, 11. 

81 Ibid., 29. 

82 J. L. Austin called these 'behabitives', which Searle renamed 'expressives'. According lo 
Austin, "behabitives have to do with attitudes and social behaviour" (How to do Thines Wilh 
~,152). 
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Evans maintains that performatives are important in religious 

language because in talk about God the words of human beings do 
something. Because of the implicative character of the commissive and 
expressive, remaries Evans, "it is probably true that Most human language 

concerning God is expressive or commissive," since they Most explicitly convey 
feelings, attitudes, emotions, and commitments, e.g., praise, thanksgiving, 

confession, prayer, etc., "and ... this does not automatically eliminate the 

relevance of facts - factual presuppositions, and sometimes, factual 
content. "83 Indeed, for both commissives and expressives it is quite possible 

to isolate abstractable elements that have factual content. While both may 

have abstractable factual content, they are different from what Austin called 

constative because the speaker implies an intention or an attitude towards the 

thing about which he is speaking. Commissives are distinguished from other 

performatives by this element of commitment to sorne course of action. 
Commissives, however, also involve commitments that are not merely verbal; 
they make future commitments that are non-verbal, c.g., a commitment to 

'how' it has been stated in written discourse and its implications, especially in 

certain clearly circumscribed speech act circumstances set forth by the author 

of 1 John. For example, if the statement, tàv €'(nwJ..i.€v O·tlICOlVWVlaV 

€XOJ.L€V J.L€"t' airtoO ICal EV"t~ UK01:€l n€plllar@JJ,€v ..• (1:6) is taken to be an 

expression of a speech act with an illocutionary force of the commissive, th en 

it implies a commitment to how it has been stated and its dire consequences 

if someone were to make such a specious claim. The implied attitude Most 

prominent in expressives, maintains Evans, is belief, i.e., it is a representation 

of the way things are perceived to be and thought accurately to reflect astate 

of affairs.84 Expressives also relate the speaker to another person in the 

context of human behaviour and social relations. 'The speaker," says Evans, 

"implies that he has certain attitudes in relation to the person he addresses, 
or towards what he is talking about."85 

83 Ibid., 35. 

84 The definition is taken from Nira Reiss, Speech Act Taxonomy as Tooi of EthnQuaphic 
Description (Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1985) 24. 

8S Donald D. Evans, The LQ&ic of Self-Involvement, 34 
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Speech acts in religious discourse, however, are not limited to these 

two but include the representa/ive and the directive. The representa/ive is 
closely associated with the commissive. The point of the representa/ive is to 

commit the speaker to something being the case86 and is used when 

"expounding views, when conducting arguments and when clarifying points" 
(e.g., suggest, put forward as a hypothesis, claim, maintain, etc.).87 The 

representative also implies the author's desire to engage the reader in a 

consideration of how he has written it and its implications for ethical 

behaviour; for instance, the author of 1 John creates a compelling literary 
state of an apocalyptic last hour and its antichrists (2:18-24) by which he 

engages the readers to consider carefully the ethical consequences implied by 

such astate. By the use of a speech act with the force of a directive, the 

author implies his desire that something be the case, whether a certain 

course of action or the consequences of certain ideas. The point of the 

directive consists in the attempt by the author to get the readers to do 

something in accordance with his desire. For instance, when the author 

proclaims (ànayyé:UoJ.L€v) what has been seen, heard and touched 
concerning the word of life (1:1,3) it is his desire that the readers accept this 

state of affairs concerning the word of Iife, so that they might experience 

vicariously this same seeing, hearing, and touching. 

Sorne May raise the objection that the only explicit performative 

verbs to be found in 1 John are proclaim (1:3) or confess (e.g., 1 John 4:1-4). 

Furthermore, none of the explicit performative verbs associated with the 

86 Th. Ballmer and W. Brennenstuhl propose that the speech act categories of the 
'representative' and the 'commissive' are characterized by the verb 'commit', "which 
demonstrates that the difference between the two classes cannot he very essential." The 
commissive commits the writer to some future course of action, and the representative 
(Austin's 'expositive') commits the \\Titer to something being the case (Th. Ballmer and W. 
Brennenstuhl. Speech Act Classifilj'.ation [Heidelberg/New York: Springer-Ver)ag, 1981] 56-
57). Austin also pointed out that the commissives include declarations or announcements of 
intention similar to 'verdictives' whose point is to consider something about which it is hard to 
be certain. 

87 J. L. Austin, How to do ThinK§ with Words, 161. 
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commissive, expressive, representalive, and directive is found in the text of 1 
John. Evans holds, however, that a performative need not be self-labelling 

and thus perfectly explicit.88 It is possible to 'acknowledge', 'promise', 
'covenant', 'undertake', 'thank', 'praise', and 'confess', without using these 
explicit self-Iabelling verbs because frequently in written discourse an explicit 
performative verb is not used. Non-explicit performatives abound in written 
discourse. He states, "once we grant that utterances have a performative 
force even though they do not con tain an explicit performative, it is 
reasonable ta say that every utterance is a performative."89 Indeed, Austin 
was led to the same conclusion in his analysis of language when he concluded 
that every utterance has performative force. For Austin the concept of the 
iIlocutionary act ultimately displaced the distinction between the constative 
and the performative.90 

3. SUMMARY 

Summarizing the discussion tbus far, speech act theory underscores 

that the propositional content of each of the passages defined historically 
should not be viewed as encapsulating the totality of meaning possible for 
them, but that in attempting to determine meaning one must also account for 

their illocutionary force. Derrida's conclusion that the act of writing is 
constitutive of the writing subject will be appropriated and linked with 

Evans's theory of the self-involving character of religious language. It will be 

shown how speech acts with the illocutionary force of a commissive, an 

expressive, a representative, and a directive and their implicature play a primary 
role in making explicit intention and attitude. Austin's two conditions of an 
appropriale c;rcumstance and linguistic convention will be utilized to help 
determine the kinds of speech acts possible within the limits of certain 

88 Donald Evans, The Loaic of Self-Involvement, 44. 

89 Ibid., 45. 

90 J. L. Austin, How to Do Thinp with Words, 133-164. 
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speech circumstances.91 These insights, it will be argued open a new way of 
analyzing and setting out the performative aspects of the language of 1 John. 

D. LANGUAGE GAME/GENRE AND CONVENTION 

In addition to the concepts outlined above we must consider one last 
significant issue related to a proper speech act analysis of the text. The 
question of 1 John's genre92 has been broached and defined from the 
perspective of the epistolary conventions of antiquity. Although still an open 
question in the study of 1 John, it is a given fact that genre as weil as 
convention play an important role in Biblical interpretation.93 Stanley K. 
Stowers lists 1 John as a New Testament example of paraenetic writing 
modelled after Greco-Roman rhetorÏc.94 Stowers points out the importance 
of exhortation (exhorta/iD) and dissuasion (dissuasio) in paraenetic writings of 
the Greco-Roman culture and within the New Testament. The rhetoric of 
exhortation, he maintains, "attempts to persuade and to move the audience 

to conform to a model of behaviour and to elicit corresponding habits of 
behaviour,"95 and is frequently expressed in an antithetical manner. In the 
Greco-Roman tradition, the means were employed either explicitly or 

91 Il is true that for Austin these conventions specified a set of conditions, the fulfillment of 
which define an uUerance as successfully performed for a speech act of that type. 

92 See cbapter two, note 121. 

93 See for example, Thomas Kent, Interpretation and Genre: The Role of Generic Reception 
in the Study of Narrative Texts (Lewisburg: BuckneU University Press, 1986). 

94 Stanley K. Stowers defines paraenesÎs as the exhortation to continue in a certain way of life. 
Il includes !Dorai exhortation in a general sense and moral exhortation "that has a confirming 
and traditional character." He lists Hebrews, James, 1 Peter, 1 and Il John along with others as 
leUers of tbis type. The question of 1 John's genre bas been broached and dcfined from the 
perspective of the epistolary conventions of antiquity. See for example, Stanley K. Stowcrs, 
Letter WritinK in Greco-Roman Antiguity, Gen. ed. Wayne Meeks, Library of Christian 
Classics (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1986) 92-96; David. E. Aune, ed . ..u~ 
Roman Literature and the New Testament (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1988); Abraham 
J. Malherbe, The Cynic Epistles (Missoula, Montana: Scholars Press, 1977); Abraham J. 
Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorisb, SBL 19 (Atlanta Georgia: Scholars Press, 1988). 

9S Italics mine. 
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implicitly to urge the reader to consider and to imitate the way of life 
presented.96 If we take this as our starting point, is it not possible to classify 

the genre of 1 John as instruction of a type which uses the language game of 

confession to establish its over-all force? The various speech acts witbin the 
language game of confession make explicit the intentions and attitudes of the 

author thereby, revealing his religious and ethical orientation. Through a 
series of antithetical speech act circumstances, in the limits of which certain 

potentially felicitous speech acts are possible, the autbor makes clear bis 

theological and ethical orientation in order tbereby to engender maximal 
reception in his readers and to force a guided course of action. 

Religious language of a confessional type includes several formai 
components, of which the following aspects are important: it is language that 

comprises acknowledgementjconfession; and it is language that speaksjtells 
or makes known (confesses) a faith in God, that is, confession not defined 

according to a strict adherence to formai statements of theological 

propositions but rather represented by a special kind of religious and ethical 

stance while not devoid of factual content. We shall see later that factual 
content is part of the various conditions to which the illocutionary point is 

subject. The act of confession, then, is not the formaI delineation of 

theological beliefs (although it may include that), but it is instrumental to the 
formation of the self and sets in motion the over-all communicative design of 

1 John. Using the language of confession is essential to the exercise and 

development of the capacities for believing, feeling, tbOllght, and action, for 

these capacities give definition and substance to the self. Speech acts with 

the force of the expressive, commissive, representative, and the directive, used 

in the context of the language game of 'confession', constitute the subject of 

the author of 1 John. Moreover, confessionallanguage not only constitutes 

the subjectivity of the author, but it also intends to make truth daims about 

the world and about God, though scarcely in propositional form. In the 

96 See Abraham J. Malherbe, Moral Exhortation: A Greco-Roman Sourcebook, ed. by Wayne 
Meeks (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1986) 23. Stowers maintains that frequently 
exhortation was reinforced by induding "examples of the author's own behaviour that may be 
set forth for imitation" (Stanley K Slowers, Letter Wrilinl in Greco-Roman AntiQuity, 95). 
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experience of reading and hearing the truth claims about the world and 

about God, the readers are themselves invited to 'confess' in agreement with 
the author's language game. In doing so, their selves too are given definition 
and substance. They exemplify what it means to fellowship and walk in the 
light of one in whom there is no darkness at ail (1:5). 

E. CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this chapter was to develop a method of speech act 
~l=egesis that wOLlld permit the determination of the meaning of the passages 
apart from their historical occasion. Where there is no compelling reason to 
expe<:t a peculiar historical situation that would iIIuminate 1 John's genesis 
and therefore its meaning, 1 have sought to develop a method which is 
designed to recover meaning by taking the passages as performative 
utterances. Utilizing Austin's insight that alllinguistic sequences do 
something and must conform to an acceptable convention and an 

appropriatt; circumstance, 1 have argued that the polemicallanguage of the 
passages in our consideration does not signify the views of opponents, but 
rather signifies the views of an author by which he inspires the audience to 
commit themselves to important ethical and theological issues common to 
them both. 1 have also insisted throughout the present study that the 

historical circumstance of 1 John cannot be known with any degree of 

confidence. For Austin, the successful uptake of speech acts was dependent 
upon a complex system of social circumstances. These, however, are not 
available in 1 John. In order to move from speech acts and the social horizon 

that determine their use and meaning to the use of speech acts in written 
discourse where the social context May no longer be known, 1 turned briefly 
to Derrida. Here 1 concluded that the act of writing incIuded speech acts 

that were constitutive of the writing subject. Unable to determine the kinds 
of constituting speech acts operative in the passages on the basis of this 
conclusion, 1 linked it with the various kinds of religious speech acts used in 

written discourse and their implications as delineated by Evans. 1 was thus 
able to conclude that the passages we have been considering May be 
analyzed for their meaning separate from the historical contcxt. The truth of 
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the passages rests upon the illocutionary force of the word which founds the 

subjectivity of the person of faith. 

ln spite of its anonymity and general nature, studies of 1 John have 

sought the identity of the author and have determined the meaning of the 
respective texts by an approach interested primarily in reconstructing the 
text's historical antecedents. In contrast to this approach, 1 have argued that 
the writing's anonymity prevents historical certitude about its genesis and 
that it consequently inhibits the determination of the rneaning of the texts. In 
an anonymous writing whether the author was specifically addressing a 
community and its adversaries is probably irrelevant since it cannot be known 
with ccrtainty. The historical critical approach is designed to recover 
meaning on the basis of its ability to reconstruct accurately the historical 

conditions which gave rise to the passages. The historical circumstances of 1 
John's composition, however, cannot be known with any certainty. 
Therefore, the current complex reconstructions of the development and 
growth of the Johannine community can at best claim only probability. Since 
the meaning of the texts rests upon su ch a tentative basis, this in turn casts 
into question the methodological pre mises of histcrical critical studies and 
the interpretative conclusions reached by such an approach. This present 
study has argued that a speech act approach is more appropriate to a 
determination of the meaning of a text like 1 John. 1 have suggested that 

determining the meaning of the texts only from an historical perspective does 
not consider the objeet or intention of the authorialliterary persona created, 
including the quality of self as il emerges in the self-involving speech acts of 1 
John. The approach proposed attempts to take seriously the anonymity of 1 
John, since written acts with the respective illocutionary forces delineated 
eonstitute the subject of the author without the necessity of identifying him or 
his historical milieu. 1 have argued that it is possible to establish the meaning 
of the passages by delineating the various speech Clets performed in the 
language game of confession. Thesc speech acts, performed in the context of 

specifie literary speech act circumstances, give definition and substance to 
the self of the author and the reader. 
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Commentators have long been puzzled about the recurrent first 
person singular form of address in 1 John and its referent. The solution to 
the problem has frequently been sought in the aUempt to define the 
composition of either particular groups or individuals within the Johannine 
community 97 The undergirding assumption which lies at the heart ot this 
view is found in the way in which the verb ypclcllw is understood. rpâ~ 1s 
defined as a linguistic activity whereby the author ostensively refers to 
several constituent groups within the 10hannine community, simultaneously 
encouraging and warning them. The focus is upon the physical evidence left 
by the act of inscription, namely, what has been written. The primary task of 
the exegete then falls upon the activity of det~rmining the author's identity 
on the basis of what has been written, i.e., the characters and symbols which 
have been left on the writing surface and what they signify, rather than 
looking to the act in writing as that which constitutes the writing subject and 
as that which takes part in or brings about an effective involvement of the 
reader in significant ways. Writing as a performative reveals the author as a 
being who in the act of writing (not in what has been written) commits 
himself to the abstractable factual content of what has been written, thereby 
assuming a certain life stance, and thereby also expres~ing an attitude toward 
what has been written. 

Since neither the author, the groups nor the histoncal context can be 

reconstructed with any reasonable degree of confidence, the approach 1 am 
proposing establishes the meaning of the text by analyzing the way the self­
involving character of its language constitutes the subject of both the author 

and the readers. This type of language is essential to the exercise and 
development of the capacities for feeling, thought and action, for it is these 
components which create self-definition and substance. The message fonn 

implicated by the speech act is such that how (intention and attitude 
implicature) something is said, is also part of wha! is said. These elements 
are fundamental to the meaning of anything written, and indeed are an 

integral part of the act of writing. E. D. Hirsch writes that "it is important to 

97 See discussion in chapter two, 8-84. 
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emphasize the huge and unencompassable areas of meaning - including 
emotional and attitudinal meanings - that language actually does 
represent. "98 It is hoped that by reconeeiving the text as a communicative act 
that incorporates several constituting speech aets we will avoid the 
miseonception that to be understood, the theological significance of the text 
must be redueed to an historically assured minimum, i.e., the text must be 
regarded primarily as a source for fuIler historical reconstruction. Using the 
speech aet analysis approach relieves the text of that reeonstructional burden. 

1 have also insisted that a hearing or reading of the text will force a 
redeseription of the hearers' /readers' religious and ethieal orientation. The 
experience of hearing (and reading) a text that resonates with such rhetorical 
impact will produce in the hearers/readers a related life stance and attitude 
whieh willlead to belief, imagination and effective involvement in the states 
of affairs to which the author has committed himself. In other words, it 
invites the addressees to join the author in contemplating what has been 
written, evaluating it, and then responding to il. 

1 have attempted to demonstrate here that the aet in writing 
constitutes subjectivity and is homologous to Austin's illocutionary act (the 
act performed in saying something), and that the act of inscription 
(homologous to Austin's locuti'lnary aet) becomes the communicative 
transaction (text as language or the written medium). From this point of 
view, the various religious speech acts are, as Evans suggests, primarily four, 
namely the expressive, the commissive, the representative, and the directive. 
Working on these assumptions it should be possible to isolate the 
illocutionary force of the Word upon which is founded the subjeetivity of the 
person of faith. Through the course of this study 1 shall endeavour to show 
the extent to which the author uses a series of speech aets with the 
illocutionary force of the commissive. expressive, representative, and 
directive to make plain his religious and ethical orientation. 1 hope further 
to show how each of these funetions implies that the author bas committed 

98 E. D. Hirsch, The Validity of IntetpretatiQD (New Haven: Yale University Press, 19(7) 31. 

117 



RECONCEIVING 'TEXT' AS SPEECH ACTS 

himself to the manner of his statement, that he has expressed 'belief' in what 
he perceived to he an accurate reflection of the way things were, and that he 
has committed himself to convincing the reader to accept 'how' it has been 
written. As will be made dear tater, by creatively utilizing a number of 
antitheses the author deliberately sets forth a series of competing speech 
acts, within the limits of which it is potentiaUy possible to engage in a number 
of infelicitous speech acts with dire ethical consequences. This series of 
competing speech act circumstances are homiletical devices by which the 
author engages the readers, committing them to an ethical or theological 
stance common to them both. The author's purpose appears to be to create 
fellowship with him and his religious and ethical orientation (1:3; 2:19). This 
feJlowship is fostered through the reader's agreement (àJ.LOAoYÉ:w) with the 
constituent elements of the author's various literary .-ortraits (speech act 
circumstances) and their implications, which elicit a proper confession 
(oJ..l.OÀoyÉ:CIJ) that coheres with the author's perception of a state of affairs. 

AlI of the methodological considerations and pertinent remarks 
regarding the workings of speech act theory will serve as a guide for the 
analysis of the incipit (1:1-4), the so-called slogans of the 'opponents' (1: 6,8, 
10; 2:4, 6, 9; 4:20), the antichrists (2:18-24), and the confessions and deniais 
(4:1-4, 16; 5:6). 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

A SPEECH ACT ANALYSIS OF THE THE INCIPIT (1 JOHN 1:1-4) 

We may now undertake to seek a solution to each of the four 
passages under consideration by means of a speech act analysis. Each 
section will commence with a brief discussion of the most crucial problems of 
the text so that the solution proposed for them by a speech act approach May 
be readily seen. A speech act analysis of the incipit, the boasts of the 
antagonists, the antichrists, and the confessions and denials will reveal that 
these passages of 1 John all represent a series of speech act circumstances by 
which the author makes known his views about Christ and etbics. 

1. INTRODUCTION: 

The obvious grammatical peculiarities of the incipit and its 
consequent obscurity of meaning, its similarity in content and linguistic style 
with the preface of the FG, and its theological implications have called for 
explanation, as noted in the introduction.1 Cornparisons with tbe prologue of 
the FG (John 1:1-18) tend to foeus discussion on the identity of the autbor's 
precise referent, on bis social and cultural setting, and on the theological 
character of the controversy. The various solutions proposed stress that the 
therne of the opening lines is the announcement concerning à A6yoç 'til<; 
~wilç (v. 1). The grammar of the prologue makes it difficult to determine the 
antecedent of the announcernent and the antecedent of the relative clauses. 
Consequently, there has been much dispute whether tbe stress is primarily on 
the gospel message (an impersonalized A6yoç) or on the A6yoç of God, 
narnely, the pre-existent word (a personalizedAOyoç). The masculine 0 
AOyoc;; and the feminine il ~wi1 cannot be the direct objects of the neuter 

1 See chapter one, 1-8. 
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relative pronouns on grammatical grounds.2 Some translations, however, 
attempt to smooth out the grammatical relationship between the 
prepositional phrase and the verb 'ànayytAw' (1:3) by suggesting that the 
four verbs of sense and their content (6 AOyoc; 'rilc;; tC&Jflc;) are parallel. What 
the writer has heard, seen, and touched concerning the word of life is what he 
declares. Dodd and Bultmann both suggest that the prepositional phrase 
encapsulates the therne of the announcement and the relative clauses state 
the contents.3 Most commentators, however, regard the prepositional phrase 
as summing up the relative clauses and furnishing a second object to the verb 
ancxyytUoJ.L€v (v. 3).4 The phrase tben defines the area of concern witb 
what has been heard, seen and felt, namely, the word of life.s The 
prepositional phrase is judged to be an ungrammatical interlude, which is 
introduced for clarification but is not meant to be the object of the verbs. 
Brown agrees with this reading and understands the prepositional phrase "as 
resumptive and as analytic of the 'what' staternents that precede it, as the 
author stops to reflect that he is really talking about the life giving word."6 
Hence, one approach will tend to smooth the relationship between the 
prepositional phrase and the 0 staternents,7 and the other will tend to accept 

2 C. Haas, M. de Jonge and J. L. SweUengrebel hold that the grammatical incongruity serves a 
purpose because Oit suggests that the situation and qualities of the Word cannot clearly and 
unequivocally he described in human language" CA Iranslatol"s Handbook of the Bible, 22). J. 
L. Houlden daims that the confusing opening is the result of trying to come to terms "with the 
disturbing phenomena of sharp doctrinal contlict, division and heresy. The incoherence of the 
opening of 1 lohn is symbolic of the bewildering and perplexing nature of the challenge" (The 
First ELlistle of JQhn, 48). 1. H. MarshaU says that the slightly awkward parenthetical insertion 
caUs attention to its importance: "the life that God gives to men was revealed historically in 
Jesus" (.The Pirst Epistle of John, 103). 

3 C. H. Dodd says "that primas the clause "concerning the word of liCe" indicates the 
theme of the announcement, and the clauses "that which was from the bcginning our hands 
felt" stale tbe contents of the announcemenl" (The Johannine Epistles, 3). Sec also R. 
Bultmann, The Johannine Epjstles, 8. 

4 C. Haas, A Translalor's Handbook to the Bible, 21, 29. J. L. Houlden, The Johannine 
ELlistles, 50. R. Schnackenburg, Die Johannesbriefe, 6Of. 

S J. L. Houlden, The First ELlistle of John, 50. 

6 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 164. 

7 In the interest of smoothness the MoffaU translation has disguised the cumbrous grammar 
of the inciLlit (C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, 1). 
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that 0 Myoc; 'tiY; tC&Jilc; represents an ungrammatical interlude during which 
the author pauses to ponder the significance of his statements. The 
underlying assumption, that the prepositional phrase captures the content or 
the essence of this ungrammatical interlude, is generally net questioned. The 
over-all accent of the incipit, despite its awkward construction, "falls on the 
nature of the object which is proclaimed rather than on the activity of 
proclaiming it."8 According to Marshall the purpose of the author is to 
remind the reader of the char acter of the message rather than to draw 
attention to the act of proclaiming it.9 Houlden, noting the incipit's 
grammatical incoherence, its different perspective, and its "muddier and 
shallower theology" than the FG's, insists that this passage is not primarily 
concerned with establishing the person and work of Christ, the Myoç. Its 
primary intention appears to be to establish the "authenticity of witness to 
Christ. It is an assertion of credentials, made on the basis of an appeal to the 
past."10 Differences in emphases notwithstanding, each approach attempts 
to define the specifie theological content of the phrase within the context of 
controversy, which naturally leads to a discussion of the meaning ofA6yoç 

andtcan1. 

Discussion is split along two main Hnes. Frequently Myoc; is taken as a 
tenninus technicus in the same sense it is utilized in the FG.ll • OAOyoc; is 
personalized and described as the precreating Word present with God. 

8 1. H. Marshall, The First Epistle of John, 100. See also S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 5. 

9 Ibid., 100. See also S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 5. 

10 Houlden maintains that tbis places 1 John in the c1ass of many other writings with similar 
early attempts to estabIish criteria for authority in the face of rising doctrinal disputes within 
the community, e.g.,Acts of the Apostles, and the Pastoral Epistles (.The Johannine Epistles, 
47). 

11 R. Bultmann, The Epistles of John, 8 note 5. Commenting on Moffatt's translation, C. H. 
Dodd notes that Myoç is retained untranslated bec:ause it is to he taken in the sense of the 
FG. Dodd ultimately argues that theMyoç refers to the Gospel message (.The First Epistle of 
hlIm,l). R. Schnackenburg says that there "kaon kein Zweifel sein, das derselbe Logos wie in 
Joh 1 gemeint ist" (Die Johannesbriefe, 60-61). C. Raas prefers to interpretMyoç along the 
Iines of the prologue of the FG (A Translator's Handbook on the Letters of John, 22-23). See 
also J. E. Weir, "The Identity of the Logos in the First EpistIe of John," E?Q)ositor.y Times 86 
(1974/75) 118-20. 
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Brown, however, points out that without knowledge of the prologue of the 
FG,A6yoc;; in 1 John would not be taken personally.12 It is cu~tomary today 
to understand A6yoç in an impersonal sense signifying a word or a message, 
with the proviso that the former must also have been in the back of the 
author's mind.13 The genitive 'toû MyOÛ tilç twilç creates an additional 
difficulty.14 Sorne understand it as an epexegetical or an appositive 
genitive.15 The two adjacent nouns, Myoç and twi1, have the same referent 
and stand in the same syntactical relationship to the rest of the sentence. 
~ provides additional explanation OfMYoc;;; i.e., "about the word which is 
life," or "the word who is life." The clause 0 Tlv lm' QpxTlç is translated to 
read, "who was from the beginning." The explanation is favoured by those 
who wish to personify the word because the prologue of the Gospel of John 
states, '6 yeyov€v. EV airtijl twil Tlv ... " (1:3). Others favour understanding 
the ''word of life" as a descriptive genitive in an adjectival sense, i.e., Iife­
giving word. The Word has the power to give life because it has divine life in 
itself. Still others prefer a third choice by taking it as an objective genitive: 
life serves as the content of the word or message proc1aimed. Whichever of 
the three grammatical alternatives is preferred, any defensible interpretation 
will depend on more than grammar and usage. Therefore, Brown cautions 
about being too precise regarding the implications of the genitive, and 

12 R. E. Brown remarks that white the Gospel prologue cannot he ignored, it should not lead 
to the conclusion tbat the autbor of 1 John understood and employed the concept ofMyat; in 
a similar fashion. The other references toMyat; (1:10; 2:5, 7, 14: 3:18) do not involve 
personification. Indeed, responds Brown, "he May he attempting to shift the emphasis to 
eonfute adversaries who are drawing their theology from a one-sided interpretation of the 
Gospel of John prologue; he May wish to remind his audience of the centrality of the 
proclamation of the gospel during Jesus' lifetime - the word proclaimed by the Word" (The 
Epistles of John, 164). 

13 S. S. Smalley helieves tbat tbe two interpretations ofMyat; "need not he opposed to eaeb 
other (1. 2. 3 Joh!), 6). A. E. Brooke, the Johannine Epistles, 5-6. R. Kysar says thatMyat; 
intentionally recaUs to mind the prologue of tbe FG even though the sense of the word is 
message (1. II. III Jobn, 32). 

14 J. C. Coetzee, "Lüe in St. John's Writings and the Qumran Serolls," Neotestamentica 6 
(1972) 48-66. R. E. Brown, The Gospel Aeeordin& to John, 505-508. 

15 F. Blass and A. Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early 
Christian Literature, trans. by R. W. Funl

; (Chicago/London: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1961) § 167. 
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proposes that the one case can express ail three ideas. 

In the desire to delineate the meaning of the difficult prepositional 

phrase, historical cri tics focus attention on the character and content of the 

message proclaimed. The prepositional phrase, however, is not self­
explanatory so that the meaning of the message is difficult to decipher. In 

order to ease the difficulty of trying to determine the content and meaning of 

the àyy€Aia, it is set into the context of a community under the influence of 
those propagating a false Christology. By placing the phrase into the larger 

social context of a particular community thought to be in a Christological 
conflict with the antagonists, the content of the message (àyy€~ia) is 

described in light ofwhat ought to have been said to the antagonists.16 It is 
assumed that by establishing a direct or indirect dependence of the Epistle's 

incipit on the prologue of the FG in the context of the social and theological 
constraints of Johannine Christianity permits the exegete to give a fuller 

explanation ofo AOyoç 'tYlç Cwilç (1:1). Moreover, by drawing attention to 

the polemicallanguage in 2: 18-22 and to what appears to be a defense of an 
orthodox Christology against heretical inroads (4:1-4, 16; 5:6) it is suggested 

that the Epistle gives evidence of a later development of 10hannine thought 
possibly as a corrective to misreadings of the FG's Christology. In such a 

context, the author of 1 John clearly sets out to proclaim the historical 

manifestation of the life giving word of God to counterbalance an erroneous 

stress on his divinity. It is his desire to caU to the readers' minds the 

fundamentals of the faith which give answer to heresy and provide tests 

whereby the "profession of Christian commitment May he judged" against 

those who subvert the faith and who consequently deceive themselves and 
the community (1:8, 10).17 

16 Without being absolutely certain about the historical eontext the preface presupposes, it is 
possible to a1low the message to stand as it is without.J priori assuming that the author's 
message needed revision in Iight of the polemic in which he was engaged? J. M. Lieu draws 
attention to the ·obvious danger of reeonstructing the views of the heretics from the language 
and silences of the Epistle and then using that reeonstruction to explain both the language and 
the silences· (The Second and Third Epistles of Jç~!D, 6). 

17 S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 43. Év tout'fJ ywWmcOJ.lEV occurs a total of 12times in the 
Epistle (2:3, 5c; 3:10,16, 19,24; 4:2, 9,10,13,17; 5:2). See a1so R. Law, The Tests of Life. A 
Study of the First Epjstle of St. John (Edinburgh: T. @ T. Clark, 1909) 209-10. A. E. Brooke 
says that the author now ·points out the signs of Christian life" ahe Epistles of St .. John, 29). 
1. H. Marshall designates them as tests (The First Epistle of John, 123). See R. E. Browns 
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The meaning of the incipit is therefore directly tied to a particular 
historical circumstance that compelled the author to write. He wrote to 
strengthen a community under attack by those subverting the faith and to 
correct their erroneous Christological and ethical understanding. Painter 
insists that it is important for the reader to realize "that the presence of the 
opponents pervades the whole book ... that presence was more obvious to the 
original readers for whom the schism of the opponents was a recent painful, 
traumatic experience."18 Moreover, continues Painter, ''because the meaning 
of the book is bound up with that situation some attempt must be made to 
reconstruct it if 1 John is to be understood."19 This view suggests that the 
author had a specifie community in mind and that he intended to protect 
them from the errors of the antagonists when he wrote the incipit.20 

Walter J. Ong has argued, however, that it is fatuous to think that an 
author will try to imagine his readers individually even when writing from 
within a clearly defined community. It May be that at certain times during 
writing he envisions or imagines himself writing to real persons, but he 
cannot possibly think of aIl his readers in their particularities. He May have 
in mind the real social, economic and psychological state of the possible 
readers, but generally he will not single out an individual or community, 
unless he specifically suggests he is doing so. It is the reading audience which 
fires his imagination, which consists of Many nameless, faceless real persons 
he hopes will read his document.21 Mter assessing the literary character of 1 

discussion (The Epistles of John, 248-50). 

18 J. Painter holds that the meaning of the book is hound up with the historical situation, 50 
that an attempt must be made to reconstruct it in order for 1 John to be understood ("The 
'Opponents' in 1 John," 49-50). 

19 Ibid.,50. 

20 Walter Wink, The Bible in "uman Transformation: Toward a New ParadiiJll for Biblical 
.&lldy (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1973). 

21 Walter J. Ong, "The Writer's Audience is a Fiction," in Interfaces of the Word (Ithica and 
London: CorneU University Press, 53-81). 
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John, Kümmel concluded that "1 John is not to be understood as being in any 
way a writing intended for specifie readers."22 The general character of the 
ayyE'Ata of the incipit militates against anyattempts to reconstruct the social 
context which prompted its genesis.23 

The incipit commences with a sweeping nonspecific proclamation 
bearing testimony to what has been heard, seen, and touched without 
identifying its author, its audience, its adversaries, or its connection with 
anything Wfitten previously. The non-specifie appeal of the preface of 1 John 
and the fact that the author does not specifically and consistently polemicize 
against a group(s) of opponents caUs into question viewing 1 John as a 
polemical document. Rather, the character of the incipit's universal appeal 
determines how the entire work is to be read and therefore cautions against 
seeking the identity of the opponents and their views. Rather than to judge 
the language of the incipit to function primarily as a polemic on the basis of 
the later abstruse statements about the 'antichrists' (2: 18) and the 'false 
prophets' (4:1),1 will argue that its language functions to constitute the 
subjectivity ofboth writer and reader/hearer. The evocative but ambiguous 

language of the preface invites the reader to consider the complete work, 
including the apparently context-specific passages (1:6, 8, 10; 2:4, 6, 9 - the 
so-called boasts; 2:18-21 - theavrlxplO"tol; 4:1-4, 16; 5:6 - the language of 
confession and denial), from such a viewpoint. The imprecise language of 
the incipit, its allusions to the word of life and the profusion of sensory verbs 

" W. G. Kümmel, IntroductiQn tQ the New Testament, 437. 

23 In bis discussiQn QC the possibility oC identifying the authQr's bistorical contexts in written 
woro, Werner H. Kelber asks whether "written wQro are tailQr made Cor a historically 
identifiable community so that its social setting would be mirrored in the text?" He argues that 
while hearers and their world belQng to the oral environment and its hermeneutical context, 
inseparably with the Iinguistic meaning of the linguistic wQrk, such an aid to understanding 
disappears in the case oC the written. Because social contextuality has ceased to be an 
immediate participant in the liguisticality oC the text, it cao be derived frQm it only with 
extreme caution. He insists that it does nQt deny that texts are culturally conditiQned and 
related to history. "But," he argues, "reconstructiQns of precise communal histories based on 
texts erroneously assumes an unbroken continuity in the functiQn of contextuality from the Qral 
to the written medium" (The Oral and Written Gospel: The Hermeneutiçs of Speakin, and 
Writin, in the SynQptic TraditiQn. Mark. Paul and 0 [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983] 115-
116). 
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shift the focus from the character of the message proclaimed to the act of 
proclaiming it. Julius Schniewind, in his study of the cluster of words 
associated with ayy€~ia, says that in its Iinguistic use "the word can signify 
the act of declaring no less than what is declared, though the latter is more 
frequent."24 

The preface of 1 John analyzed from the perspective of the aet of 
writing and the self-involving speech acts, will show that the act of declaring 
not what is declared is the major focus. 1 will show that it is possible to 
determine the concrete linguistic contex! of the incipit through the use and 
development of Austin's concept of language as perfonnative, viz., speech acts 
and the conventions that govern their use. The linguistic context of the 
statements of the incipit is made clear by a series of self-involving speech acts 
and the conventions that determine their felicity or infelicity. The series of 
self-involving speech acts used in the act ofwriting the preface (in contrast to 
what has been written), reveal his intentions and attitude. The literary 
portrait created by the enactment of these self-involving speech acts reveals 
what the author's attitudes are towards what he has written and reveals that 
he intends to make truth daims about the world and about God, though 
scarcely in the form of theological or ethical propositions.25 The speech acts 
of the incipit suggest that the act of proclamation requires that both the 
writer and readers do something about it, i.e., to commit themselves to the 
manner in which it has been stated, which makes plain what has been stated. 
It is "only through the performatory use of religious utterances" that the 

24 Julius Scbniewind cites Josephus,Antiquities olthelews, 7, 247 and Jewish Wan, 4, 230, 232 
as examples of the former use (Theolo&ical Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. by Gerhard 
KiUel, vol 1 [Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company 1964) 56-73, 
esp.59). In heUenistic IiteratureayyEÀI.a signifies both the substance and the conveyance 
thereof. See further, Henry George LiddeU and Robert Scott, A Greek-EnKlish Lexicon 
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 19(8),lryyE~ia, 7;âvayYEÀI.a, lOO;ànayytUw, 173. 

2S Wolfgang Iser writes that the "time has surely come to eut the thread altogether and 
replace ontological arguments with functional arguments, for what is important to readers, 
critics and authors alike, is what literature dots and not what it means" (The Act of Readina: A 
Theoty of Aesthetic Response [Baltimore: John Hopkins University, 1978). 
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preface of 1 John along with the so-called boasts and the language of 
confession and denial acquire propositional force.26 

In the analysis which is to follow, the statements of the incipit will be 
taken as religious speech acts with the illocutionary force of an expressive and 
a commissive, by which the author conveys to the readers his attitude ta and 
belief in the truths he articulates. An essential condition for the speech act 
of the expressive to came off properly is 'belief.27 The force of the 
statements of the incipit may be taken as an expression that conveys the 
attitude of 'belier. In the act of writing the series of opening affirmations the 
author makes plain that he believes them to portray accurately his perception 
of the way things are under certain conditions as specified by the speech act 
circumstance the incipit represents. For the act of writing with the 
illocutionary force of the expressive to come off properly, the writer of 1 John 
had to believe that the reality of what he describes and the manner of his 
description, accurate)y represent what he perceives to be true about what was 
from the beginning, and its relation to what has been seen, heard, and 
touched conceming the word of life. The linguistic speech act circumstance 
of an unspecified beginning reflects what the author believes accurately 
represents the limits within which it is possible to confess felicitously that the 
word of life has appeared. 

An essential condition for a speech act with the force of a commissive 
to succeed is commitment. Such a speech act commits the writer to a course 
of action, including announcements of intention, which are not necessarily 
promises.28 The explicit performative verbs J.LOP'tup€w and imayyfÂlJJ and 
the series of evocative sensory verbs, in combination with the speech acts of 

26 George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine; Reli&ion and TheolQ&,V in a Postliberal AiS! 
[Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1984] 66). See also Edgar V. McKnight who makes a 
distinction between empirica1 statements whicb are true and depend on evidencc and are 
something we know or do DOt DOW, and statements that daim truthfulness and depend on our 
acceptance of them; tbey are statements we acknowledge or fail to acknowledge (Post Modern 
use of the Bible: The Emer&encf( of Reader-Oriented Criticism, 265). 

27 See n. 84, cbapter three, 110. 

28 See cbapter three, 95-102. 
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the 'expressive' and 'commissive', make plain the course of action upon which 

the author is embarked and his commitment to it. He does not only testify to 
what has been heard, seen and touched as an observer who clinically declares 
the objective faets about the word of life. The act of testifying obligates him 

to live out both its religious and ethical implications. Otherwise his act 

would be infelicitous. The constitutive character of the conurussive speech 
act implies his commitment to follow through on the ethical and religious 

consequences of his written acts. In other words, in the utterance of the se 
statements the author is obligated to stand by his words. Rather than 
employing theologically persuasive arguments to convince his readers of the 

truth of his perception of reality, the author engages in a sequence of speech 
:.lets which convey to his readers a eommitment to and beHef in his 

perception of a state of affairs. In the end the author not only convinces the 

readers to accept his perspective, but it also leads them to the requisite 

changes needed to live in conformity with the author's ethical and theological 
orientation, i.e., the readers thereby have been convinced (the perlocutionary 

act). 

B. SPEECH ACT ANALYSIS OF 1 JOHN 1:1-4 

A sequence of neuter relative pronouns and a rush of sens ory verbs 

followed by a parenthetical statement not in grammatical accord witll what 

precedes or follows it May create interpretative difficulties. However, 

despite its grammatical tangle the incipit is eonstructed with dramatic 

sensitivity evoking a pleasant aurai response for the purpose perhaps of 
stimulating thought and action.29 It continues by repeating "we have seen" 

and by testifying and proclaiming life eternal, following once more with "what 
we have seen and have heard," and th en concluding with a second use of 
anayy€')w,) and the invitation to fellowship. The repetition of the evocative 

29 S. S. Smalley states that despite the incipit's obscurity of meaning it ncvertheless 
"constitutes an impressive introduction to the work, ... constructcd with dramatic sensitivity" (L 
11lohn,4). 

128 



( 

( 

( 

THEINelPIT 

sensory verbs serves to create a scene of dramatic immediacy and urgency. 
The series of sensory verbs and the two principle verbs JJDP'tUp€w and 
imayy€NJJ, and the speech acts they.œpresent, fumish the associative link 
between the disparate thoughts articuiated in the incipit. While each idea 
represented is important, the over-all impression created and its effect on the 
reader in the end becomes the significant feature of the preface. It is this 
total impression that provides the primary stimulus to effect change and 
determines how the entire work is to be read. Because of the cumbrous 
grammar the entire preface is a loosely adjoining series of statements which 
in their individual parts make very little sense, but when read and heard (1:1) 
for the over-all impressionistic effect, the speech act verbs and their 
illocutionary forces function to create an eloquent and effective introduction 
founding the subjectivity of the writing subject.30 In the act of writing the 
author is a witness to the power of the word and its constituting character 
and is therefore not in a position to treat it primarily as propositional truth,31 

In keeping with the over-aU impact and communicative design of the 
incipit the author appropriately commences with 0 Tiv Cm' âpXTlç,32 The 

30 Pheme Perkins states in tbis connection that "associative links between words and thoughts, 
not logical syUogisms, provide the movement from one sentence to the next. The net effect of 
the whole, then, is of a spiral motion of return to a sligbtly different formulation of what we 
began with; not of the direct forward march of analytic argument" (The Johannine Epistles, 
xxi). 

31 Paul J. Achtemeier, ·Omne Verbum Sonat: The New Testament and the Oral Environment 
of Late Western Antiquity," Journal of BibJicaJ Literature 109/1 (1990) 3-27. 

32 Under the inOuer.;ce of the prologue of the FG, commentators have observed that the 
copulative verb is timeless or umlimited in duration and therefore refers to the pre­
incarnational existence of Jesus. If the earthly Jesus had been in the author's mind he would 
have utilized the verbylvoJ..UXl and notdJ.ll, foUowing John 1:146 À6yoc; oàp( éyÉIIEtO. 
ConflfMation is sought in John 8:58 in which the two verbs are contrasted with npÙl • Al}paàJ.l 
YEvÉa9al éyw Elf.ll. For otht"rsOpx.n rather than the copulative becomes the key. It appears 
some 55 times in the New Testament, 10 times in 1 John and II John always govemed by the 
preposition ân6. A variety of interpretations have been advanced: (1) it is linked with the 
phrase' Ev Opxil of the FG and Genesis 1:1 defining the pre-incarnational career of Jesus; 
(2) John 8:44, which states that the devil was avepcamoKt611oc; ~v ân' Opxf\c;, is linked with 1 
John 1:1 and 3:8 to denote the beginning of Old Testament salvation history, undergirded by 
references to Genesis 2:17; 3:4, 19 and to the story of Cain and Abel (Genesis 4:8-9); (3) Jesus 
is dcscribed as the beginnmg; he is the alpha and omega (Rev. 3:14); (4) it is meant to refer to 
the incarnation of Jesus or to bis conception; (5) it could signify the beginning of the earthly 
career of Jesus after undergoing John the Baptist's baptism (6) it could signify the beginning of 
Christian preaching to those who had never been actual eyewitnesses to the earthly career of 
Jesus (Acts 11:15; Luke 24:47). (7) it refers to the beginning of the community not the world's 
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subtle ambiguity of ' an' &Pxfic; is not restricted to the opening clause but 
appears throughout the writing and in II John.33 In five instances the verb 
cXKO\JW is linked withcm' &Pxfic; (1:1; 2:24 [twice]; 3:11; II John 6), in two 
cases ylvWaKw occurs with it (2: 13, 14), in two places the verb EXW is used 
with cm' cXpXTlc; (2:7; II John 5), and in one instance it is utilized to indicate 
that the 5lh1X>Xoç sinned èxn' apXTlc; (3:8). In none of its appearances does 
the author bother to c1arify what the prepositional phrase means. Its 
meaning is generally described in one of two ways. If commentators take 
).6Yoc;; in an impersonal sense, àpxflc:; is interpreted in a purely temporal and 
local sense descriptive of the content of the gospel exemplified in the 
ministry of Jesus. If it is taken in a personal sense, cXpXTlc; is understood to 
denote Christian revelation coeval with creation, possibly an allusion to the 
pre-existent Word in eternity prior to creation itself. The former view 
suggests that the writer intends to signal his intention to set out the original 
teachings in opposition to the new beHefs proving to be attractive to the 
community. The greater weight of modern opinion identifies cXpxils with any 
number of beginnings: the beginning of gospel preaching; the beginning of 
Jesus' association with his disciples; the beginrung of Jesus' earthly career 
with his incarnation; the beginning of Jesus' preaching career with his 
baptism; beginning as the temporal point at which the readers come to faith, 
etc. The interpretative possibilities, however, load the prepositional phrase 
with specifie sets of rneaning it quite possibly was not intended to have. 
Although the writer may have had sorne historical notions about a beginning 
in mind, he does not develop a connection between them and the word of 
life. Paradoxically, it is not possible to literally hear what was from the 
beginning (1:1; 2:24; 3:11; II John 6 -cXKO\JW appears 14 times), to know what 
was from the beginning (2: 13, 14 - yWWO'KW appears 25 times), or to have 

(J. M. Lieu, The Second and Third EpistIes of John, 181). 

33 For a heIpful schernatic detailing the distribution of tbe most frequent tbernes in 1 John 
(Edward Malastesta, Interiority and Covenant [Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1978] 91). 
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what was from the beginning (2:7; II John 5 -~XCl) appears 28 times)34 except 
through a source who claims to have it. Since citt' apxflc;; is not explicitly 
defined, it might he best to take it as a literary device which in the context of 
the act of writing, and its differing illocutionary forces reveal the author's 
concem ta identify his ciyy€).fa with the respectability of the weil established 
without necessarily attempting ta recall specifie theological fundamentals of 
the Johannine tradition conceming the gospel message. Julian Hill has 
cogently argued that the meaning of cipxilc; probably derived from a series of 
Old Testament prophetie texts.35 Its meaning adduced from the prophetie 
tradition is "from of old" and would have been familiar to the readers.36 

Whatever may have been in the author's mind, his refusal specifically to 
define it and the parallelism between it and the what clauses of seeing, 
hearing and touching confirmed his testimonial and proclamation as 
something frem of old and therefore worthy of attention.37 It is a message 
trustworthy and reliable. His ayy€).fa is trustworthy and not novel because it 
is from of old; according to him it has a weIl established pedigree: it is from 
the beginning and therefore eminently worthy of consideration.38 

34 Hermann Hanse notes tbati)((a) appears most frequently in the 10bannine writings and tbat 
"1 John has tbe highest percentage of any book." Invariably it is defmed in a static sense of 
possessing something, e.g., salvation, t'ilLl àyam,LI toû 9EoO f)(EW (John 5:42), t'ilLl Eip{lLl1'\LI 
IXEUI (John 16:33), n'lv xapàv Ë)(EUI (John 17:13), tô t6Jç IXEUI (John 8:12; 12:35,36), 
€LltoAnLl noM..., f\LI EÏXEtE cirt· cipxflç (1 John 2:7) (IheolOJÏcaJ Dictionary of tbe New 
Testament, ed. by Gerhard Kittel [Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1964J 816-832. 

3S The LXX off ers several aetuaJ examples of the phrase an · apxfiç: lsa 43: 13; Mie 5:2; Hab 
1:12 (Julian Hill, "Little Children, keep yourselves from idols": 1 John 5:21 Reconsidered," The 
Catholic Biblical Ouarterly 51 [Apri~ 1989] 285-310. 

36 Julian Hill, "Little Children, 307. See a1s0 A. A. T. Ehrhardt, The Be&innios (Manchaster: 
Manchester University Press, 1968). 

37 On the importance of the antiquity of the Christian message and its credibility in early 
Christianity, see Jaroslav Pelikan, The Emeri"0ce of the Catholie Tradition (100-660), vol 1 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1971) 27-41. 

38 1. H. Marsball suggests that tbe heretics may bave mistakenly assumed tbat they could 
rejeet tbe writer's commands because of bis talk about "new commands." They were novel 
rules to he ignored. Hence the autbor emphasizes that the commandments of Christ which 
they should obeyare not new, but old me fjrst Epistle ofJohn, 128-9). Note, however, that 
the 'antiquity' of tbe message was extremely important aIso in Greco-Roman writings as, a 
hedge against 'novelty'. Jaroslav Pelikan writes, "antiquity was widely regarded in pagan 
thougbt as lending authority to a system of thougbt or belief," thus causing Christian writers to 
insist that Christianity was not a novelty, for the Dld Testament "was of grealer antiquity tban 
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The meaning of lm' ftpxTlc; in the incipit is subtly enhanced by its 
appearance in a number of other places in 1 John, where it is u~ed in 
conjunction with what has been had, known, and heard from the beginning. 
The author insists that what he writes to them is new and yet old because 
they have had it from the beginning (2:7, 8; II John 5), they have known it 
from the beginning (1 John 2:13, 14) and they have heard it from the 
beginning (1:1; 2:24; 3:11; II John 6). He urges that the commandment he 
writes is not new but old because you have had it from the beginning, and 
moreover, that the old commandment is the word ~ycx;;) which you have 
heard (2:7). Here in 1 John 2:7 it is the old commandment that is the word 
that is heard. Although the word that is heard is linked with li €vtoA.., " 
naAauX, it is of interest to note that the verb eXICOu", appears once more with à 
AOyCX;; andcin' àpxilc;;, no doubt to recaU not only the incipit, but the many 
other aurai reminders which punctuate the writing (1:1,3,5; 2:7, 18,24; 3:11; 
4:3). Hearinglm' OpxTlç repeated in a number of different contexts would 
have had a cumulative rhetorical impact upon the listeners making what they 
had already heard earlier new but still reliable and trustworthy. What is 
heard from the beginning is not novel but new; new because the author gives 
new expression to it, and new because every time the word of life is heard, it 
is heard anewand has a renewed impact upon both author and reader;39 old 
because tbey have already beard it from the beginning. What they hear is a 
trustworthy word deserving of their attention. To maximize the rhetorical 
aurai impact, the author repeats once more (ncU.lv) that it is a new 
commandment which he writes to them which is true in him and in you (2:8). 
Presumably the commandment that he WIites to them is captured by the 
assertions that follow. He writes that the darkness is fleeing and the true 
Iight is already shining (2:8). He who hates his brother is in the darkness 
(2:9); the one loving the brother remains in the light (2:10; 4:20). The 
commandment which they bad from the beginning was not a passive 

the Greek writers" (The Emerience orthe Christian Tradition (100-600) [Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1971] 27-41, esp., 34-5). 

39 Marsball states it is 'new' and remains 'new' "in tbat it remains true and is continually being 
realized and actualized in tbe liCe of Jesus and bis foUowers in the new age (The First Epistle 
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possession once described and now recapitulated to remind and correct the 
recalcitrant secessionists who had subverted the truth. Moreover, the 
assertion about the commandment from the beginning was not set out simply 
to remind the readers of a static possession descriptive of the €V'to~" they 
had once received from the beginning. It was rather a cali to the readers 
dynamically to participate in a AOyoc; ÔV f)"OOaar€ that constituted the 
character not only of the author but of his readers. 

In the interconnected pattern of meaning between words and 
phrases and their over-all rhetorical impact upon the hearer, it is not so 
important that we try to isolate an old commandment and a new 
commandment, for no doubt, if this had been important to the author he 
would have c1arified what the respective commandments were. Instead, the 
author quite simply tells them that the old commandment is the word which 
they have heard, but that it is nevertheless a new commandment which he 
writes to them. The incipit reinforces that what was from the beginning is 
that which they have heard concerning the word of life; this word of life has 
been made manifest for it has been seen, heard aad touched, and therefore it 
is the word which constitutes the basis for fellowship.4O The Many references 
to the activity of hearing suggests that the readers would have made a variety 
of aurai connections that would have given the writing an aurai consistency 
that it otherwise appears to lack in its written forme 

Judging by the number of tiMes the verb OOcow appears in 1 John, it 
is perhaps an important indicator to the way the work is to be taken. The 
rhetorical aurai effect of what was heard would have allowed the readers to 
make a variety of important connections with what was heard from the 
beginning concerning the word of life. For instance, in 1 John 3: 11 the 
àyy€~ia which they have heard (nKo\Jaar€) from the beginning (cin' cXpxil<;) 
is that tbey are to love one another. In 1 John 1:5 the Œyy€~ia which they 

oUohn, 129). 

40 Notably, the verb OKOUcaJ is linked with an' Opxfiç and appears twice in the context of the 
av'ti)(platOl (2:18, 24) and once more in the confessionallanguage of 1 John 4:3, suggesting 
that if the impressionistic charaeter of the preface is taken seriously, the labelciv'tl)(purtOl 
need Dot imply context specifie language and that it oogbt not to he applied as a label for 
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have heard is that God is light and in him there is no darkness at ail (in the 
verses following this message has important ethical implications). In 1 John 
2: 18 they hear that the antichrists have come, and in 2:24 they hear cm ' 
clpxf1c; that they are to remain in the son and in the father. And finally, in 4:3 
the readers are once more reminded about what they have already heard, 
viz., the antichrist has come. The verb thus perform~ an important function 
in the incipit's over ail impressionistic impact upon the readers/hearers and 
prepares them for the other things theyare about to hear. Only hearing 
makes what was from the beginning accessible to the readers. Hearing is 
indispensable to the involvement of the reader, more so than s~eing and 
touching, which are limited in scope. In his discussion concerning the shift 
from orality to typography, W. J. Ong daims that sight isolates and touch 
delimits, whereas hearing incorporates. Sight situates the observe: outside 
what he views, sound pours into the hearer. Sight covers one direction at a 
time: to look at something the viewer must move the eyes from one object to 
the next, but hearing envelopes the hearer. Hearing unifies and brings 
harmony.41 What was from the beginning cannot be recaptured and 
described in order to be seen and touched, but it can be heard and thus be 
used to recall the AOyoç which is life. In its rhetorical auraI setting, 
therefore, 'aKoU€LV the word is not simply a recounting of what was heard 
from the beginning in defense of an orthodox Christology or directed toward 
the heretics but an act in which external hearing becomes true hearing 
leading to action and ethical behaviour (Oc; €X€l w'ta cXKOU€LV ŒKOu€-tCIJ - Mk 
4:9).42 

Most likely, therefore, what had been heard, seen and touched was 
not directed against Gnostics who denied the reality of Christ,43 but when 

taken as the sum of expressions with the force of an expressive and 
representative, the sequence of verbs coupled with cm' clpxTiç summoned full 

heretical groups within the Johannine community. 

41 W. J. Ong, Oralityand Literacy: The Technolo&ÏzinK of the Word (London/New York: 
Methuen Press, 1982) 72. 

42 See forther Paul J. Achtemeier, Omne vemum sonal, 3-19. 

43 Pheme Perkins argues thatthis approacb flounders on the fact that the gnostics never deny 
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sensory involvement in the il AOyoc; 'riic; ~faJilc;. It appears to be much less a 
negative statement directed toward the heretics inclined to undervalue the 
significance of ethical behaviour, than a positive utterance to which the 
author is committed and through which he wishes to engage the reader in 
thoughtful action; aÜ'tTl e:adv"; ciyyEAla ftv ";KMatE an' cXpxTlc;, tva 
ciycmii)J.L€v ciUilAouç (3:11).44 Through the utilization of a sequence of 
sensory verbs the author expresses his attitude towards what has been 
written, namely belief, and he commits himself to the religious and ethical 
implications of full sensory participation in the life and its manifestation. By 
it he strengthens the encouragement to KOl\lCa)vla with him and J.L€1:à oro\} 
llarpOc; Kal)L€'tà oro\} "Ioû aütoû • ITlC70û XpID'tOÛ 1:3). It is an invitation 
calling the readers to enter into the vicarious experience of hearing, seeing 
and touching what was from the beginning.45 Indeed, it has far-reaching 
ethical and theological consequences the author will forcefully spell out later 
on in the writing. 

Attention has been drawn to the alternation of verb tenses between 
the perfect and the aorist. Robert Kysar maintains that the ''variation in the 
tenses of the verbs in the Greek seerns to be little more than artistic style, 
and sophisticated difierences are fruitlessly sought therein."46 1 also take the 

tense variations of the verbs to be no more than a stylistic feature of the 
prologue of 1 John without theological significance.47 A more difficult 
problem to overcome is the identity of the person or persons to whom the 
first person plural in the verbs and the personal pronouns refer. The rather 

that Jesus has a body which can he seen and touched (The Johannine Epistles, 10). 

44 Gerhard Kittel, 'DkoUw," TheolQ&ical Dictionarv of the New Testament, 216-225. 

45 Robert Kysar understands that the verbs metaphorically signify the author's personal 
experience of the gospel message in the tradition of the church. While it is true that the 
author May he writing as an authoritative figure as the voice of the community correcting 
error, it May he just as plausible to argue that in setting forth bis views he exhibits greater 
interest in expressing an interactive setting hetween himself and bis readers through the 
illocutionary acts in which he engages (1. Il. III John, 32). 

46 R. Kyf;ar, J. Il. III JQhn, 32. 

47 S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 7. A. E. Brooke suggests that the facts of the reception of the 
message are presented in such a way as to emphasize their character under different aspects of 
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striking occurrence of the first person plural continues in verses 2-4 (7 verbs, 
4 pronouns), and indeed appears in 51 of the 105 verses of 1 John. A number 
of attempts to identify and explain the we motif of 1 John have been 
ventured.48 Much has been made of the possibility that the unknown author, 
perhaps the eider mentioned in II John, was an authority figure within the 
Johannine community who, via the history of tradition, could be traced back 
to the early witnesses of Jesus.49 Efforts to trace developing theological 
responses between the earlier FG and the later Epistle have contributed to 
the notion of a Johannine community where an authority figure was 
responsible for recording the community's tradition and history. This person 
with Johannine credentials saw it as his task to deal with either the 
consequences of his own teaching having gone amok,SO or attending to the 
errors of those who had developed erroneous views from the FG. Yet 
tracking a straight development through the FG to the Epistle does not 
necessarily reveal the history, tradition and theology of Johannine 
Christianity. Nor need such a linear development suggest that the figure of 
authority simply repeated the community's history, even if it could be shown 
that 1 John was in the FG's orbit historically and theologically. Lieu argues 
that the author of 1 John, even if dependent on the FG, need not have fully 
understood or followed it assiduously "nor deny that where he differs, rather 
than showing a development from the Gospel he may be continuing the 
original thought of the community or developing an independent reflection 

the verb tenses (The Epistle of St. John, 4). 

48 The explanations offered fall into two main categories with several variations in each: A. 
the 'we' is not a genuine plural and designates the author: (1) it is a plural of majcsty or 
suthority - the author speaks as one with aulhority (2) it is an editorial 'we' and there(ore a 
writing convention. B.the 'we' is a genuine plural and involves more than one person (1) the 
'wc' represents the author and his readers but does Dot caU attention 10 a group (2) the 'wc' 
refers to the author and a particular group distinct from 'audience' or 'readers' (3) the 'wc' 
designates a group of eyewitnesses (4) the 'we' represents the Johannine school. 

49 See discussion in chapter two, 9-83. CarefuUy analysing the broad second ccnlury wilness 
to the Johannine corpus, Martin Hengel concludes that the FG and the Epistlcs are "nol the 
expression of a community with Many voices, but above aU the voice of a towering theologian, 
the founder and head of the Johannine school" (The Johannine Question, ix). He was John, 
the teacher and disciple of the Lord, who "must have attained an extremely great age and 
therefore was known as the 'eider' (the eider mentioned in II John) in the school and in the 
communities connected with it" (The Johannine Question, 80). 
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on it."51 Nor need it necessarily imply a figure of authority within the 
Johannine orbit who speaks as part of a chain of tradition bearers.S2 To 
create a composite of the Johannine community and its author(s) on the 
basis of its received documents is hazardous business. 

Blass, Debrunner and Funk label the we as a literary plural (pluralis 
sociativus), and point out that the use oftiJ.,L€û; instead of€yw and the first 
person plural of the verb instead of the first person singular is common 
among Greek authors. With the use of the pluralis sociativus "the writer (or 
speaker) thereby brings the reader (or hearer) into association with his own 
action."S3 Taking the we as a literary plural makes good sense and 
underscores the notion of independent theologicaI reflection written in a 
Johannine idiom widely prevalent. The writer deliberately engages in certain 
written acts because he wishes to secure a reading audience for his views. In 
his desire to exert influence and exercise his authority via the written word he 
engages in acts of writing that draw his readers into association with his 
religious and ethical views. There is very little doubt that the issue of 
authority lies at the heart of the document. In 1 John, however,it is not that 
the writer already possesses an authority which needs only to be asserted; the 
writing, 1 would suggest, reflects more the need to establish authority. A 
functional view of language perceives the text of 1 John as representing more 
than the polemic of an authority figure engaged in a Christological debate 
that threatened to destroy the harmony of his community. Rather, the 
speech acts the author uses indicate his desire to establish his authority by 
writing in such a manner as to commit the readers to his theological and 
ethical orientation. It is for this reason he also employs a sequence of verbs 
of sensation in the first person plural. The experience of hearing or reading 
them permits his readers to participate vicariously in what has from the 
beginning been seen, heard, and touched concerning the word of life. Such a 

51 Ibid., 167. She argues, of course, that 1 John's theology is distinct precisely because it is 
pointing away from the FG to an earlier community stance behind it. 

52 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 161. 

53 F. Blass and A. Debrunner, A Greek Gramméar of the New Testament and other Early 
Christian Literature, § 146/280. 
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strategy increases the likelihood that the readers would respond positively to 
an unknown author who is trying to convince them of bis Christological 
views. TItus, it would seem that the striking use of the language of intimacy 
and the frequent use of the first person plural represent the author's attempt 
to engage his audience to consider carefully the ethical and theological 
implications of what he has written. These literary devices along with the 
speech acts the autbor uses in the incipit consolidate the sense of solidarity 
with the past, fortify the bond ofKOlvwvia, and increase the likelihood that 
the readers will accept his point ofview.S4 

The incipit commences with a grammatically obscure long sentence, 
punctuated, however, with a series of significant verbs that add force to the 
author's vicarious sensory experience of that which was from the beginning 
concerning the word of life. Mxptupé:w is an explicit performative with the 
force of a representative and ànayyé:"AlJJ is another with the force of a 
directive. The point of the directive is to convey to the readers the author's 
perception of a state of affairs in which the attempt is made to get them to do 
something.S5 The primary verbs JUXP'tvpé:w and anayyé:Aw are conspicuous 
speech acts that do not so much describe the character of the object 
proclaimed and witnessed as signify what the author is doing. In saying "we 
proclaim" and "we testify" the author is effectuating something, viz., 
establishing his commitment to and beHef in what is testified and proclaimed, 
rather than simply reporting the content of what is being proclaimed and 
testified. The two performative verbs in the context of the incipit do not 
merely describe 0 Ààyoç tTlç çwflç but constitute the subject of the author as 
one committed to the word of life and its implications ethically and as one 

54 Both secular and religious literature offer examples of authors who use verbs of sensation 
to describe events in which they only participated vicariously. For example, in Agricola 45, 
Tacitus identifies himself with 'we' in an event in which he was not involved historically. In thc 
generally accepted pseudonymous II Petcr the writer identifies himself with Petcr at the 
transfIgUration. Polycarp exhibits the tendency to iùentify his audiences with important New 
Testament witnesses and events, e.g., Paul. In the Adven-us Haereses 5.1.1, Irenacus's use of 
the 'we' links him and bis readers directly with the person of Jesus. Gregory Nazianzen 
(Oration 39.14) suggests that ·we ran with the star, and adored with the Magi." 

ss J. L. Austin, How to do ThinKS with Words, 155-156; 161-162. See also Th. Ballmcr and W. 
Brennestuh~ Speech Act Classification, 56. 
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committed to get the reader /hearer to respond in an appropriate manner to 
a particular Iinguistic state of affairs concerning the word of life. The preface 
represents a literary state of affairs in the world of the author's utterance 
which persuasively discloses to the author's readers his perception of what he 
believes accurately represents the way things are concerning the word of life. 
The readers are told that the life bas appeared, that it is Iife etemal, and th.lt 
it provides the basis for fellowship. By expressing bis belief in the context of 
a linguistic framework, tbe author attempts to convince the readers tbat his 
perception of a religious reality with theological and ethical consequences is 
worthy of their consideration.56 Speech acts with the illocutionary force of 
the directive,S7 and of the representative make plain the self-involving 
character of the act in writing and imply that the author's primary concern is 
not to refute false teaching but to set forth his views which have significant 
religious and theological implications.58 

An essential condition required for an act of writing with the force of 
a representative to succeed is that the one who performs it must commit 
bimself to the manner of his presentation. If the author were not comm.itted 
to a state of affairs about the undefined grandeur of that which was from the 
beginning - however he chooses to define it - the illocutionary act would fait 
Commitment is one of a series of contextual felicity conditions in which a 
violation of any one condition would void what has been performed. For 
example, if in testifying to 61lv cm' apxilc; it were shown that the author was 
not committed to what the beginning entails in relation to what has been 
seen, heard, and touched concerning the word of life, his act would be 
infelicitous. What to make of the utterance and its meaning remains 
obscure, but his commit ment to the manner of his presentation and its over­
all impact upon the reader clarify the force of this assertion. In the act of 

56 See n. 84, p. 108. 

57 Austin's labl for the 'directive' is 'exercitive' (How to do thinas with WQrds, 155). 

58 1 am in agreement with those who insist that corrective polemic is not the only purpose the 
author has in mind. It is also bis intention to edify and to encourage his readers. A. E. Brooke 
writes for example that it is "at least as important to remember that bis primary objects are to 
exhort and to edify" (De Epistles of St. loh!), xxx). 
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testifying the author commits himself ta a beginning in which Gad ha.; made 
manifest his greatest act - the ward of life. If the author had no intention of 
committing himself to the linguistic reality of what he attests to and its 

implications, it would be subject to an abuse - an act purported but hollow. 
As we shall see, the sequence of sensory verbs that the author uses along with 
J..WP'tup€(a) serve to confirm the sincerity of his utterance act. 

The author's status as a vicarious participant in what he describes is 

strengthened by the verb J..WP'tup€w (1:2). He assumes the literary persona 

of an eyewitness who testifies on behalf of another (Kat J..WP'tupoûJ.&.€V). The 

writer adds additional force to what he has written concerning the word of 

life by implying his status as an eyewitness to an event of momentous 

proportions. Not only is the message from of otd, which he proclaims and 

testifies, eminently credible and worthy of consideration, but sa is his status 

as witness. What the author bears witness to concerning the ward of life 

confirms his commitment to and belief in what he feels accurately represents 

a certain state of affairs in the world of his utterance. His capacity as a 

witness thereby increases the degree of strength of the 'representative' and 

the 'expressive' and lends greater credibility to his series of statements. b 
using the word J.UXP'tupoÛJl€V he is not describing the constituent theological 
elements of what is being attested to but actually participating in the word 

concerning life. He is doing something, namely testifying, rather than 

reporting his status as eyewitness and what he attests to. The act of testifying 

implies that the author was familiar and personally acquainted with the facts 

represented by his testimony. But whether that familiarity and personal 

acquaintance with the word concerning the life made manifest came about 

because of the author's first hand encounter with the historical Jesus or 

because he stood in a long Johanrrine line of tradition bearers is open to 

question. Familiar with the Johannine ideas and characteristic ways of 

expression, the author gives unique testimony to a message he considers to 

be important in the capacity of one committed to its implications for life and 

fellowship. This testimony to the word of life is expressed not only in the 

incipit but in the rest of the writing through a series of confessions about 

Jesus, namely, that Jesus is the Christ (2:22) and that he has come in the flesh 

(4:2). Moreover, the testimony of the author reveals not only his views about 
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Christ, but it reveals that these views also have a direct impact upon ethics 
(1:6,8, 10; 2:4, 6, 9). By assuming the persona of a reliable witness the 
author informs the readers of his commitment to and attitude towards Jesus 
Christ and what impact that commitment has on conduct. Indeed, were his 
confessions and conduct to betray his status as a trustworthy witness to be 
unreliable his readers in the end would reject his testimony. 

It is interesting to note that the ambiguity of the content of the 
message in contrast to the emphatic certainty of the role of the messenger 
points to a tension that plays itself out in the context of the writing. The 
soundness of the message is dependent upon the integrity of the messenger, 
hence the author's stress upon the act of testifying and dec1aring, the constant 
reiteration ypanoIJ.€V tiJ.a.€iC;; (1:4) and yp6.ncaJ üIJ.iv (2:1, 7, 12, 13, etc.), and 
the use of a series of highly evocative sensory verbs. The matter is of sorne 
urgency to the author so that he creates a literary circumstance where he sets 
himself up as reliable witness to what he has heard (OOo,ICOaJ..l.€V), seen 
(€C&lpâICaIJ.€v), and touched (É:",~av) concerning the word of life. The 
author suggests that his credentials are of such a nature that he legitimately 
stands heir to a tradition from of old that puts him in a position to attest to its 
power to constitute fellowship. 

The parenthetical insertion about the word of life after the series of 

sensory verbs points to the other side of the tension however. The integrity 
of the messenger is dependent upon the soundness of his message, hence the 
confessional statements of an ethical nature expressed as antitheses (1:6, 8, 

10; 2:4, 6, 9; 4:20), the confessions that assert that Jesus is the Christ (2:22) 
and that Jesus has come in the flesh (4:2), and the stress upon the word of 
life in the opening verses. While the relative neuter pronouns are 

grammatically unrelated to the word of life, they are related to it at the level 
of their impressionistic impact. It appears obvious that whatever 6 Aôyoc; 
'rilç twilc;; meant to the writer, it nevertheless constituted an important 
literary feature of the text. Given that it is possible for neuter relative 
pronouns to emphasize a general quality of importance, whether it is a 
person or a thing, the author uses them impressively to set the message about 

" t:e&ni into a living and dynamic context able to constitute the basis of 
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fellowship. His act of testifying is based on the life made manifest but it also 
makes manifest the word of life to rus readers/hearers. It is" c:;,CAJ'il eternal 
which was from the father (1:2) to which the author attests so that he and his 
audience can have fellowship WÎth each other and WÎth the Father and with 
his son Jesus Christ (1:3). In a manner of speaking, the author places himself 
in a scene from antiquity, where both the message and the messenger are 
given the stamp of approval. He then attempts to draw his audience into that 
same scene by effectively using four highly evocative sensory verbs. Thereby 
the readers are included in the author's description of reality and claim to 
truth. Implied in this act is the assurance that the readers too can be 
witnesses of what has been heard, seen and touched if they are willing to 
accept the author's testimonial about the word of life. 

In v. 4 the author once more includes the reader by explaining that 
'tMa ypâ4K>J.L€V Jv,J.€iç59 in order that il xapà fvJ,@v may be fulfilled.60 

Brown is convinced that the plural refers to the "Johannine school of 
tradition bearers as distinguished from the Johannine community." He 
suggests that understanding it in this way is not weakened even though aU the 
other instances of the verb occur in the first person singular. Brown argues 
that "by using the emphatic 'we' the writer indicates that he does not wish to 
speak simply in his own name, as he normally does ... but at the start he wants 
to make it clear that what he writes bears more than personal authorization -
it is community tradition from the community tradition bearers."61 The 
plurals need not necessarily signify an author writing on behalf of a 
community from the perspective of the community of tradition bearers to 

59 The iuJ.Êlc;; is replaced byùJ.liv in Codex Alexandrinus, the Byzantine tradil;\ln, the Vulgate, 
the Syriac, and main coptic versions. Metzger supports the former reading on grounds of the 
quality of support by the Alexandrian text and one Old Latin manuscript. Moreover, copyists 
were likely to alter YPé40).lEV iuJ.Êlc;; to YPé40JAEV ÙJ.l iv . 

60 This is the only occurence of yf'Cl+w in the first person plural. Ali the other instances are 
frrst person singular occurences (2:1, 8,12, 13, 14,21,26; 5:13). Broolce points out that this 
need not be a daim to apostolic authority, but that perhaps the writer was a surviving 
eyewitness of the Jesus event (The Johannine Epistles, 9). 

61 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 171-2. 
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address problems and correct errors within that community.62 The opening 
and closing words of the prologue are meant to infom! the readers 
concerning the writer's perception, description, commitment and belief in 
what he has written. He informs the readers as one who bears witness, not 
literally as an eyewitness, about matters on which he is a good authority. The 
challenge to the readers is that once they have been reconstituted by the 
recreating power of the word, they too must adhere to the stringent ethical 
requirements of his utterances. Herein lies 1C0l1lWvia63 where the author's 
joy is fulfilled because he has been successful in convincing them.64 

The varying illocutionary forces of the speech acts within the incipit 
lend a subtle nuance to the text's effect upon the reader and the intention of 
the author. The text's impact on the reader and the author's intention are 
made even clearer by the author's use of the verb anayy€N.JJ. lbe incipit 
represents a literary state where what was from the beginning provides the 
author an opportunity to testify to what he has heard, seen, and touched 
concerning the word of life. The author adds to the image of the witness in 
such a literary state by clearly indicating that the witness also makes 
declaratiolls of great importance. The verb declare represents a speech act 
with the force of a directive. This speech act serves to cast additionallight on 
the manner in which the author engaged the readers in " description of a 
world with theological overtones into which he desired to draw them. The 

62 Ibid., 161. 

63 KOUlWVIav occurs only four times in the Johannine writings all within 1 John 1:3-7. Il is a 
düficult term to translate, a1though generally understood to signify a unity derived from 
common theological heritage. S. S. Smalley says that "it is a fellowship which we have with the 
Father, with the church and with God," (1. 2. 3 John, 13). A. E. Brooke writes that "koinonia 
is a1ways used of active participation, where the result depends on co-operation of the receiver 
as weil as on the action of the giver" (The Epistles of St. John, 8). 1. H. Marshall writes that 
the feUowship "which the author enjoys indudes the Father and the Son ... here the thought of 
union with God is uppermost" (The First Epistle of John, 104). See J. Y. Campbell, 
"Koinonia and its Cognates in the New Testament,· Journal of Biblical Literature 51 (1932) 
352-80. F. Hauck, "Koinos," Theoloeical Dictionaty of the New Testament, 3, 789-809. 

64 Paul on occasion stresses the fulfillment of his joy as complete if indeed he bas managed to 
convince successfully bis adherents (Philippians 2:2). See Pheme Perons, "Koinonia in 1 John 
1:3-7: The Social Context of Division in the Jobannine LeUers," The Catholic Biblical 
Ouarterly 45 (October, 1983) 631-41. 
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illocutionary point of the directive is to bring about a change in the world 
view of the reader. An essential condition required for the directive to come 
off properly, i.e., to be felicitous, is that the writer must believe that his 
statement will bring about the corresponding change in world view in the 
reader. Not oruy does he desire that his utterances will be accepted by the 
reader, but he must aIso believe that the world of his utterance will bring 
about the requisite change in the reader's world, without which his utterance 
is infelicitous, i.e., subject to insincerity - an act purported but insincere. The 
world view of the reader is to change so that it may match the propositional 
content of the directive solely by virtue of the successful performance of the 
speech act. 65 

Significantly, ànayyfNIJ and J.WP'tvpÉ:w are linked; anayyÉ:NJJ is 
subsequently repeated along with fi e:wpQKaJ.L€V KaL eXICTlKOaJ.l.€V (1:3). Brown 
has noted that the FG combines proclamation with seeing and hearing, 
suggesting it to be characteristically 10hannine (3:11; 3:32; 8:26; 8:38; 15:15). 
In the FG seeing/hearing is different from the situation in the Epistle. The 
bearers of tradition in the FG testify and proclaim the act of God in the 
career of Jesus specifically to counter the adversaries whose views the 
readers find attractive. Brown writes that the proclamation "is a warning that 
public adherence to the lohannine Gospel is not sufficient unless it is to the 
gospel that the we heard fromJesus."66 The verbanaYYÉ:Aw represents more 
likely the views of a singular figure who writes in a deliberately 10hannine 
idiom in order to inform and to convince an audience of his views of the act 

6S Although the writer of 1 John cannot be identified, does the language of the first person 
plural and the language of affectionate address imply anything concerning the institution of 
which the writer may have been a part? The style of writing, through the use of the first 
person plural and the use of the diminutive, 'tEKVia and nat6ia may inlply either that the 
author belonged to a institution which conferred upon him the 'right' to make these 
authoritative declarations, or that he was anonymous writer to an unidentified audience using 
a style which implies 'authority' and 'intimacy'. 

66 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 186. 
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of Gad in the career of Jesus. 67 This the author achieves by deliberately 
utilizing the self-involving speech act of proclamation. The ad of 
proclamation combined with sensory perception and testimony (1:2, 3) links 
his act with what was from the beginning to make plain the author's desire to 
convince the readers to accept that the word of life has been made manifest 
and that it is the basis for fellowship. To ensure that the readers do not 
misunderstand the force of his assertions, the author creates a compelling 
speech act circumstance that serves to reorient the readers such that their 
acts of proclamation and testifying will cohere with his assessment of the 
word of life. The consequences of such a misunderstanding are severe, 
because unless they accept that the word of life has been made manifest and 
proclaim it accordingly they cannot have fellowship with the Father and with 
his son Jesus Christ. ft appears that koinonia here is based on the reader's 
agreement with the author's views, so that to prevent its rupture the author 
uses a series of sensory verbs that vicariously help the readers to enter into 
the experience of testifying and proclaiming the life which is the word and 
the word which is the life. The experience of proclaiming the life giving word 
which is also the word of life re-constitutes the religious and ethical 
orientation of both writer and reader, and indeed, prepares them for 
fellowship with the Father and his son Jesus Christ (1:3). 

It is therefore unlikely that the language of the prologue of 1 John is 
to be taken to signify the faIse daims or confessions of the antagonists. Most 
likely, the language of the incipit is to be taken to reflect the activity of 
proclamation and testifying that constitute the literary persona of the author 
as believing in and committed to the implications about the word of life in 
the limits of a particular spee-:h act circumstance. What from of old can be 
vicariously heard, seen and touched conceming the word of life, make up the 
constituent theological elements of what can be proclaimed and attested to. 

67 1 tend to agree with Martin Hengel's assessment that the FG and the Epistles are the 
product of a singular "towering tbeologian," and not the product "of hypotbetical sources, 
authors, redactors, and even communities" (The Johannine Question, 24). Henge) argues, of 
course, that tbis singular author was the head of the Johannine Schoo~ and that he was 
connected with "John of Ephesus but that this was not John the apostle the son of Zebedee, 
but an enigmatic figure who was given the honorific tide "the disciple of the Lord in Papias and 
in the tradition of Asia Minor" (The Johannine Question, 74). 
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The speech acts which the two verbs represent along with the sensory verbs, 
delimit the claims and the confessions possible under certain conditions. It is 
aImost as if the author engages in a playon words whereby his proclamation 
stipulates what cannot be c1aimed without drastic ethical consequences, and 
whereby his testimony specifies the theological constraints within which 
proper confession can occur. Acceptance of and participation in the 
linguistic state of affairs is what is at stake here, in which the speech acts and 
the conventions that produced them make clear the nature of 1C00VWVla. 

According to the author, fellowship is the result of understanding that what 
he proclaims to his readers derives from his perception about the word which 
is life, viz., Jesus Christ. It is not simply a passive recitation of orthodox 
Christological formulae or listing the constituent elements of proper conduct. 
I(o\VCI)VUx rests in the reader's acceptance of the Jinguistic state delineated by 
the respective speech acts where what is proclairned and testified stays within 
its boundaries. By reading or hearing the work, the readers share in the re­
constituting character of the word which is life, where they cannot but confess 
in conformity with the author's acknowledged Christology. Accor jing to the 
author, a proper Christological confession ensures proper conduct. 

In an interesting and persuasive fashion the author of 1 John brings about 
this match of the world-to-the-words by skillfully bringing a past event into 
present reality in which both the author and his readers can now share. He 
describes the event not in a factual and distanced way but in su ch a manner 
that he and the readers join in experiencing what he proclaims and testifies 
as if it still exists. By committing himself to bringing about the reality he 
describes and by including the reader among those who can also have a part 
in bringing about this reality, he challenges and persuades the readers to 
initiate a change in the way their world has been viewed. 

C. CONCLUSIONS 

In language which is reminiscent of the Prologue of John and perhaps of 
Genesis 1, the readers are introduced to the undefined grandeur of what was 
from the beginning. Dissecting the incipit into its component parts does not 
take into account the over-all effect the words have in their relationship to 
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one another.68 Brown writes that the "author may have had no interest in the 
coherence achieved by following classical roles, and his own style may have 
been more intelligible than 'good Greek' to readers familiar with the 
Johannine religious idiom."69 Setting aside grammatical convention, the 
author of 1 John writes an impressive introduction with dramatic sensitivity 
which in its over-all impact captures the essence of its theological import.70 

Indeed, it can be said that it is only through the performatory import of the 
act in writing and its total impact that his statements acquire propositional 
force. 

The writer is not interested in merely describing what he understands to 
be true theologically, nor simply in repeating what is old (Tt naMul - 2:7,8), 
which they had already heard an' eXpxT1c;. He proclaims to them the life 
eternal, which being from the Father has been made manifest among them. 
He wants to move the reader beyond the existing state of affairs so that he 
can bring about a change in their religious world view and consequent ethical 
behaviour. The proclamation is cloaked in the garb of an acceptable 
theological idiom, possibly, though j'lot necessarily, stemming from the so­
called Johannine community. His proclamation, though not clearly 
specifying what he means theologically, is nevertheless made clear by the 
various speech acts in which he engages. The combination of the commissive, 
representative, expressive, and directive, framed in the context of bearing 
witness to what has been heard, seen and touched concerning the word of life 
do not represent the abstract theolog;cal propositions of an author reflecting 
on the error of his opponents, but serve to create a world view wherein the 
cash value of the%gy is seen in the ethical conduct of the reader in the 
kosmos. Indeed in v. 3 he uses the sensory verbs of seeing and hearing once 

68 Neither the relative pronoun, the copulative, nor Opxft should he understood as capturing 
the essence of what the writer intended. The connotation of the beginning includes the word of 
life but because of the difficulty of the genitival construction and its lack of grammatical 
concordance with the neuter relative pronouns, the exact meaning cannot he pinned down. 

69 Brown of course maJces tbis statement in the context of bis understanding of tbe origins and 
growth of the Johannine tradition reflected in the fust Epistle's attempt to correct secessionist 
tbeology gone awry hecause of a misreading of the FG (The Epistles of John, 1.52). 

70 S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 4. 
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more in the context of the directiw'. The transformation of the world view of 
the reader through the acceptance of what has been stated by someone who 
is conunitted to bringing about this change and by someone who believes in 
the expressed proposition will result in a common koinonia with the writer 
and with the Father and his Son, Jesus Christ. Koinonia results, however, not 
because of theological unanimity, but because of the transformative and 
seductive new world into which the readers have been drawn and which 
summons them to the light of responsible action (lCal €(TnV aÜ'tT\ " clyy€~1a 
ftv cl1CTlICOaJ.L€V an' cXvtOû lCal clvayytUo).L€V v).Liv O'tL 6 8€àç 4Milç €CTtLV lCal 
alCo'tta €V airt'ii OUIC €<TtLV o\&).L1a (1:5). 

Therefore, the readers are urged to embrace what has been 
described not because it has been presented in a clear and logical manner 
appealing to the cognitive senses, but precisely because the writer has 
convinced them that he is a reliable witness who can be trusted. By means of 
the pluralis sociativus the writer identifies himself with his readers and 
mutually invites them to consider what he has said as true because he 
believes it. By carefully choosing four sensory verbs he invites the reader to 
experience with him a newly constituted world in which the cash value of the 
statement concerning the word of life is seen in the readers' ethical response. 
It is less a message about life than about the power of life transmitted by the 
word. 
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A SPEECH ACT ANALYSIS OF THE THE SLOGANS OF THE 
'OPPONENTS' (1 John 1:6,8 10; 2:4, 6, 9; 4:20). 

1. INTRODUCTION. 

John Painter takes note of the intriguing antithetical fonn of 1:6, 8, 10; 
2:4, 6, 9, and 4:20, and conclu des that the fonn of these series of verses makes 
recognizable the boasts of the opponents.71 These so-called slogans utilized 
by the opponents in 1 John continue to intrigue Johannine scholars. It is 
thought that here more than anywhere else in the writing the author gives the 
clearest indication of the quality of the erroneous views held by the 
adversaries. The author reformulates the lapidary 'slogans' of the opponents 
to recapture what appear to be "real statements made by people in the 
church ... who were causing trouble in the church."72 The discussion has 
therefore tended to focus 011 the identity of the author's opponents, on their 
social setting within Johannine Christianity, and on the character of their 
theological confession. On the basis of these historical foci commentators 
take the particle €cXV with the subjunctive of the aorist (dnwJ.l.€v) to be 

71 John Painter labels them 'boasts' ("The 'Opponents' in 1 John," 48-71). 

72 J. H. Marshall, The Epistles of John, 110. R. A. Culpepper writes "sinee the three 
disapproved conditions eaeh begin with the phrase "if we say ... ," it is reasonable to assume that 
some in the elder's community were aetually making the assertions" (1 John. 2 John. 3 John, 
12-3). R. E. Brown writes that the "substance of the 'boast' is a statement harmonious with 
secessionist theology .... " (The Epistles of John, 197). R. Bultmann holds that 1:6-2:17 is a 
Source that the author employs, and that the teXl "of the Source, is commented upon and 
expanded by the author and by the eeclesiastical redaetor .... • (The Johannine Epistles, 17). S. 
S. Smalley suggests that the ideas expressed in these series of verses "were characteristie of the 
sessionists, who had withdrawn from the eommunity, and defected into the world (1. 2. 3. John, 
21). 
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"exceptional rather than conditional or hypothetical."73 It is thought that the 
language introduces something which in the present situation is expected to 
occur, and should be rendered to Mean whenever.74 The conditional structure 
of the sentences is, therefore, seen to reflect a possible contingency,75 In 
such a view, the we of the verb €\1UIlJ.LE:V has inclusive force and discloses the 
opinions of the false teachers ''who have found adh~rents among those whom 
the author is addressing."76 Similarly, the stylized openingo ~É:yCIJv of 2:4,6, 
and 9 is taken to parallel the previous three statements. It is pointed out, 
however, that the form of the expression is more direct and individualized.77 

Theo'tl after theo ~É:ytIJv (v. 4), while introducing indirect discourse, 

73 See C. Baas, M. de Jonge, J.L. Swellengrebel, A Traoslator's Handbook 00 the LeUers of 
12bD,33. Stephen Langdon, "History of the use oft:au Corav in Relative Clauses," American 
Journal oC Philo)o&y 23 (1903) 447 - 451. Lars Rydbeck, ·Über den Gebrauch der Partikel 
&1:' Fœ! " staU"av post relativa," in Facbprosa. yermeintliche Volkssprache und Neues 
Testament (Uppsala, 1967) 119 - 147. 

74 C. Haas, A Translator's Handbook on the Letters oC John, 33. R. E. Brown points out that 
these conditionals are not merely possible contingencies; rather, they are 'exceptional' and are 
thereCore equivalent to 'whenever' (The Epistles oC John, 197). See also J. Painter, "The 
'Opponents' in 1 John," 48 - 71. 

75 A. E. Brooke observes that it is quite unlikely that the author would bave "wasted his 
weapons on purely hypothetical situations" (The Epistles of St. John, 13). R. E. Brown 
indicates that the language here does not merely display possible contingencies but "renecls 
the language of jurisprudence." The substance of the statement is really a boast in line with 
secessionist theology. These 'boasts' are the result oC the separation and renectthe thoughts 
oC the adversaries. The author collects these lapidary statements and employs them to rebut 
their views (The Epistles oC John, 197). R. Alan Culpepper holds that these statements do not 
represent "hypothetical situations or remote possibilities," but embody serious daims oC 
inOuential members of the community (1 John. 2 John. 3 John, 13). 

76 The inclusive Corce of the first person plural pronoun holds true in ail the occurrences 
throughout 1:5 - 2:11 (C. Haas, A Translator's Handbook on the MUers of John, 33). 

n A. E. Brooke, The Epistles oC St. John, 32. B. F. Westcott takes these threc participlcs as 
signifying 'directness' in contrast to the comprehensive Corm cited beforet:ècv dnwllEv (1:6,8, 
10). The Cormer implies that the nature of the danger is immediate and threatening, while in 
the latter il is diffuse (The làtistles of St. John: The Greek Text With Notes, 46 - 47). Brown 
a1so exploits the stylistic variation to suit his purposes by suggesting that t:ècv ~lnwIlEV more 
loosely represents the position oC the opponents rephrased by the author, whereaso Uywv 
may "here approacb being exact quotations From the secessionists" (The Epistles of John, 252 -
253). 
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requîres a rendering of what follows in direct discourse.78 Haas translates 6 
~€y(a)v an (2:4, 6, 9) to read, ''when/if a person says," and remarks that it 
"introduces the proposition of the false teachers, which is given in direct 
discourse."19 Ostensibly each statement introduces the specious boasts of the 
adversaries. 

A grammatical analysis of the expressions is thought to reveal an 
immediate and threatening circumstance that the auî~or is compelled to 
address. Furthermore, the form of the statements in their stylistic variations 
is se en to reflect, more or less accurately, the boasts or slol>ans the 
antagonists would have exploited to suit their objectives, namely, to reject the 
author's Christological and ethical confession.80 Painter writes that "the 
boasts provide particularly valuable information concerning the position of 
the opponents."81 The stylized form of the utterances signifies the language 
and ide as utilized by the adversaries to articulate their beHefs that reveals 
both positively the views of the opponents, and negatively the misperceptions 
which the author attempts to rebut. In such a view, the identity of the 
adversaries and their boasts is made accessible to the readers through the 

78 The scribes of the Byzantine textual tradition omit lS'tl from 2:4, no doubt to bring it into 
line with 2:6, 9 where it is absent. 

79 C. Haas, M. de Jonge and J. J. Swellengrebel, A Translator's Handbook on the Letters of 
hiliD,22. 

80 See J. Painter, "The 'Opponents' in 1 John," 53. R. E. Brown points out that the fust set of 
three statements loosely represents what the opponents believed, whereas the second set of 
three expressions quotes more or icss precisely the slogans of the opponents me Epistles of 
1Wm, ~;2). J. Painter considers the differing introductory Cormulae as notbing more than 
stylistic ,'ariations which do not indicate different levels of accuracy in quotation ("The 
Opponents in 1 John: 54). Duane Watson observes that the author of 1 John has a penchant 
for groupings oC three: for example, the three claims of the secessionists in 1:6, 8, 10 and again 
in 2:4,6,9; the three things the world has to offer (2:16); Watson points out that this tendency 
to group in threes is also evident in 1 John 2:12 - 14 and does not necessarily indicate a numher 
of separate groups heing addressed ("1 John 2:12-14 as Distributio, Conduplicatio, and 
Expolitio: A Rhetorical Understanding,· Journal for the Study of the New Testament 35 [1989] 
99). 

81 J. Painter, "The 'Opponents' in 1 Joho," 51. 
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criticism of the author, "their implacable opponent."82 The author 
deliberately takes up a variety of erroneous emphases, reformulates them 
and uses them to counter the false views of the opponents. The analysis of 
the statements from such a perspective assumes that the semantic horizon of 
the antithetical sayings is located in the conflict between the author and his 
adversaries. 

Several different reconstructions of the nature of the error that 
prompted the composition of the sayings have been offered. One approach 
posits that the statements came from a source(s) with Gnostic char~cteristics 
which the author was utilizing and correcting when composing 1 John,S3 and 
the other assumes that the author "was reporting the views of the 
contemporary adversaries and then contradicting or challenging them."84 
While it is customary to view the language of 1 John as reflecting a polemical 
setting, now invariably understood within the context of the social and 
theological constraints of a "Johannine Christianity,"85 widespread 
disagreement continues to exist about the precise identification and 
delineation of the opposition reflected in it.86 The lack of consensus about 

82 Ibid., SO. 

83 See chapter two, 9-84. 

84 See chapter two, R. Bultmann, 12-17. 

&5 D. M. Smith Jr. points out that there is an emerging consensus "on the existence of a concrete and 
weU-defmed social reality behind the Johannine literature" ("Johannine Studies," in The New 
Testament and its Modern Interpreters, 285). See also D. M. Smith Jr., "Johannine Christianity: Some 
Reflections on its Character and Delineation," 222 -48. Robert Kysar, "The Fourth Gospel: A Report 
on Recent Research," Aufstiçe und Niçdereane der Rômischçn Wçlt, ed. by Temporini and W. Haase 
(II 25.3 (1985) 2391 - 2480. Georg Strecker, "Die Anfange der Johanneischen Schule," New Testament 
~ 32 (1980) 31 - 47. 

86 Fernando F. Segovia, "Recent Research in the Johannine Letters," Relieious Studics Review 13, 2 
(April 1987) 135. The question of the circumstance that catalyzed the thcological division has been an 
important one. The attempt to explain secessionist theology is usuaUy donc in one of several ways: a) 
by proposing some sort of internal/external influence which came via a number of sources, su ch as, 
gnosticism or docetism, which is invariably linked to some form of Cerinthianism; b) by proposing that 
il was the result of a group which had been admitted into the Johannine community, such as, an innux 
of pagans and Gentiles (J. Painter, John: Witness and Theoloman, 115); a Greek speaking Jewish 
group whose ideas contained a mélange oC Hellenistic philosophical religion (John Bogart, Orlhodox 
and Hçretiçal Perfçctionism); an influx ofwandering charistmatics (J. M. Lieu, The Second and Third 
Epistlçs of John: Hjstoty and Backuound, 129 - 132), c) by proposing that 1 John represents a re­
interpretation of the Gospel of John - the outsiders were offspring of Johannine thought itself, who 
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the nature of the conflict reflected in tbe slogans indicates the difficulties of a 
view tbat assumes that the aim of literary analysis is to reconstruct either tbe 
thougbt of the autbor or the conflict to wbich the slogans refer.S7 One 
important reason for this lack of consensus is that tbe pre-bis tory of the 
antithetical utterances cannot be known with any degree of confidence. 
Vorster rightly points out tbat it is impossible to reconstruct tbe precise 
bistorical setting from whicb the sayings [writing] originated, "even though 
there is apparently quite a lot to be said about tbe supposed historical 
situation".88 ln the case of the slogan-like utterances we have been 
considering, the occasion tbat prompted tbeir composition can only be 
bypotbetically reconstructed and not proven because there is notbing in them 
to indicate with any certainty the circumstance of tbeir composition.89 Since 
tbe extra-textual historical milieu of the antithetical slogans cannot be known 
with any degree of certainty, they beg to be interpreted from a different 
perspective. The issue bere is whether the statements beginning with è:cXv 
€'(7U&)J.L€V or il ~É:y(a)v need a source theory or specifie historical setting to 
determine their meaning. 

In the analysis of the incipit, 1 demonstrated that when the text is 
reconceived as a communicative event made up of speech acts and the 
literary conventions that produced them, it helps to clarify the literary 

justified their position through an appealto the Johannine gospel (R. E. Brown, The ERisties 
of John, 103 - 115; 178 - 180). 

87 See chapter two section B, 60-65. 

88 W. S. Vorster, "Heterodoxy in 1 John; in "Essays on the General Epistles ofthe New 
Testament; 87 (italics mine). 

89 J. M. Lieu states in tbis connection that "there is an obvious danger of recoDStructing the 
views of the heretics from the language and the silences of the Epistles and then using that 
reconstruction to explain both the language and the silences" (The Second and Third ERistles 
of John, 6). Stanley Fish bas indicated the difficulties encountered wben moving from 'text' to 
'brute fact' (ls Tbere a Text in this Class? 68 - 96). 
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context of their utterance.90 The unit of analysis is not simply the free­

standing antithetical statement but an utterance proâuced in a particular 
speech act circumstance by and for intentional beings. For the purpose of 
the present study, the antithetical sayings of 1 John will be located in the 
context of a literary speech act circumstance and language game that the 
author uses to formulate a series of evocative propositions that advance his 
views with significant religious and ethical implications. The approach 
proposed attempts to take seriously the anonymity of the writing, since 
written acts with the force of the commissivejexpressive, and representative 
constitute the subject of the author without the necessity of identifying him or 
the historical milieu within which he wrote, and it allows for the treatment of 
the seven antithetical statements as performatives of a general kind. 
Consequently, they indicate nothing more than a series of hypothetical 
statements articulated by the author for the purpose of indicating the limits 
within which certain felicitous daims can be made. This interpretative 
strategy suggests that the meaning and significance of the antithetical sayings 
are not limited to those meanings that conventional historical criticism is 
designed to recover. This study will demonstrate that when the slogans are 
reconceived as a communicative event comprised of a series of speech acts, 
there is little need to reconstruct the occasion that brought about their 
production. 

2. A SPEECH ACT ANALYSIS (1 John 1:6,8, 10; 2:4,6, 9; 4:20). 

The series of utterances will be taken as hypotheticai speech acts 
formulated as 'boasts', rather than as 'boasts' which are descriptive of the 

views of the opponents, and therefore 'exceptional'. The author deliberately 
formulates them as hypothetical speech acts in order to make dear to his 
reading audience what, in bis opinion, constitutes a felicitous speech act 

under certain conditions. For example, the claim O'tlICOlVOOVlaV €XolJ.€V 
1J.€'t' airtoû (1:6), would be invalidated if 'we' were found to be walking in 

90 As noted in chapter three, J. L. Austin outlines a way which makes it possible to escape the 
limits of a method which a priori assumes that the dues to the ideas and facts peculiar to the 
world of an author are embedded in the language of bis text, 116-124. 
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the darkness.91 The assertion is infelicitous, i.e., the act which we purported 
to perform is void, without effect, indeed, such a person lies and does not live 
according to the tmth. In otber words, the circumstance in whicb the writer 
or the reader purports to invoke the claim of fellowship must be appropriate 
for it to be felicitous. "Walking in darkness" is incongruent with the assertion 
"1 have fellowship with him," aIthough the advocates of an opponent theory 
suggest that a particular circumstance perhaps made it possible for someone 
to boast "1 have fellowship with him but 1 walk in darkness.''92 Even if it were 
granted that such a circumstance existed which permitted a contradictory 
declaration of this sort, Austin would argue that the convention invoked must 
be appropriate and be accepted in order for such a speech act to come off 
properly.93 Anyone who declaresE:v 'tép +wd €ÏJ.1l while hating his brother 
cannot succeed in convincing his hearers, because no convention that we 
know of permitted such a claim.94 The avowal "1 am in the light, but 1 hate 

91 Il has been pointed out that the nOUDlCoUIttJvla occurs only four times in the Johannine 
writings, alI in 1:3 - 7. R. E. Brown taltes the noun to have an ecclesiastical tone which the 
author uses in bis criticism of the views of the opponents. They would not have accepted the 
Johannine understanding of the term, "which involved adhesion to the interpretation of what 
was seen and heard as proclaimed by the Johannine sehool (The Epistles of Jolm, 186 - 87). 
The daim is characteristic of the secessionists who had withdrawn Crom the community and 
"defected into the world". They had false views of man's nature: they claimed fellowship while 
walking in the darkness; they claimed sinlessness. They were inclined to gnostic views (S. S. 
Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 20 - 21). It is probable that tbis statement, "we have feUowship with 
him;" represents a real daim by someone within the church the writer was addressing (1. 
Howard Marshal~ The Epistles of John, 110). 

92 Pheme Perkins observes that tbis passage hints that the opponents were a1s0 making daims 
to KOUlWllIa. She argues that the language of KOUl(a)VIa probably derives from the missionary 
expansion of the Johannine community. This is reflected in III John ('\cOUl(a)Vla in 1 John 1:3 -
7: The Social Context of Division in the Jolaannine Letters," 637). 

93 See chapter three, 95-102. 

94 Il bas been suggested that a convention May have eXÎsted which made il possible for 
persons gnostically indined to assert "1 am in the light and 1 hate my brother." J. Painter 
considers it Iikely that the opponents "had a different view OfKOUlCaHlIa wi~ God, and a 
different view ofbeing in the IigbtM ("The 'Opponents' in 1 John,· 61). Only 10 such a situation 
is it possible to have the appropriate circumstance and the convention in which ta make 5uch a 
contradictory daim. The difficulty, however, of separating the views of the opponents from the 
author's on the basis of bis polemical statements vitiates such an approach and shifts the 
burden of proof to those who assume 1 John's polemical setting. See S. S. Smalley,.L.1...J 
1Wm, 60. R. Alan Culpepper, 1 John. 2 John. 3 John, 24. R. E. Brown poses a circumstance 
which arose because of the experiences of the Johannine Community "wherein relations with 
the 'Jews' and the secessionists moved quickly to hostility". This made it possible for members 
to invoke 5uch a contradictory daim. In a CÏfcumstance like tbat a convention may have 
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my brother" is successful only when an appropriate circumstance and 
convention both exist that permit such a contradictory speech act. In a 
search for parallel statements to confirm the boasts of the author's 
opponents, Ignatius of Antioch's letter to the Smyrnaeans 6:2 is often dted as 
proof of at least something similar to what the antagonists May have used. 
Yet, while Ignatius writes bluntlyn€pl ayam,ç où J.LÉ~€l aVtoiç (for love they 
have no care), nowhere does he mention that the enemies invoked such 
mutually contradictory claims.95 Therefore, unless the appropriate 
circumstance and conventions are found to have existed where the invocation 
of such a procedure was accepted, then it is quite unlikely that the opponents 
employed mutually conflicting slogans or boasts of the type recorded by the 
author.96 

Since neither a circumstance nor convention is known to have 
existed that made possible a literaI invocation of the claim to " have 
fellowship with him white walking in the darkness" (1:6), it is unlikely that 
these statements simply signify what the false teachers were doing already, 
but make plain what anyone might be doing if in fact tbey proceeded on tbeir 
erroneous course. In issuing the series of boasts the author is not refuting or 
reporting what disreputable conduct it is in which the opponents are engaged 
by quoting their slogans, as if someone were already claiming to be in the 
light while at the same time hating his brother (2:9), but he is making clear or 
showing the inevitable ethical and religious consequence if indeed someone 
were to make this boast. In effect he is saying that "if the readers who speak 

existed which allowed for asserting such a daim while selectively hating a 'brother'. Brown 
insists that 'brother' here means a feUow Johannine Christian (The EpistJes of John, 269). 1. 
Howard Marshall understands the situation as one where " .. John's opponents c1aimed to he in 
the 1ight, and yet hated the brother ... " (The Epistles of John, 131). A. E. Brooke says that "the 
writer puts before bis readers the cases of typical individuals .... (The Johannine Epistles, 38). 

9S See further, William R. Schoedel, Ienatius of Antioch: A Commentary on the Leltcrs of 
I&natius of Antioch, Hermenia (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985). 

96 Using Ignatius's statement, S. S. Smallcy proposes that such people might have becn in 
mind here. He admits earlier in his commentary that it is quite probable that no hcrctic would 
have said as much. In practice, however, their conduct negated the daim (1. 2.3 John, 21, 60). 
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like this and act like that, persevere in their behaviour," then this will follow. 
To claim, "1 have known him, (€yvcl)lca airtov ... )" while not intending to keep 
his commands (-rra; É:vroMç airtaO 2:4)97, makes it subject to a misfire 
(purported but void). The inevitable result: "he is a liar and the truth is not 
in him." 

Earlier in the study it was pointed out that the act of writing also 
serves to make explicit what act it is in which the author is engaged.98 The 
author formulates the slogans with the illocutionary forces of the commissive, 
expressive, and repre.(entative types to make explicit how he intends that his 
utterances should be taken. The commissive implies that he is committed to 
the negative ethical implications that are inherently part of the antithetical 
form of the utterances. The expressive implies that he believes that each of 
the antithetical utterances represents accurately a state of affairs under 
certain conditions. The representative implies that he desires to engage his 
reading audience in a consideration of the religious and ethical implications 
of the slogans. Antithetical statements with such illocutionary forces are the 
acts in writing by which the author, rather than reporting something, attempts 
creatively to bring about a state of affairs that is descriptive of his own 
religious and ethical stance. The focus of the act in writing is not on what has 
been inscribed, but on how it reveals attitudes and beliefs made accessible 
through the mIes that govern written speech acts. The attitudes and beliefs 
revealed by the illocutionary forces of these slogans sugge st that the author is 
setting forth his views with significant religious and ethical implications. To 
make his ethical and religious views known and to provoke a response from 
his reading audience, the author deliberately formulates the statements to 
resemble hypothetical speech acts. These speech acts function as rhetorical 
devices by which the author engages the audience, committing them to an 
ethical stance common to them both. It is thus possible to conclude that the 

----_._----
97 No MO: can he certain lo whom the pronounaU't6v reCers: is il Gad? Christ? Gad in 
Chris':! C. H. Dodd opts Cor Christ (The lohannine EpistIes, 31). On the basis of the 
parallelism hetween 2:3a and 2:5b, R. E. Brown opts Cor a reference to God (The Epislles of 
J.QIm,253). 

98 See chapler lhree, 95-102. 
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antithetical statements do not signify the lapidary slogans of the false 
teachers that the author cleverly reformulates as accusations. They signify 
rather the evocative stance of the author in an attempt to persuade the 
readers/hearers ofhis ethical and religious outlook. 

The author employs a number effective strategies to try to persuade 
an audience, perhaps unknown to him, to accept his views on conduct and 
theology. The author appropriately expresses himself in a series of 
Memorable utterances. Each of the propositional implications of what he 
holds to be true aboutfellowship (1:6), sin (1:8, 10), knowing (2:4), remaining 
(2:6), and light (2:9) is demonstrated over against a speech act circumstance 
which either va!.dates or invalidates them if certain conditions obtain. The 
author commits himself not only to what he has stated, but also to the manner 
in which he has expressed il. He therefore phrases the statements as 
hypothetical speech acts that in their antithesis convey clearly what he 
considers to be ethically possible in the circumstance of their utterance. In 
other words, each of the statements May be taken as an expression 
constitutive of what the author believes will define the religious and ethical 
convictions of those who belong to his koinonia. For instance, only those who 
walk in the re?.1m of light can claim to have fellowship with him (1:6). Those 
who walk in the realm of darkness cannot claim to have fellowship with him, 
because the act would be infelicitous. Each of the Memorable utterances 
represents a literary speech act through which the author presents significant 
religious and ethical truths. 

The slogan like speech acts evoke knowledge of significant ethical 
and theological issues and the recognition that it is impossible to make 
certain claims without dire consequences. Verses 6, 8, 10 each begins with 
é:àv dnwJ.L€v (Ifwe ever maintain ... ), and \'hapter 2:4, 6, 9 each commences 
with6 ~€yu.lV (anyone who claims ... ). In the act of Wïiting a number of 
effective conditions are laid out for consideration: e.g., "If we ever maintain 
that we have fellowship with him and we continue to walk in the darkness ... " 
(v. 6), "if we ever maintain that we have no sin ... " (v. 8), and, "if we ever 
maintain that we have not sinned ... " (v. 10). In 1 John 2:4, 6, 9 the subject 
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matter changes somewhat and il AtyCIJv is substituted for the formulaic É:àv 
dnwJ.L€v: e.g., "Anyone who daims that 1 know him and does not keep his 
commandments ... " (v. 4), "anyone who daims to be in him, ought ... " (v. 6), 
and, "anyone who daims to be in the light and yet hates his brother ... " (v. 9). 
Each of the assertions is phrased in such a way as to force the reader to make 
a choice between two options. V. 6 compels the reader to consider the issues 
of fellowship and darkness. Since they have already been told that God is 
light (1:5) and that they have fellowship with God and his son Jesus Christ, it 
is not possible to daim to have fellowship with him while walking in the 
darkness. 1 John 2:9 forces the reader to consider the issues of light and hate. 
Since God is both light (1:5) and love (4:8), it is not possible to daim to be in 
the light while hating a brother. 1 John 2:4 and 6 compel the reader to 
consider the issues of knowing and ~'lbiding. Since knowledge and abiding are 
both based on obedience to the commandments, it is not possible to daim 
either to know him or to abide in him white not keeping the commandments. 
1 John 1:8 and 10 force upon the reader a consideration of the issue of sin, 
and wh ether it is possible ever to daim sinlessness. The implication of vv. 8 
and 10 is dearly that to boast sinlessness is inconceivable. Yet in 1 John 3:6, 
9 and 5:18 the author insists that under certain circumstances a state of 
sinlessness is conceivable: everyone who remains in him does not sin (v. 6), 
indeed, he cannot (l)uvaa8al) sin because of being begotten by God.99 

These two positions May be explained by taking them as each representing 
different speech act circumstances. The éiuthor begins by reinforcing what he 
thinks about sin and its pervasiveness; those who sin practice lawlessness 
because sin is lawlessness (3:4). Since the evil one has sinned from the 
beginning (3:8) those who practice sin come from him. The author insists 
that the one doing sin É1C 'toO ôLaliOAou É:<Ttlv (3:8), and the one not doing sin 
tIC 'toû 8€oO É:<Ttiv (3:9). 'Ev 'to\rt'll +CXV€pcX É:<TtlV, maintains the author, 'teX 
't€lCva 'tou 8€oû lCaL tà t€lCva toO BtalX>ÀOU (3:10). The son of God, 

99 ln 1 Jobn 3:9 the expressionso yEyEVVT\J.lÉ:VOt; ÉIC 'toO OEOO /ÉIC 'toO OEOÛ yEyÉ:IIVTl'tQl are 
used in relation to clJ,Lop'tiav ou nOLel. This expression is tben intensified and stated absolutely 
as ou 6UVa'tQl cX,Jop'tOvELV. The categorical way in which tbis is stated poses a problem in 
relation to the equally absolute statements of 1:8 and 10, namely, that it is impossible to daim 
sinlessness. 
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however, was made manifest (€+aV€pWOn) in order that he might destroy the 
works of tbe devil (3:8). One has appeared (€+av€p@9n) who takes away sin 
(3:5), and not only that, in him there is no sin (3:5). MOl'eover, maintains the 
autbor, if tbe Christian abides in bim, i.e., in one who is sinless, then it 
follows logically that the one who abides in one who is sinless, oùX 
cXJ.IDP'tcXV€l (3:6); indeed, if they have been born of God they cannot sin. 
Thus, the author creates a potentiai speech act circumstance in which 
claiming sinlessness May be a reality. Nevertheless, white an appropriate 
circumstance has been created that might hypothetically permit such a daim, 
the convention that a reader /writer might invoke in such a circumstance does 
not exist. To daim, "1 am sinless because 1 abide in him," or "1 cannot sin 
because 1 am born of God," does not guarantee sinlessness, because tbe 
reality of bu man sinfulness does not allow for such a convention to exist; i.e., 
the act would be infelicitous, purported but void, thus reinforcing what has 
already been maintained in 1 John 1:8, 10. Even if someone in ail sincerity 
claimed "1 do not sin because 1 abide in Him," or "1 cannot sin because 1 am 
born of God," can escape the reality of human sinfulness. Human sinfulness 
clearly sets the limits ofwhat can be claimed about sinlessness. The author 
makes that explicit in 1 John 1:8, 10. Since the antithetical slogans do not 
have either an appropriate circumstance or convention they cannot be 
successfully used. The readers are therefore forced to conclude that the 
boasts are inconceivable under the conditions delineated. Only those who 
are €K 'tov Btal3ôÀou (3:8) May successfully boast sinlessness. 

To prevent any misunderstanding about what this might mean the 
author explicitly spells out the dire implications of these infelicitous boasts. 
The consequences provide further incentive for the reader to exercise 
prudent judgment in their speech. For instance: 

Claiming fellowship white walking in darkness means 1JI€0061J.€9a 
Kaloù nOLOÛIJ.€V 'ttlV clÀ,,9€UlV (1:6). 
Claiming to have no sin means €Q\Ttoùç MaV@IJ.€V Kal il QÂil9€Ul 
OUK €a'tlV €V TyJ.tv (1:8). 
Claiming that we have not sinned means lJI€Ûa'tl1V nOLOÛIJ.€V 
ain:ov ... (1: 10). 
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Anyone saying that he knows him while not keeping the 

commandments shows that "'riKm'lç €a'tlv Kal ev 'toVtcp " 
cXA.i19ELa oinc €CTtLV (2:4). 
Anyone saying that he is in him ought lCa9ciJc;; elCElvoc;; 
nEparnânpEv Kal airtàc; oüt(&)Ç nEpLnatEîv (2:6). 
Anyone saying that he is in the light while hating a brother shows 

that he €V 'tfl aKO'ti(x €cTdv €(&)Ç Op'tL (2:9, 10). 
Anyone saying that he loves God and hates his brother shows that 

"'EiKmlc; eCTtlv (4:20). 
The implications of each of these slogan like speech acts are such that they 

stand as a perpetuai reminder not to engage in them. Indeed, according to 
the author, these claims can be felicitous only if the claimant thinks himself 

to be in darkness, a liar, and one in whom truth does not reside. Presumably 

none of the readers would desire the labelliar applied to them. This, in tum, 
would discourage them from engaging in the mutually contradictory speech 
acts the author lists. 

This approach might help to clarify the observation by sorne that the 

claims of 2:4, 6, and 9 are not in themsel/es false or objectionable.1OO Brown 

notes that, curiously, the author rarely rejects the daims of the adversaries 

outright; "rather he criticizes the way they understand the implications of 

those daims. The implication is that both he and his opponents c1aimed to 

know God, to be in union with him, to be begotten by hi m, and to be free of 

sin.fllOl Although a simple misconstrual of important religious and ethical 

ideals by the author's antagonists might be in view here, the iIIocutionary 

forces of the antithetical slogans reveal them to be the views of the author 

and not the opponents. Moreover, the iIIocutionary forces also reveal that it 

100 R. Alan Culpepper observes tbat these daims could bave been made by tbe Eider, since 
there is nothing in them wbicb is objectionable. Nevertbeless, be tben continues to maintain 
tbat tbese are allusions to tbe daims of tbe opponents: tbey made the daims, but tbeir lives 
showed that they were not speaking the truth (1 John. 2 John. 3 John 24). Rodney A. Whitacre 
notes that in these verses tbere is "nothing wrong with the daims themselves ... indeed, they are 
Johannine daims" (Johannine Polemic, 134). 

101 R. E. Brown holds that the author criticizes the opponents because they failed to draw the 
proper ethical conclusions "{rom tbe status of divine childbood (The Epist1es of John, 64). 
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is the author's desire to dissuade his readers from holding to erroneous 
Christological ideas that lead to unethical behaviour. The author hopes to 
tum the readers from false ethical and Christological views by persuading 
them to accept his views. Simply stating, however, that they ought to do so is 
not an effective means to convince them especially among those who do not 
know the author's identity. He therefore sets out his views through an 
extensive pattern of antitheses that he hopes will make clear the required 
conduct of those who have been convinced to accept his ethical and 
theological orientation. The antithetical character of each of the statements 
reveals two speech act circumstances that show, on the one hand, what 
constitutes proper conduct in the realm of light, and on the other, what 
constitutes improper conduct in the realm of darkness. Since it is impossible 
to reject the dire consequences of the one speech act circumstance, the 
readers are convinced to adhere to a Christology and an ethical orientation 
which coheres with the author's. 

The attempt to persuade the audience is further reinforced by the 
use of the first person plural of the verb E'lnCIJJ.L€v. Brown assumes that " ... the 
'we' refers to the Johannine community which is left after the secessionists 
have gone and that the substance of the 'boast' is a statement harmonious 
with secessionist theology."102 While several explanations of the identity of 
the 'we' have been offered, 1 will take th(! first person plural in the sense of a 
pluralis sociativw. This use of the plural is widespread among Greek authors, 

and "the author thereby brings the reader into close association with his own 
action."103 With the use of the pluralis sociativus the author strengthens the 
bond between himself and the readers. This bond of fellowship increases the 
likelihood that the author will be successful in his attempt to sweep the 
audience along into a consideration of his perception of reality. 

102 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 197. 

103 F. Blass and A. Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early 
Christian Literature, 280. 
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In a continuing bid to persuade an audience to accept his views, the 

author aIso implies that he is willing to live by the ethical consequences of 

what he has written. The antithetical slogans graphically capture the essence 
of his ethical and religious orientation whereby he alerts the readers how he 

intends to live in God's revealing Iight. Not only is the author understood to 

state a belief in the content of the proposition, he is also implicated, by 

extension, as one willing to follow through on the ethical import of his 
conditionals. In the act of writing the author shows that he has undertaken to 

behave in a certain way. He has thrown before his readers a series of 
conditional ethical and religious possibilities which are really evaluative of 
his own life. In effect, by stating what he does in the way he does, he 

expresses his outlook on Iife and reinforces it by conveying to his readers his 
commitment to perform what he speaks within the Iimits of a specific speech 

act circurnstance. For example, the author has just declared that God is light 

in whom there is no darkness at ail (1:5), so that if he claims to have 

fellowship with God he cannot therefore aIso walk in darkness, etc. The 

speech act circumstance of light and its reaIm totally excludes the darkness 

and its sphere and therefore delimits the potential speech acts and the 
consequent ethical acts they imply. The author uses the metaphor of light to 
represent a mutually exclusive speech act circumstance that clearly describes 

how he intends to live his life in that realm. 

Having marshaled a catena of antithetical speech acts the author 

makes explicit the boasts potentially possible in each contrasting situation. It 
might be safely concluded that if the readers have understood the force of his 

statements with their carefully crafted nexus of diametrically opposing 

elements, they cannot but accept the author's views unless they wish to be out 

of fellowship with the him and fJ.€'tà 'toO natpaç lCal J.L€'tà toû vloO 'InaoO 
XplO'toO (1:3). Koinonia is not the result of the author's successful encounter 

with the opponents, but the result of the author having convinced the readers 
to accept his ethicaI and theological orientation. Thereby the readers are 

drawn into the illuminating nature of God's light that reveals to them the 

constituent elements of responsible conduct (lCaL €O"tLV aiÎtTl " àyy€~ia ilv 
àICTlICOaJ.L€v cm' MOO lCaL avayytUoJ.L€V uJ.Lîv, on 0 8€ôç cIKi3ç É:O"tlV IeQL 
O'leo'tia É:v ain:&1 OUle €O"tlV oOO€fJ.1a -1:5). 
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3. CONCLUSIONS. 

Historical cri tics seek the point of the so-called antithetical 

utterances in 1 John by reconstructing the occasion that gave rise to them. 

This approach mistakenly assumes that the slogans represent the thoughts of 

the author expressed in the heat of controversy. The language of these 

boasts, however, need not be taken as a formaI delineation of theological 

beliefs in response to a threat (although it may include that). Our speech act 

analysis shows that these slogans may be taken as hypothetical speech acts 

that make plain the attitudes and beHefs of the author. The force of the 

slogans revealed what the author believed it was possible to utter in the 

context of a given speech act circumstance. He deliberately formulated them 

as antithetical slogans to show the readers that it is impossible to utter any 

one of them unless they wish to be negatively labelled. In this way the author 

was able not only to present his views about ethics and theology but also to 

persuade the readers to accept them . 

Thus it could be said that the slogans enabled the author to make the 

world rather than simply mirror it. They enabled him to bring about states of 

affairs rather than simply report on them and finally correct them.104 The 

power of the written word enabled him to constitute and give shape to the 

thinking of the readers rather than simply to serve them by correcting 

erroneous Christological ideas. The communicative end of 1 John is to invite 

the reader to join in a consideration of truths of the deepest import in which 

the re-creative power of the word constitutes the thinking of the reader. 

104 Stanley Fish, ls There a Text in This Class? 244. 
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CHAPTERSIX 

A SPEECH ACT ANALYSIS OF THE ANTICHRISTS (1 JOHN 2:18-24) 

1. INTRODUCTION: 

Brown is convinced that in this subunit it finally becomes clear that a 
Christological controversy motivated the author to respond. He writes, 

"hitherto the author's attacks on boasts and daims 
(imp!icitly against the secessionists) have concerned 
walking in darkness, not keeping the commandments, not 
loving one's brother

l 
and preten(Jing to be sinless - ethical 

issues that gave the ie to perfectiorust attitudes 
of knowin( God, being in communion witb him and abiding 
in Him (ES-2:11). Only in this subunit does it at 
last become clear that a Christological issue sparked 
the secession."105 

The urgent language of 2: 18-22 announces the arrivai of crisis. "Children, the 

last bour is bere!" "'Hour' is a destiny-laden turning point. .. [where] Jobn 
warns that the final judgment is at hand when Christ will appear. "106 They 

had heard that tbe antichrist was coming, and even now many anticbrists 
have arisen; indeed from this they know that it is the last hour (2: 18). It is 
commonly assumed that in this passage the author turns his attention directly 

to the antagonists who are creating disturbances within the community. They 
have caught the author's attention because they deny that Jesus is the Christ. 

lOS R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 368. See a1so R. A. CuJpepper who remarks "that in 
this section more than any other, the eider writes specifically about the opposing movement, 
which had divided the community. The division is the farst recorded schism in the history of 
the church - the beginning of a tragic but seemingly inescapabJe by·product of Christian 
ko;non;a." In this section the author lays bare the nature of the deception about which the 
eider warns the faithfuJ throughout the writing (1 John. 2 John. 3 John, 42). 

106 George Johnston, "., Il, III, John,· Peake's Commentar:y on the Bible, ed. by M. Black and 
H. H. Rowley (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd, 1962) 1037. 
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Indeed, so convinced is he about the error of their confession that he labels 
the apostates, in the strongest possible terms, antichrists. The author 

indicates in no uncertain terms that they had once been members of the 
community, but that they had seceded because they could no longer confess 
that Jesus is the Christ. As the author puts it, ''1lç tUtlV à ~€iK:rtTlç El).Li) à 
cXpVOÛ).L€1IOÇ O'tl 'IYpoûc; OUK €atlV 0 XplO"t6ç; OVtOc; É:O"tlV 0 <xvelxplCTtoç, 
o apvouJ.L€voç 'COV JUX't€pa Kat 'COV vlov (2:22). nâç 0 cXpVOUJ.L€voç 'tov UIDV 

ouœ 'tov nCX't€pa €)(€\, 0 OJ.1OMl-y1lv 'tov ulOv Kat 'Cov na't€pa ËX€\" (3:23). 
Kysar notes that this section "informs us how seriously our author views the 
schism, and demonstrates the manner in which the readers are encouraged 
not to lose their confidence as a result of the crisis."l07 

As in the previous sections, so in this one, the language is taken to 
function polemically. It is thought that the polemic indisputably signifies a 

specifie historical circumstance. Whereas earlier the historical occasion that 
prompted the author to write was only implicitly visible in the language, in 
this passage it becomes explicite The urgent character of the language 

reflects an immediate and serious danger within the community threatening 

to destroy it. Within an eschatological framework the author discusses the 
exigency and uncertainty effectuated by the action and the erroneous ide as of 

the separatists. He epitomizes the opposing force and its rebellion in the 
final days with an historicized figure whieh stands at variance to God. The 
argument then goes that the appearance of such a figure has been expected 

because it is something about which they have heard. Many such figures are 

now present, and thus the last hour is here. tE fv.,L@v tE~eav implies that 
they departed from the eommunity of their own accord and were not 

expelled, and OUle Tiaav tE Ty..t@v implies that they were never part of the 

community beeause they had never truly embraced the gospel of the author. 

Indeed, their behaviour makes plain (~v€pweéOOLv) their identity: ail of 

them are not of us. VVe 22 and 23 explicitly define the lie as a Christologieal 
one c1early revealing the wide theological gulf between the secessionists and 

the community. While it is commonly assumed that for the first time in 1 
John th{< content of the heretic's error is made plain, it is difficult to 

107 R, Kysar. I. Il. III John, 58, 
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determine the sense in which the, wordso apVOÛ).L€\IOÇ Ml 'l'flO'OÛc; oUle 
€<Tt LV 0 xpla't6c; reflect what the adversaries meant in their deniaI. The 
proliferation of attempts to describe what exactly they denied is clear 
evidence of this difficulty. Whitacre observes that all the perplexities of 
reconstructing the situation come to the fore in trying to determine what was 
affirmed and denied in this phrase.108 

Bultmann links 2:22,4:2 and 5:6 and sugge&ts that this points to a 
denial that the Christ is identical with the earthly, historicaI Jesus and 
therefore the doctrine of the heretics is undeniably rooted in the duaIism of 
Gnosticism.109 According to Dodd certain schools of Gnosticism adhered to 
a Docetic understanding of the nature of Christ and it may weIl have been 
this direction that affected the thinking of sorne of the rnernbers of the 
community. Brooke tends to accept the presence of a Cerinthian influence 
which drew a distinction between the hurnan Jesus from the higher being, but 
he does not think Cerinthus is necessarily seen as the antichrist.110 It was the 
heretical views of Cerinthus and his influence which led sorne Johannine 
Christi ans to deny that Jesus is the Christ, essentially repudiating the 
humanity of Jesus in his incarnation.111 Srnalley takes the phrase to "reflect 
the form of the denial in direct speech: the heretic said, "Jesus is not the 
Christ."112 Smalley does not accept that Cerinthus had a deterrninative 
influence on the secessionists thinking, and instead opts for identifying the 
Christological error attacked in 1 John with the Jewish/Gnostic heresy 
opposed by Ignatius (c. 107 CE).I13 Haas prefers to reword the rhetorical 

108 Rodney A. Whitacre, Johannine rolemic: The Role of Tradition and TheoIQ&Y, 125. 

109 R. Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 38. 

HO A. E. Brooke, The Epistles of St. John, 58. 

111 1. H. Marshall,~~s of John. 17-18; 157-58. See also Klaus Wengst, Hiresie und 
Orthodoxie im Spiceel des ersten Johannesbriefes, 24-34. AIso Klaus Wengst. Der erste. 
~;ite und drille Brief des Johannes, 101-118. 

112 S. S. Smalley, 1, 2. 3. John, 111. 

113 Smalley cites Smym. 1-3,5; Magn. 11; TTQ/I. 9 for possible references to the dual nature of 
the error he detects in 1 John (113). 

167 



.' 

THE ANTICHRIST 

question of v. 22 as a real question followed by an answer in which what is 

subsequently denied becomes an actual public utterance by the heretics. For 

the antagonists espousing a gnostic philosophy the proposition that Jesw is the 
Christ would have been unacceptable since it was impossible for someone to 
be both human and divine.114 Grayston argues that both the author and the 
opposition represent a different side of a 'soft' Gnosticism where the 
opposition prefers inspiration (2:20) and where the author favours tradition 
(1:1). Both parties comprehended the affiliation of the human to the divine 
in tenDS of knowing God (2:3, 4, 13, 14) and being born (3:9) of God. It was 

inappropriate for the enthusiasts to confess Jesus as the Christ, because they 
felt that through the baptism of the spirit they had the same direct access to 
God.uS In essence they denied that Jesus possessed what they possess, 

namely, an anointing from the Holy one (2:20). Against the profession, the 

author assures his readers that they too possess an anointing and that Jesus is 
the anointed one (2:20, 22). For Brown v. 22 exemplifies how far the 

opponents in 1 John have departed from the high pre-existent Christology of 
the FG. It is not that they have rejected the incarnational theology of the FG 

but they have moved weil beyond it, ceasing to attach any salvific significance 

to the earthly career of Jesus or the manner of his death. Their denial of 
Jesus as the incarnate Word in his life and death, argues Brown, is 
"tantamount to a denial of the Fatherhood of God" (2:22-23).116 

It is apparent from this brief overview that difference of opinion 

persists regarding the precise identification and delineation of the opponent's 

position. One view defines the nature of the controversy as the result of a 

high Christology with agnosticizing docetism (Brooke, Dodd, Smalley). 
Another, defines it as the result of a de ni al of an incarnational Christology 

due to a misconstrual of the force of the FG's Christological statements 

(Brown). Still another, defines the nature of the controversy as the result of 

a low Christology of a spirit-filled Jesw against those claiming anointing for 

114 C. Haas, A Translator's Handbook on the Letters of John, 67-8. 

115 Kenneth Grayston, The JQhannine Epistles, 76-93. 

116 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 368-71. 
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themselves only (Grayston). In the former position it is sometimes proposed 
that the denial of v. 22 represents an actual public utterance proudly 
articulated by the antagonists, namely, "Jesus is not the Christ" (Haas; 
Smalley), and in the latter the author draws certain implications from their 
teaching and behaviour because they would not have explicitly made such a 
deDiaI. Both positions assume, however, that the phrase denotes the specious 
teachings of the opponents which the author considered to be a denial of 
Jesus as the Christ. These erroneous teachings therefore had to be 
countered for the sake of the tradition and the community. 

Bultmann says that v. 22 is not intended to define the liar, but it is 
designed to "provide a basis for the historicization of the figure of the 
antichrist effected in 2:18." The application of the term antichrist to a 
particular group of false teachers and their heretical teachings requires its 
historicization.117 Though the language of the passage appears specifically to 
be directed against the false teachers and the pat'ticularity of their denial, its 
lack of specificity defies easy explanation. The two enigmatic terms 
clvdxpla'toç and E:aXcm, ciJpa E:crtlv, while possibly indicating an 

eschatological concern of a final wickedness in opposition to God, are 
nonetheless unique to the writer and non-specifie. The author mentions it 
but then does not develop any further eschatological implications of the 

separation, nor does he develop any additional dire consequences of the false 
confession.llS Furthermore, apart from the two passages referring to the 
clV'dxpla'toç, those who have supposedly withdrawn from the community are 
not mentioned again. Nowhere does the author take the time to make plain 
what the opponents actually denied or affirmed. Tberefore, to recognize the 
teaching of the adversaries on the basis of an allusion of false teaching where 

117 Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 38. 

118 Sorne would point to 5:16 as indicating a consequence for false confession. See 1. H. 
Marshall, The Fifst Epistle o(John, 2~51. R. E. Brown writes "the sin unto death is a sin by 
nonbrothers, i.e., those who do not believe in the name of God's son (.The Epistles of John, 
617). A. E. Brooke, The Johannine Epistles, 146. R. Bultmann places 5:16 into the hands of 
the redador in which "he thinks farst of the apostacy from the true faith, and thus of heretical 
doctrine" (.The Johaonine Epistles, 87). 
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the allusion is not explicitly defined creates problems indeed.119 Why the 
members in the Johannine community could not see the error in the enemies' 
confessions, if it were so blatant, is puzzling. It seems highly unlikely that the 
community would have had difficulty reeognizing the error manifest in an 
explicit public utteranee which denied that Jesus was the Christ or, for that 
matter, that it would have been incapable of distinguishing the taise 
implications from the right ones in the subtle teaching and behaviour of the 
opponents. Whitacre remaries that toit seems improbable that a group of 
Christians would say "Jesus is not the Christ" (though perhaps this is not 
impossible), and even less likely that the rest of the community would have 
difficulty recognizing this as an error."l20 

So far, interest has focused on the object behind the text, namely, the 
historieal state of affairs, the identity of the author and/or school involved, 
the identity of the author's opponents, and the theological development 
traced through the various texts of the Johannine tradition. Commentators 
assume that the author was writing to a specifie community and was 
addressing issues raised by the opponents. The catholic non-specifie 
character of 1 John, however, casts into question looking for a description of 
a specifie group of apostates. If the author is trying to combat heresy in a 
specifie congregation it is inexplicable why he neither specifies his addressees 
nor his opponents. Moreover, if the heresy is Christological, if. is inexplicable 
why the author does not consistently deal with the nature of that error. The 
general charaeter of the denial in 1 John 2:22 suggests that the: author was 
writing to the church at large to warn them that the final eschatological hour 
had arrived. In spite of this, commentators have chosen to ignore the lack of 
evidence, insisting instead that the author is dealing with a specifie situation 
and community. What purpose could the polemic have without a particular 
audience in view? In the attempts to do justice to this question the 

119 R. Alan Culpepper explains the lack of factual information by assuming that the 
community would bave been familiar with the detaits, which would make full disclosure 
unnecessary (1 John. 2 John. 3 John, 45). 

120 Rodney A. Whitacre continues by saying tbat "an ereor in tcacbing was nonetheless a 
problem in the communily a1beit "probably more subtle" Qohannine Polcmie, 125, especially 
note 233,216). 
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commentators have assumed that the primary aim of critical analysis is to 
reconstruct the thought of the author or the reality to which the polemic 
refers. This assumption overlooks the one obvious solution that views the 
passage to be a speech act circumstance with specifie illocutionary forces that 
the author uses to make significant Christological assertions. Thus the 
polemic is not a response to a particular event but the means by which the 
author conveys his Christological views. 

ln such a view, the author expresses himself in eschatological 
language of immediate urgency, nawUx, taxcXtn ialpa t<Ttlv, where the 
opponents, though real within an apocalyptic speech act circumstance, are not 
required to be historical. The author likely refers to the historical reality of 
false teachers, but is not referring to one, specifie historical situation. The 
generallanguage of this section and the earlier part of 1 John suggest a 
phenomenon which is present or might be present in many places. The 
conclusion, "this is the last hour" also makes best sense if the reference is 
general rather than specifie. The author draws on Jewish and early Christian 
literature to coin a new word and a new phrase to describe in general terms a 
time during which antichrists and false prophets arise as enemies of God, 
who in their denial promu1gate a deception of a most reprehensible kind.121 

It is noteworthy that the ser:sory verbalCoUw, so prominent in the incipit, is 
once more linked withein' OpXTlç (2:24) and theavtlxpLO'1:oL (2:18), 
suggesting that if the over-all impression of the preface of 1 John is taken 
seriously then the term aVtLxplO"tOL ought not to be taken as signifying 
particular historical figures who had once been part of the community. It is 
not required to take w. 22-23 to represent the public denials of specifie 
opponents or to represent the outcome of their teaching which stands in 
opposition to the author's position. A speech act analysis will show that it is 
unlikely that anyone who was in any way associated with the Johannine 
community, including the secessionists, would have denied, either publicly or 
through the implications of their teaching, what the author supposedly 
accused them of. 

121 The term 'antichrist' appears both in the singular and in the plural: the singular generally 
designales the enemy of Christ who will come al the end of lime, whereas the plural signifies 
the false teachers encounlered in the present situation of the community. 
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2. SPEECH ACT ANALYSIS OF 1 JOHN 2:18-24, 26. 

A cluster of terms taken to imply intimate and direct knowledge of 

the addressees by an authority figure are liberally scattered throughout the 
writing,122 So here, the author commences with an intimate outburst, "little 
children." The term Ratl)(ov is generally perceived to imply intimate 

familiarity "as that of a fatherly teacher to pupils who are childlike in their 
understanding, and in need of instruction."l23 Though it is customary to view 

it as a term of address signifying first hand knowledge of those within the 

community,124 it need imply no more than a greeting that includes ail 

Christians.l25 It is a greeting that has a "caritative or endearing force, setting 
up an affectionate relationship between the speaker and his audience"l26 by 

someone unknown to it. In the over-all communicative design of 1 John, the 

affectionate greeting becomes an effective literary strategy designed to close 
the gap between readers and author to evoke a certain response in them. In 

its literary context, nawia becomes a speech act with the iIIocutionary force 
of the commissive by which the author commits himself deliberately to bring 

his reading audience into association with himself and his ideas.127 It is a 

commitment, however, not arising out of a sense of obligation to those 

122 'tEKViov is the diminuative oftÉlCvov, appears seven times in 1 John (2:1, 12,28; 3:7, 18; 
4:4; 5:21) and is taken as a direct address by an author familiar with his spiritual children in 
need, of instruction .• AYarnltoc; is a plural address in 1 John (2'7; 3:2, 21; 4:1, 7, 11) generally 
seen t.o signify a titular of those beloved of God obligated to love one anotter. Likewise 
natlHov (2:14,18) is taken as a direct address "meaning that the author speaks as a member of 
the Johannine School preserving a tradition "from the bcginning" imitating Jesus' affectionate 
address for his disciples at the last supper ... " (R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 214). 

123 S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 JOhll, 95. 

124 R. E. Brown writes "that the plurals of 'tÉICVtOV and nawiov are used as direct address for 
the readers who are c1early Christians of the author's own community" (The Epistles of John, 
214). 

125 So R. Kysar, l, II, III John, 59. 

126 So R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 214. He, of course, sets this statement in the 
context of an eider teacher familiar with the members of his community. 

127 1. H. Marshall says that the term illustrates a relationship of a fatherly teacher "for those 
who are stilllike children in their understanding and need his instruction" (The Epistles of 
1.Q!m,I48). 
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entrusted to his care because they belong to his community, but a 

commitment which in the utterance of "little children" implies the author's 
desire for affiliation with them in the significant literary state of affairs he is 
about to create. The affeetionate greeting with such a force, not only draws 

the readers into association with the author and his Iiterary state of affairs, 

but it increases the possibility that they will accept the author's religious and 

eschatological orientation. He thereby fortifies their mutuai ilond of 

fellowship and indeed prepares them for the solemn and ominous character 

of what follows: taxcm, cilpa €ativ. 

The phrase €OxCÎ'tTl Wpa €a1:(v is anarthrous, whieh suggests to 

Westcott that the reference is to the general character of the period under 
consideration, namely, "a final hour."I28 The phrase €aXat'lWpa €a'dv 
reveals very little about the situation it presupposes, though frequently its 
eschatological distinctiveness is taken to charaeterize a period during which 
antichrists will arise to deceive the faithful. This final eschatological 

manifestation of evil has been historicized to represent the false teachers 
creating theological havoc within the eommunity.129 If in the act ofwriting, 

however, taxcbl Wpa €adv were pereeived to be a literary speech aet with 

the force of an expressive, it would disclose that the author believes that the 

last hour is here and that the eschatologieal false prophets have arrived. As a 

speech aet circumstance, it makes little sense to try to historicize a general 

esehatologieal period to refer to specifie enemies within a parfcular 
community. Aecording to speech act theory, this final period of opposition to 

God functions as a speech aet circumstanee whieh clearly specifies what the 

enemies of God will deny. The denial that Jesus is the Christ in turo reveals 

128 See B. F. Westcott, The Epistles oCSt John, 69. Most other commentators take in tbe 
sense of "tille last bour", namely, John was thinking about tbe final stage in the last days (1 Tim 
4:1; Il Tim 3:1; Jam 5:3; 1 Pet 1:5; Jude 18). See R. Scbnackenburg, Die Johannesbriefe, 141-
44. A. E. Urooke, Tbe Epistles of St. John, 51. C. Haas, A Translator's Handbook on the 
Letters oC .[Qhn, 62. 

129 R. Alan Culpeppcr in bis description of the different characters in tbe FG says of Judas 
that be "represents tbe humanization of tbe cosmic forces of evil ... Like tbe later members of 
the Johannine community, Judas went out ioto the world and its darkness ... He is a model oC 
the Many 'anticbrisls' (wbo were once within tbe community - 1 Jobn 2:18-19) (Anatomy oC the 
Fourth Gospel, 124-25). 
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who they really are. Thus, even though the enemies of God are present 

everywhere, it is not difficult for Christi~- everywhere to recognize them. In 

a speech act context, Jesus is not the Chast functions as a slogan to help the 

church at large to recognize those involved in falsehood. 

Not only are the false teachers shown to be who they really are, but 

what they speak stands in fundamental opposition to the word of life (1: 1-4). 

The author has already made it clear, that what was from the beginning made 
manifest the activity of God in Jesus Christ; the last hour, however, made 

manifest the activity of the evil one (3:7f) in the antichrist. In the context of 

an apocalyptic speech act circumstance, the phrase €aXOO:Tl Wpa €<niv 
tberefore bas a similar rhetorical, auraI function to that of àn' àpxilç. 
Hearing it caUs the reader back to a beginning, a beginning different, of 

course, from the one depicted in the incipit. Nevertheless, its generic quality 

and non-specificity harks back to cm' Opxilç where what was testified and 

proc1aimed from of old evokes full sensory participation in the message 

concerning the word of Iife. In this passage it is no longer what is "eard (an' 
eXpxilç), as from of old creating koinonia, but what is heard concerning the 

coming of the antichrist in the context of a "è:aXcltTl iOpa"; indeed, as you have 

heard (clICOVw) many antichrists have now come, threatening the very base of 

fellowship. What was heard from the beginning concerning the word of Iife 

created fellowship, but what was heard in the last hour concerning the 

coming of the antichrist and its denial destroyed feUowship. The denial that 

could potentially be made in such literary circumstance thus also functions to 

determine the contours of fellowship, i.e., those who are with us and those 

who are not. In a speech act setting, the references to wit" us and to those 
who are not specify two groups of people and where they belong: those who 

have heard the word of Iife and confess in accordance with it are with us, and 

those who do no t, are not with us. 

Given this situation, it is not required to take "for if they were of us, 

they would have remained with us," to signify those who had seceded from a 

specifie community (2: 19). The ambiguous É( t'uJ,@v has been taken literally 

to denote both origin and membership within the group upon whieh the 

whole notion of secession rests. The elliptical expression au. , '(va 
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+CXV€pw9WaLV (S'tl oille dalv naV't€ç t( TuWV is clarified with the addition of 

a verb (eitherÉ:(~9(lv or'toÛ'to É:yÉ:v€'to) after the but, revealing by the 
secession of the antichrists that they were never part of the community.l30 
While su ch a rupture is historically conceivable, in the context of a speech act 

circumstance, 2: 19 signifies the potential disruption of fellowship that any 
community might experience. It creates unnecessary difficulties to take the 

negative assertion to imply tbe existence of false teachers who were claiming 
to belong to the community. Instead, the language of immediacy vividly 
portrays the antichrists as having gone out, pointing out at the same time that 
in reality they were not of us, for if they had been of us, they would have 

remained with us (2:19). Whether they remain with us, and therefore 

deserve the affectionate appellation mxwia, is dependent on whether they 
will confess that Jesus is the Christ. If, however, they deny that Jesus is the 

Christ, they deserve to he called Hars (2:22) and antichrists (2:22). These are 
the children of the last hour who fellowship with the antichrist, the antithesis 

to life and Iight. It follows then that anyone who denies that Jesus is the 

Christ is the antichrist and cannot therefore have a part in their koinonia. 
The act of writing captures and continues the same trend of describing a last 

hour as if now present, the antichrists as if now here already, and what was 

from the beginning as if now actually heard, seen and touched. V. 19 is 

simply the logical outflow of the time of the last ho ur and those who belong 

to it and therefore c1early shows where they cannot belong. This suggests 

that the eschatological false prophets, the antichrists and demonic enemies of 

God who were to appear in the last days are stock apocalyptic images that 
are meant to warn Christians everywhere of a very real danger. The dangers 

are that the last hour is now here, that the enemies of God have arrived, that 
they deny that Jesus is the Christ, and that they have no part in their 
fellowship. 

To impress upon the audience their need to he vigilant, the author 
creates a situation which is so realistic in its depiction that it deters them 

from denying that Jesus is the Christ. Anyone who denies that Jesus is the 

Christ demonstrates where they belong and therefore reveals that they 

130 R. E. Brown, The Epist1es of John, 340. 
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cannot have fellowship with us. Indeed, once the author has committed 
himself to the implications of a last hour exemplified by hostile forces in 
opposition to God he cannot fail to declare negatively their exclusion from 
his company without being subject to an infelicity. Il is further 
encouragement for the readers to commit themselves to the author's literary 
state of affairs, which in its constituting character would place them in 
conformity with the conditions necessary to remain with him. In doing so the 

reader must also be in agreement with the negative assessment of what it 
means to be in or out of the author's literary state of affairs. To disagree with 
the author's assessment wou Id guarantee an infelicitous act that displays that 
in reality they too were not of us, for if they had been of us they would have 
remained with us (2:19). In 1 John 1:1-4 that author had established that the 
basis of koinonia was to be founded on the word of life, but in this passage 
the basis of fellowship was destroyed bccause of the denial that Jesus is not 
the Christ. In the incipit, what was heard from the beginning concerned the 
word of life. In this passage, what is heard in the last hour concerns the 
appearance of the antichrists who, in their denial that Jesus is the Christ, are 
the antithesis to the word of life. Whereas on the one hand, the author's 
proclamation created koinonia, their denial on the other potentially 
threatened its very essence. In the literary state of affairs it is no longer the 

life made manifest (ft Çwil.v€pW9" - 1:2) but the antichrists made 
manifest. The author effects a compelling depiction of a last hour which in its 

unfolding drarna places on centre stage the attitudes that epitomize the 
antichrist's evil nature and erroneous denials. Anyone who denies that Jesus 
is the Christ fits that description and therefore cannot have koinonia with us 

or with the Father and his Son Jesus Christ (1:3). 

The author heightens the sense of peril associated with a last hour 

and the rupture of fellowship it implies by saying that "the antichrists have 
now come." The v\Jv has been taken as a definite temporal designation to 
refer to a recent event within the community which culminated in a 

secession. The antichrists are the eschatological figures epitomizing evil in 
opposition to God but they need not personify actual "false teachers" now 
wreaking havoc in the community because of their specious denials. The 

terrn is part of the literary portrait of the last hour and functions to con vey 
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the urgency of the author's belief where the now is to be linked with an 
undefined eschatological time in order to intensify the solemnity of his 
utterances. In such a view, now and last hOUT are over coded expressions 
designed to create an impression of reality in a similar fashion to the incipit's 
an' OpxTlç .131 • An OpxTlç and €axCÎ'tTl Wpa €atLv both c1arify the nature of 
the opposition that is evident in the metaphor of 'light' and 'dark' and the 
speech act circumstances they represent. Each of the expressions creates a 
powerful image; one of the grandeur of an undefined beginning during which 
the word of life was made manifest (the light already shines), another of the 
terror of an undefined last hour during which the antichrists appeared (the 
darkness blinds the eyes -2: Il). Thus the terms now and last hour stand as a 
warning to the church at large to be vigilant because the enemies of the last 
days have arrived to destroy fellowship. 

In speech act terms, the depiction of a last hour characterized by a 
manifestation of evil, is the only possible circumstance where the demonic 
powers can exist and deny that Jesus is the Christ. The portrait captures the 
exigency he believes would be the case if sorne one were to deny that Jesus is 
the Christ. While not actually indicating the last hour or even that events in 
his day appear to epitomize the imminent termination of ail things because 
of the appearance of the antichrists, it nevertheless discloses what the author 
believes would be the last hour if certain conditions obtain. According to 
the author, the !ast hour is the only appropriate circumstallce within which a 
convention exists that would permit sorne one to deny "that Jesus is the 
Christ." The denial is framed within a context of an eschatologicallast hour 

to inform Christians everywhere that the enemies of the last days would be 
those who engage in lies that challenge the fundamentals of what the author 
holds true. The implications, if such a denial were actually made by anyone, 
are horrendous. Those who daim that Jesus is not the Christ, says the 
author, imply that they are the children of the last hour, that they are Hars in 
whom the truth does not reside, and that they are the antichrist. These 

131 The term over coded comes from E. V. McKnight, Post-Modern use of the Bible: The 
EmerKencç of Reader-Oriented Criticism, 222-23. For a discussion of the incipit see chapter 
four section A, 118-148. 
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consequences increase the prospect that they will assert that the last hour is 
here and thereby decrease the prospect that they win denyan 'IflOO\K; OUK 

€atLV 0 XpunOç (2:22). The author warns the audience that to disagree 
with his assessment would potentially brand them as the antichrist. Since 
none of the readers would want to he labelled an antichrist it deters them 
from speaking in a way that would betray their true allegiance. 

The ambiguous KaL uJ..L€ÎÇ xpîaJ.UX €X€'t€ cino 'too àyiou KaL o'\1Xrt€ 
naV't€ç (2:20) is generally taken to reCer to the genuine believers in the 
community who had managed to keep the faith in contrast to the antagonists 
who had compromised theirs. The force of the conjunction Kat is taken as an 
adversative in which the writer is suggesting that those who had not seceded 
from the comrnunity were privileged with a special giCt which allowed the 
orthodox to detect the "doctrinal errors of the heretics, not only by observing 
the act of schism itself, hut also by drawing upon their own spiritual insight 
and sensitivity."132 The allusive terrn Xp\aJ.UX 133 is unique to 1 John and this 
uniqueness has resulted in a variety of interpretations. l34 Commentators 

132 S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3. John, 105. 

133 This rare word oecurs twiee in 1 John (2:20, 27). Copyists often substituted for this word 
one more common or familiar: Codex Sianiticus uses nv€OIJQ in 2:27; Vatican us uses charisma 
in 2:27. Sec M. de Jonge, "The Word 'Anointed' in the Timc of Jesus," Novum Tcstamentum 8 
(1966) 132-42. 1. H. MarshaU points out that )(plOJ.lQ is quitc possibly a c1ever pun on the word 
'antiehrist' and both are conneeted to 'Christ', ail derived from the Greek verb)(p\w (The 
Epistles of John, 153). 

134 Some take it in a figurative sense (Schnackenburg, Die Johannesbiefe, 151-53; E. Malasta 
holds ta XP'lOJ.lQ to mean the word of God interiorized and assimilated by the believer under 
the action oC the Holy Spirit.· The Cault oC the adversaries is that they faited to remain "docile 
and receptive both to the Apostolic preaching and to the aetion of the Spirit" (Inleriorilyand 
Covenant, 204). Others understand 'anointing' in a physical sense, eithcr with oil, probably an 
allusion to baptism (so Bultmann, where anointing played an important role in GnosticÏ!.m; the 
author gives new meaning "to the sacrament of anointing" (The Johannine Episllcs, 37). He 
writes elsewhere that "in using this designation 'unction' John apparently has adopted a term 
oC sorne Gnoslic mystcry cult, against which he turos the barbs of his rcmarks in their own 
language" (Theolo~ of the New Testament, ~8); or with the Holy Spirit, whieh aceording to 
WeslcoU is the "characteristic endowment" oC believers (8. F. WestcoU, The Epistlcs of St. 
John, 73). A. E. 8rooke notes that words ending in -f..la can denole the action of the vcrb, i.e, 
the acl oC anointing rather than the object of anointing, namely, an oit or the Holy Spirit. 
Whether physical or figurative, concludes Brown, Mit is likely the author was refcrring to an 
anointing with the Holy Spirit, the gift from Christ which constituted one as Christian ... probably 
conoected with eotry into the community" (The Epistles of John, 348). 
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remain divided about a final resolution to the questions. Despite the 
grammatical obscurity of the term in 2:20, in 2:27 "the anointing" is identified 
as the word of God where, in addition, the author reminds the readers that 
the anointing remains in him and that his anointing teaches him. Anointing 
appears to refer metaphorically to the word taught, perhaps impressed upon 
the readers by the Holy Spirit.13S Since a last hour is the ooly circumstance 
within which someone could deny that Jesus is the Christ, combining it with 
what the holy one teaches the readers, ensures that they cannot be deceived 
by the evil one (2:26; 4:1-4). Indeed, armed with this knowledge theyare in 
the position to be able to distinguish between the spirit of tmth and the spirit 
of evil (4:4). Therefore, to deny that Jesus is the Christ (2:22), to daim to 
have fellowship with him while walking in the darkness (1:6), to daim to have 
no sin (1:8), or to claim to be in the light while hating the brother (2:9), 
indicates that the readers do not have the anointing (teaching) from the holy 
one. So once again, a speech act reading would suggest that the phrase 
simply sets apart two groups of people where what they confess and know 
stems from two different sources. It does not require that the phrase refer to 
a specifie group of people in order to understand its meaning. 

Frequently ànà 'to\) ayiou (2:20)136 is understood to point to the 
possibility of someone within John's community appealing to the teaching of 
the FG on the paraclete, to support their claims that they possess right 

knowledge about the gospel of Jesus. There is no hint of this in the wording, 
and, as pointed out before, it mns counter to the non-specifie appeal of 1 
John. The statement cornes from the author to assure the church at large 
that what he has taught them about a last hour and the antichrists does not 

135 Held to by R. Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 36; R. E. Brown, The Epistles of JQhn, 
348; S. S. Smalley, 1. 2.3. John, 107. 

136 Two interpretatioDS are possible: (1) the "holy one" as a reference to God. See C. H. 
Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, 53; J. L. Houlden, The lohannine Epistles, 79; (2) the "holy 
one" as a reference to Jesus. See S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 108; R. Bultmann, The Epistles gf 
12Iw, 37; R. E. Brown, The Epistle!' of loh!), 348; J. H. Marshall writes that it is VÎrtually 
certain "to be a reference to Jesus, the "olyone of God (Mk 1:24; Jn 6:69; cf. Acts 3:14) (The 
Epistlcs of John, 155). 
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come from him only but also from the holy one. 137 In his desire to convince 
them that his ide as about et bics and Christology are perfectly legitimate, the 
author appeals to the holy one for additional support. Indeed, he reminds his 
readers that he is writing to them not because they do not know the truth but 
because they know it already (2:21), and because they know that every lie is 
not of the truth.138 Presumably what they already know cornes from the holy 
one and is simply being reinforced by what the authors writes to them. 
Instead of writing to inform the readers of things that they do not know the 
author writes to inform them of things that they already know. But why write 
to them when they already know the truth, or when the commandment is 
old? Commentators generally take v. 21 to signify the author's attempt to 
reassure and to encourage the community members that they have not yet 
fallen prey to the errors of the separatists. In its rhetorical, aurai speech act 
setting, however, v. 21 would stimulate the reader to recall what the author 
has earlier written to them about a new commandment which nevertheless is 
old because they have had it from the beginning, Le., an old commandment 
which is il À6yoç av tiKOVOcrt€ (2:7). Is he perhaps not also harking back to 
àn' QpxTiç (1:1) and 2:7,8 to remind them that what they know is from of 
old, and therefore trustworthy?139 In this passage, what he writes to them is 
trustworthy because it cornes from the holy one. Is he perhaps not recalling 
€OXŒtll WpŒ to remiml them of the only circumstance where it is possible for 

137 In some respects R. A. Culpepper supports this notion, though, of course, within the 
constraints of a Johannine Christianity. He writes that "neither the theology nor the polit y of 
the Johannine Church would allow the eIder to daim authority to dispense or dictate truth to 
the community" (1 John. 2 John. 3 John, 48) 

138 The oddity of the statement has been noted: Ëy~ foUowed by three 6'tl clauses. 
Would the author not be compelled to write because they do not Imow rather than writing 
because they know it? Three interpretations have bcen proposed: (1) all three6Yl'S should bc 
translated as 'because'; this is favoured by A. E. Brooke. The Epistles of St. John, 57. See also 
S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 109; (2) the first two are translated as 'bccause' and the last as 
'that'; this is favoured by C. H. Dodd, The Johannire Epistles, 54; (3) aU three are translated 
as 'that'; this is favoured by R. Bultmann, the Johannine EpistIes, 38. R. E. Brown accepts 
this last interpretation as grammatically the Most simple where tbe author ois writing to 
reassure them that he recognizes that they know the truth and to remind them of the 
incompatibility of the antichrist's lie with the truth" (The Epistles of John, 350). 

139 One cannot but help recallthe wordsmu'tôc; 6 À6yoc; (1 Tim 1:15; ~.l; 4:9; II Tim 2:11; 
Titus 3:8). 
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o ,€iKrtTlC; to exist? What they know is the truth because it is impossible for 
a lie to co-exist with the truth. In the context of 1 John, the truth and the lie 
fit the many other contrasting terms, e.g., light/dark, life/death, etc., that 
function to depict graphicaIly the exclusive speech act spheres the author 
descrihes. Since what cornes from the holy one is incompatible with the lies 
of the antichrist, the readers can he assured that what the author writes to 
them is true because what they know from the holy one confinns it to be the 
truth. 

Indirectly, by appeaIing to what they themselves already know 
through the holy one, he indicates to his readers that they are in a position to 
recognize that his speech acts are not infelicitous, for what they know 
confirms them as felicitous and therefore reliable. The act in writing with the 
force of a commissive and expressive implies his commit ment to and belief in 
what he says by how he says it, and therefore confirms that what he writes is 
not a lie but the truth (2:21). In his graphie portrayal of a last hour and its 
antichrists, the author makes absolutely plain the Iimits of his own 
confessions and denials and confirms by his portrayal that what he says is the 
truth (2:8). In such a literary context, it is impossible for him to commit 
himself to or believe in a lie unless he desires to engage in infelicitous speech 
acts. If they were found to be infelicitous then he too would be subject to a 
charge of promulgating a lie which, of course, would have no part in the truth 
(2:21). The readers could equally weIl apply the searching question "who is 

the liar?" to the author. Ultimately, if, by his own standards, he were 
discovered to be a liar, he would be the antichrist. Similarly, the writer's 
rhetorical expectation is that the readers must commit themselves to the 
image of a last hour and its Christological and ethical implications. 

The main purpose of 2:18-24 is to alert the reader to the dangerous 
theological and ethical consequences inherent in rejecting the apocalyptic 
speech circumstance the author delineates. For the readers to reject it would 
imply that they do not have fellowship with the author, that they walk in 
darkness, and that they lie and that the truth is not in them; in other words, 
they would epitomize the evil which has appeared in the antichrists. To 
prevent such an occurrence, the author reminds and encourages bis audience 
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that they cannot be part of a last hour as antichrists if indeed they have been 
re-constituted by a successful uptake of his speech acts and the compelling 
literary state those acts create. He reminds the readers that they have been 
taught by the holy one so that they ail have knowledge (2:20). By taking into 
account what the holy one has taught them, and by affiliating with the 
author's literary portrait of an apocalyptic last hour and its connection with 
what was from the beginning concerning f :le word of life, the readers are 
encouraged to enlarge their knowledge about what constitutes a proper 
confession concerning Jesus Christ. 

The portrait of an apocalyptic last hour strongly reminds the readers 
that the word of life proc1aimed is in stark contrast to the denial that Jesus is 
the Christ. The word of life bas been made manifest, it is the truth, it is Iife 
eternal that stems from God the Father, in whom there is no darkness at ail 
(1:5), and it is that which provides the basis for fellowsbip. In plain contrast 
to this image is the one about a last hour. The children of Iight are warned 
about everything that stands in direct opposition to God: it is the antichrist, 
the antithesis to the Iight and life. To prevent any misunderstanding about 

what this entails, the author makes explicit the antithesis between Iight/life 
and darkness by listing a variety of confessions and denials (speech acts). In 
this passage the denial that Jesus is the Christ contradicts the word of life 
that has been made manifest by God the Father. The daim "tbat Jesus is not 

the Christ" functions as a slogan that in its literary context makes plain the 
antithetical character of the two realms. Because of the serious 
consequences of such a c1aim and to prevent its occurrence the author 

creates a literary circumstance of utmost gravity. In his description .of a time 
which stands at variance to the purpose of God, symbolized by the catch 
slogan "Jesus is not the Christ," he piles up image after image to drive home 

its terrible implications. He describes it as an apocalyptic last hour during 
which the antichrists have appeared. These antichrists cannot be from our 
ranks because they would not really have belonged to us. Had they really 

belonged to us, they would have remained with us. They are liars who deny 
that Jesus is the Christ. Their lies are alien to the truth because they also 
deny the Father and the Son. In such a Iiterary context the readers are 
clearly given the type of confession that, in its utterance, would indicate 
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where they stand. Only within the eschatologicallimits of a last hour can a 

denial of such magnitude presumably take place. 

Historical crities argue that the enemies of the author publicly 

denied that Jesus is the Christ without being able to indicate with certainty 
what actually it was that they denied and under what circumstance. This 
study, however, has shown that unless the one who uttered such a denial also 

saw himself to be the antichrist, the denial would be infelicitous. To deny 
that "Jesus is the Christ" while not perceiving oneself to be an epitomization 
of the evil of a last hour guarantees the failure of the speech act. In the 

literary context of 1 John, it is therefore unlikely that anyone who was in any 
way associated with the Johannine community, inc1uding the secessionists, 
would have denied, either publicly or through the implications of their 
teachings, what the author supposedly accused them of. Indeed, it appears 

that the author uses the circumstance of a last hour to prevent erroneous 
confessions and to assert positively that Jesus is the Christ rather than simply 

to respond to the Christological error of a particular community by reporting 

it and finally correcting it. 

3. CONCLUSIONS 

Historical critical studies have examined the various passages of 1 

John as evidence for the events which gave rise to them, and have examined 

the teachings of the author of 1 John in light of the hypothetical historical 
context. In contrast, the interpretative strategy proposed and implemented in 

the present study has attempted to demonstrate that the meaning and the 

significance of a text are not limited to those meanings that conventional 

historical criticism is designed to recover. This section has demonstrated that 

the author creates a powerful speech act circumstance and the requisite 

speech act (denial), which forcefully reminds the reader that a last hour is the 
only appropriate circumstance within which such an utterance can 
conceivably take place. Hence, it is possible to propose that the language of 

denial and of confession does not simply signify what the antichrists were 
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already denying, as if they existed by virtue of being historicized in the 
propagation of false teaching by the secessionists. But that language makes 
plain what anyone might be doing who in fact they deoiles that Jesus is the 
Christ. In the process of setting out Christian truth the author uses the 
circumstance of a time in which apostates deny both that Jesus is the Christ 
and that the Father and the Son are one (2:22, 23). In:a roundabout way he 
brings his readers into association with himself througb a mutual 
consideration of the speech act circumstance he creates. In a way vv. 22 and 
23 become benchmarks to indicate whether the reader will find himself 
affiliated with the author or whether he will indeed become one with the 

antichrist. The language therefore perpetuates the thc~me of koinonia 
mentioned in the incipit (1:3) which is not so much prc!dicated on riglrt 
theological confession as it is on the readers' acceptam:e of the author's 
depiction of a last hour and its Christological consequences. l40 

This passage is often used as evidence for thf! views of the Gnostics. 

Yet there is no evidence that the Gnostics would deny that Jesus is the 
Christ, let alone deny the Father and the Son. In spite of this, commentators 
have chosen to ignore this, asserting that 1 John 2:22 reflects the author's 

concern that an over emphasis on the divine nature of Jesus has supplanted 
his humanity. It seems odd that he did not clarify such a significant issue if 
this desire was uppermost in his mind. Since there is no hint of this in the 

wording, more likely, the author did not allude to a Christological error, but 

to aIl the errorists who by defioition deny Christ. 1 John is a warning to both 
Christians and enemies everywhere that to deny Jes1Js as Christ is 

tantamount to the antichrist. The author of 1 John is not denouncing a group 
of enemies connected with specifie controversies within the church. He takes 
them to be the eschatological false prophets who in their speech make clear 

that the last hour has now arrived. 

140 It is possible to broaden the analysis and suggest that perhaps the same thing is going on in 
Il Peter and Jude, possibly even in 1 Corinthians 12:3 where Paul declares '6tà yvwpi~w ù).Ûv 
iStlooodc; EV nVEullatl 8EOÛ ~v À€yEl, ' Avc19EIUl ' l'luoOc;, Kat oUSdc; MVatal dnêw, 
I«Jpwc; , Ivaoûc;,ELlln EV nVEullatl ayiw." 
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Perhaps 1 John represents an early transitional type of writing in its 

role in the history ofheresiology. Failure to enter into a speech act 
circumstance would eventually lead to charges of heresy complete with the 

use of stock eschatological phrases warning Christians about the coming 

antichrists and their false professions. In his discussion about the nature and 
development of heresy in the early church, Jaroslav Pelikan maintained that 

the "primitive church was not characterized by an explicit unity of 
doctrine ... but what did characterize primitive Christianity was a unity of 

life",,"141 Therefore, early forms of heresy were perceived to be a "deviation 

from that unity; and as the unity came to be transposed into the language of 
creed and dogma from that of testimony and proclamation, heresy was seen 
as an aberration from the truth of sound doctrine."142 The author of 1 John 

appears to be much more interested in the unity of koinonia that is created 

by his proclamation aald testimony to what has been heard, se en and touched 

than in a defense of right doctrine against those subverting it. Once more, 

what appears to be the author's purpose throughout the writing has been 
confirmed, namely, to engender fellowship with him (1:3; 2: 19). The reader's 
agreement (6J.LO~y€(a) with the constituent elements of the author's speech 

act circumstance and its consequences, ultimately moves them into 
conformity with his religious and theological orientation. 

141 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Emere;ence of the Catholic Tradition (100-600) volt (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1971) 70. 

142 Ibid., 70. 
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CHAPTERSEVEN 

A SPEECH ACT ANALYSIS OF THE CONFESSIONS AND DENIALS (1 
JOHN 4:1-41 16; 5:6) 

1. INTRODUCTION: 

Bultmann writes concerning 4:1-4 that it "sets in bold relief the 

decisive contrast between God and 'world', truth and delusion, and thus true 

faith and false teaching."143 Perkins be1ieves that in 4:2 the author "returns 

to direct attack on his opponents by again invoking the ominous language of 
apocalyptic preaching."l44 The author's impulse to invoke such language 

cornes from the threat provided by the erroneous Christological views of the 

heretics. In his assessment of the passage, Brown holds that secessionist 

deceivers, who had been seduced by the Evil Spirit, were "denying that what 

JeSll.i was or did in the flesh was related to his being the Christ. i.e., was 

salvific."145 Brown admits, however, that defining the nature of the heretic's 

Christological confession is challenging because of a number of textual and 

interpretative problems in the text. The critical difficulties in this section are 

the meaning of the term nv€vJ.UX and the associated testing of the spirits (4: 1) 
and the confession in v. 2. The ambiguous termnv€ûJ.UX,l46 in its singular 

143 R. Bultmann, The J ohannine Epistles, 64. 

144 Pbeme Perkins, The Johannir.e Epistlcs, 49. 

145 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 505. 

146 Any number of New Testament usages could be reflected bere. For examplc: (1) "air, 
wind or spirit": see furtber, 'TIve:ûl-lo", E. Schweizer, Theolowcal Dictionary of the New 
Testament VII, ed. by Gerhard Kiuel; (2) the Holy Spirit which is God's spirit poured upon 
Jesus and later upon bis followers; (3) human spirits un der supcrnatural influence; (4) 
incorporeal beings such as good spirits and angels, or evil spirits/demons; (5) the human soul 
departed from the body to the realm of the spirit world; (6) the spirit of insight as the higher 
faculty of human nature. See further, C. Haas, A Translator's Handbook on the Lcttcrs of 
John,99-100. See also R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 486. The antithesis between the 
lwo spirits occurs in the Qumran lexts. See R. Schnackcnburg, Die Johannt' ,,(Ide, 209-15 
esp. excursus 9. 
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usage is followed by its plural. If nvroJ.LO. is taken to personify every person 
then it crea tes difficulties for the following Hne, which reads auà 
OOKl....ac€'t€ TeX nV€VfJO"ta ... Brown understands nv€ÛJ.LQ primarily as a 
reference to the Holy Spirit as weIl as the Evil Spirit both of which embody 
themselves in human behaviour, "and specifically manifest themselves in true 
and false confessions of faith ... a true confession cornes from the Spirit of 
God; an erroneous confession indicates ... the presence of the wicked Spirit of 
deceit. "147 Smalley takes tbe term nvruJ..14 to "signify a human person who is 
inspired by the spirit of truth or the spirit ,)f error."l48 The plural nV€UJ.UX1=a 
indieates that the spirit of truth and error can operate in any number of 
people at the same time in any one period. Marshall understands nvro).LCX to 
refer either to an "utterance inspired by a spirit" or to a "person inspired by a 
spirit" in whieh ease the church cannot simply believe ail utterances as 

inspired but must carefully test the inspired utteranees of individu ais to see if 
they originate from God.149 For BultlY'annnvEÛ).1a signifies the existence of 
"the spirit of error" manifest in "several seductive powers ... operative in a 
plurality of deceivers."l50 The phenomenon of inspired prophetie utteranees, 
suggests Dodd, was still being experienced by members of the Johannine 
Community. He turns to Paul (1 Cor 14:1-5) and 1 Cor 12:3) as an example 
of the kind of aetivity the author had in rnind. The danger being addressed 
here is uncontrolled false inspiration threatening to corrupt the members of 
the eommunity.151 In similar fashion Grayston holds that nv€ûJ,UX me ans "an 
apparently inspired utterance which may or may not come from God, spoken 

147 R. E. Brown turos to the }iterature of Ignatius of Antioch, Ephesians 17:1 and 
Philadelphians 6:2 for examples of how notions of the Prince of this world arc equated with 
Satan who then enters ioto people to inspire them to evil. He suggests as weil that this links 
closely with the worldview of the Dead Sea ScroUs, e.g., Damaseus Documelll (CD) 2:11-12, 
18; Manual of Disciple (lQS) 3:17-2l. Moreover, he points to T. Judah 20:1-2; T. Levi 3:3; T. 
/udah 19:4; T. Simeon 2:7; to New Testament literature, Ephesians 2:2-3; 1 Timothy 4:1; and to 
a laler document, Shepherd of Hennas (Man 6.2. t) (The Epislles of JOhD, 486). 

148 S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 218. 

149 1. H. Marshall, The Epistles of John, 204. 

150 R. Bultmann, The JQhannine Er;~, 61 

151 C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, 97-9. 
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by persons who seem to be or daim to be prophets."1S2 The term recalls old 
Jewish tradition about the need to be able to distinguish between genuine 
and false prophets (Deuteronomy 13:1-5), and early Christian tradition about 
false teachers in the community (Matt 7:15; Il Pet 2:1). It aIso appears to 

recall the Farewell Discourse and its reference to the Spirit of truth, perhaps 
exemplified by the Paraclete (Jn 16:13; 14:17; 15:26) and confirmed by verbal 

parallels in Jewish writings.1S3 While members of the communitywere 
endowed with the gift of the spirit of knowledge, writes Brooke, not aU 
spiritual activities could be "traced back to the Spirit of God as their 
source."154 Just as in the days of Paul in Corinth, spiritual phenomena must 
be verified, for not every expression of the spirit could be '.ccepted as true.155 

Thus, nvru,...a is primarily held to refer to inspiration motIvated 
either by a spirit of truth, perhaps from the Holy Spirit, or motivated by a 

spirit of error, perhaps from the Evil Spirit. The utterances motivated by 
both spirits are inspired and therefore they must be tested to de termine their 
respective source. Moreover, the term is personified to signify the false 
prophets whose inspired daims must be tested to "see if the spirit they reflect 
belongs to God."lS6 The negative imperative ofv. la is to guard against 

"naive credulity" whereas the positive imperative ofv. lb is to inculcate 
"prudent judgment."1S7 The purpose of circumspect discernment is to test 
whet" ~r or not the spirits are \lf God; '€l €K 'toû 8€oû €CTtlV" (v. lb). The 

reason for the urgent chdlenge to exercise prudent judgment is that noUai 

",ruOOttpoct»iTtal É:ç€"-l)\u9aalv €\ç 'tov KOOfJOV (4:1c) and that the 

152 K. Grayston, The lohannine Epistles, 118-19. 

153 Te.vt./ud. 20:1; Test. Asher 1:5; lQS 3:18-21; lQS 3:6-9. 

154 C. H. Dodd, The Epistles of St. John, 106. 

155 R. E. Brown thinks it quite unlikely that "testing the spirits' has anything to do with Paul's 
idea of discerning the good spirits from tlie wrong (1 Cor 12:40) - here John is speaking about 
the manifestation of two spirits: the Holy Spirit versus the Evil Spirit (The Epistles of John, 
503). 

156 R. E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple, 138. 

157 Edward Malatesta, Interiority and Covenant, 284. 
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antichrists about which they have heard have come ( .. :T.DÛ cXV'tLxPlcnOU, ô 
à1c'lK6cx1:€ o·rI. €PX€'tŒL ... 4:3c). Whereas earlier the Ï/ültichrists had gone out 
from us (2: 19), in this section the author informs his readers that false 
prophets had gone out into the world (4:1). Commentators assume that the 
author had in mind a group who had at one time been part of the community 
but had defected into the world and "subjected themselves to the spirit at 
work in the [world)."l58 Continuing to claim, however, that they had xplaJ..Ul 
from the holy one (2:20), and thinking to be inspired by the spirit they 
persisted in their teaching (4:1) deceiving and misleading Many of the 
members of the community. In such a critiQl situation the author sets forth 
a test that will reveal the impostors. The proper judgment of the spirits is 
contingent on an externai criterion, for what is ultimately of divine or of evil 
origin can be recognized by what i s c:onfessed (e:v 'to\rr'll yLVWa1C€'t€ 'to 
nv€uJ..Ul 'toû 8€oû • 4:2). 

The confession that the author records in v. 2 is what ''will separate 
the Secessionists from his own adherents and thus constitute a criterion of 
the Spirits:" "Jesus Christ come in the flesh."lS9 It is assumed that the way 
the confession is formulated is the author's response to a confession deemed 
to be false. But the obscurity of the Greek of v. 2 makes it difficult to 
distinguish between the author's confession and that of the antagonists. In 
order to clarify the obscurity and to get at what the heretics May have 
confessed, commentators have translated the phrase nâv nv€ûJ.W Ô OJ.LOÀOy€l 
, I11<70ûv Xpl(1'tOV EV aapld €À~v96'ta in various ways.l60 For example, 
Brown,161 Brooke,162 and Grayston163 each interpret the phrase to read 

158 R. A. Culpepper, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, 79. 

159 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 505. 

160 In the expressionÉv aopKl ÉÀT)XuOO'ta codex Vaticanus reads a perfcct infinitive9Eval 
whereas Sinaitieus, Alexandrinus and Ephraemi Reseriptus read a perCeet participle of the 
verb lpXOIJal. Most eommentators prefer the latter reading even though the infinitive is an 
improvement of the awkward Greek of the perfect participle. 

161 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 491. 

162 A. E. Brooke, The Epistles of St. John, 108-9. 

163 K. Grayston, The Johannine Epistles, 120. 
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"every spirit which confesses Jesus Christ come in the flesh .... " Bultmannl64 

and Marshall165 translate it as "every spirit which confesses Jesus Christ as 
having come in the flesh .... " Dthers, such as Houldenl66 and Malatesta,167 
interpret the phrase to read, "every spirit which acknowledges that Jesus 
Christ has come in the flesh .... " And finally Dodd,l68 Stott169 and Smalleyl711 

suggest that a double accusative is grammatically the focus here and 
therefore they read it as "every spirit which confesses Jesus as the Christ 
incarnate .... "171 The different translations reflect varying emphases 
respectively stressing the lacl of his coming, Le., his advent; the manner of his 
coming, i.e., in the flesh, and the mode of his coming, i.e., into the flesh. 
Despite these various attempts to clarify the obscure Greek, what the 
adversaries may have acknowledged, that the author judged to be false, is not 
clear. This has led commentators to wonder about the nature of the 
secessionists slogan which the author corrected to achieve the present 
wording.l72 

Bultmann writes that "they deny that the Christ, whom they also 
revere as the bringer of salvation, has appeared in the historical Jesus ... and it 
therefore appears to be a question of Docetism in the case of the heretical 

164 R. E. Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 61. 

165 J. H. Marshal~ The Johannine Epistles, 203. 

166 J. L. Houlden, The Johannine Epistles, 104. 

167 E. Malatesta, Interiority and Covenant, 283. 

168 C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, 96. 

169 J. R. W. StoU, The Epistles of John, 155-56. 

170 S. S. Smalley does not see 6,",o).oyE'w as having a double accusative but he does suggest 
that the simplest reading of the phrase' IT\ooÛV XPUTtOV Év aapKl ünXu96ta is "Jesus Christ, 
incarnate" (1. 2. 3. John, 222). 

171 On tbe double accusative see Blass, Debrunner and Funk, A Greek Grammar of the New 
Testament, § 4163 

172 See J. Painter, "The 'Opponents' in 1 John," 48-71. 
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doctrine."l73 Dodd proposes that forerunners of a second century 
Gnosticism 174 appeared as genuine inspired prophets but refused to confess 

the reality of the incarnation. Because "simple-minded believers were 
impressed by them and therefore wavered in their convictions, the author 
proposes to test thelr teaching. By that test their teaching, however 

powerfully 'inspired', was condemned."175 Smalley, Schnackenburg, Kysar, 

and Culpepper ail deem the teaching under attack not the result of a 
Docetic heresy, but a consequence of the refusaI to confess the incarnation of 

Jesus.176 Smalley writes that "here is the heart of the orthodox 
acknowledgement about Jesus ... which guards against two possible heretical 
opinions about Jesus: that he was only divine or merely human."177 In a 

careful assessment of the passage, Brown concludes that the text gives very 
little support to those who would argue that the secessionists denied the 

incarnation. The issue for Brown is not that the "secessionists were denying 
the incarnation or the physical reality of Jesus' humanity; they were denying 

that what Jesus was or did in the flesh was related to his being the Christ, i.e., 
was salvific."178 Similarly, Grayston insists that it is misleading to think that 

the dissidents would have denied the incarnation or to think that the 

assertion is an attack on a Docetic Christology.179 Grayston proffers another 

173 R. Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 62. 

174 Pheme Perkins holds that Gnostic evidence does not confirm the type of Docetlsm 
typicaUy adduced for this passage (The Johannine Epistlk§, 52). 

175 C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles,99. A. E. Brooke suggests there is nothing in the 
Epistles which compels the supposition that Docetism was at the root of the problem. Sorne 
within the Johannine community were denying the reality of the incarnation. 

176 S. S. Smalley, 1.2.3 John, 222. R. Schnackenburg, Die drei Johannesbriefc, 15-23. R. 
Kysar, 1. n. III John, 91. R. A. Culpepper, 1 John. 2 John. 3 John, SO. 

177 S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3. John, 223. 

178 R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 505. See further, R. E. Brown, The Community of the 
Beloved Disciple, 111-23. 

1'79 Grayston points to Polycarp's (Ephesians, 7) negative formulation, "For everyone who 
shall not confess Jesus Christ having come in the flesh is antichrist, and whocver shall not 
confess the testimony of the cross is of the devil" as an unreliable testimony, which nonethelcss 
perhaps shows that Johannine language could he adapted to fight a Cerinthian view of Jesus. 
He does not think, however, that such is the case here (The Johannine Epistlcs, 120-21). 
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solution, arguing that "the implied contrast is not between a Christ who came 
in the flesh and a Christ who was present in appearance only, but between 
accepting Jesus as both Christ and Son of God and discarding Jesus for the 
benefits of the Spirit."l80 The paucity of explicit references to the 
incarnation in the Johannine corpus leads W',ear to contend that the phrase 
, ITlC10ûV XpltTtOV €v aapld €ÀTlÀu9o'ta is not a reference to the brute fact of 
the incarnation or even equivalent to "in human form." It refers rather to a 
mode of existence in which "the coming of Christ in the Flesh" is one way of 
saying that within the authentic Christian fellowship, their abides or dwells 
Christ's life, his truth, his love, his anointing, his word, his spirit and his 
commands."181 UItimately, because every believer has experienced the 
actuality of the indwelling of Christ, the author is able to link Christology 
with ethical demands. In her analysis of the assertion of 4:2, Perkins 
concludes that it is impossible to reconstruct the Christology of the 
opponents on the basis of this so-called Christological slogan. In her opinion, 
setting out a proper Christology is not the primary concern of the author, but 
confronted with problems of soteriology where the "confidence of Christians 
in salvation and forgiveness based on the atoning death of Je~us has been 
shaken (1:7; 2:2; 3:5; 4:10; 5:6),"182 he reassures these Christians that their 
salvation is still intact because Jesus Christ has come in the flesh. 

Commentators note the Many thernes that 4: 1-4 has in common with 
an earlier unit (2:18-24),183 and assume that 4:1-4 continues the polemic of 
2: 18-24. The author expands the theme of two Spirits as a test by which it is 
possible to distinguish the true from the false on the basis of an external 

]80 Ibid., 121. 

]81 Paul S. Minear points ou, that oOp( is not a distinctly Johannine word. It appears twelve 
times in the Gospel, of which eight have a christological reference out which only two are 
directly relevant to the doctrine of the incarnation - John 1:14 perhaps the Most explicit. In 1 
John only three references are round - the Most explicit being 4:2 ("The Idea of Incarnation in 
First John,· 291-302). 

182 Pheme Pcrkins. The Johannine Epistles, 52. 

183 The common themes are, the antichrists, iying/deceit, the ChristologicaJ confessions, the 
false prophets, tbe spirits, etc. 
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confession. It is mistakenly assumed that the false prophets (4: 1) are the 
secessionist deceivers (2:19; 4:1) who went out from the community and 

defected into the world. They deny that Jesus has come in the flesh white 
still c1aiming to be inspired by the spirit of truth. To counteract these false 
prophets and to make evident to the community what they really are, the 

author formulates a confession which they presumably would not uUer. 

Commentators believe that the confession is a reflection of the author's 

Christological stance by which he attempts to reformulate and correct the 

specious error it presupposes. 

Hengel has pointed to the richness of the spiritual c1imate in 

Palestine during the first century C.E., which permitted the Christological 
thought of the FG and the Epistles to develop and connect idiosyncratically, 

"to result in an impressive multiform unity derived from 'different 

Christologies'."l84 Not to recognize t!lis rich heritage which gave expression 

to the author's Christ~logy will produce, in the words of Hengel, "a wealth of 

hypothetical sources, authors, redactors, opponents, and communities" for 

the Johannine writings.185 In such a rich heritage the author 1 John gives 

expression to a Christol ogy within a specifie speech act circumstance by 

which he attempts to convince the readers of his views. Surely the author 

would have bothered to spell out more systematically the Christological 
connotations of the phrase if it reflected the error of a particular community. 

The author, however, neither refers to the opponents explicitly nor clarifies 

what they denied. Since he does not do so, it creates an unnecessary 

complication to as~ume automatically that on the basis of what the author 

has said ils opposite must also be true. The shift in v. 3b to confessing Jesus 

shows that the emphasis is on confessing Jesus and not on the participial 

phrase "having come in the flesh." If the emphasis were on the latter it would 
need to read: "that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh" and would have been 

repeated in v. 3. The force of the participial is that of a relative clause, i.e., 
"who has come in the f1esh." This would normally refer to the historical 

184 M. Hengel, The Johannine Question, 104. 

18.') Ibid., 24. 
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reality /actuality of Jesas Christ, i.e., that he lived among us. If it is a 
reference co the Docetic heresy it would need to give more context. For 
example, docetists might say that Christ came into the flesh of Jesus, but was 
not identical with it. 1 am not aware that any one ever claimed that Christ 
had not been, in sorne way, in the flesh. The denial is in v. 3, which lacks the 
qualifying participle, is not in the formulation of the proper confession in v. 2. 
The false spirit is recognized by denying Jesus, which is not a Christological 
error but a fundamental rejection/apostacy characte1"istic of antichrists. In 
his study, Mmear concluded that "in the flesh" is not equivalent to "as a man' 
or "in human form" and that "has come" does not refer directly to Jesus' birth 
as Mary's son 186 A speech act analysis will show that the confession is an 
external criterion which in its utterance clarifies what stems from the spirit 
and what does not. In such a view, it is not required to take 1 John 4:2 to be 
the utterance of the false prophets who had recently seceded from a 
particular community. The statement is a functional slogan which makes 
plain the kind of confession possible within the limits of a certain speech act 
ci rcumstance. In its literary context the confession functions to help the 
reader to make a distinction between what stems from the spirit of truth and 
what stems from the spirit of deceit. Minear writes that 

the issue of immediate roncern to the author was not the 
historical problem, as raised by the Docetists, as to 
whether Jesus of Nazareth had been a real man, or had 
only seemed to be human. Rather, the immediate issue 
was how to dett:rmine which spirits in the author's 
situation were or were not from God.l87 

The confession has an affective compone nt such that we "cannot merely say 
what it means; we must see what it does."l88 

2. SPEECH ACT ANALYSIS (4:1-6; 5:6). 

186 Paul S. Minear, "The Idea of Incarnation in First John,· 292. 

187 Ibid., 297. 

188 See T. Polk, ·Paradigms, Parables amd Meshalim," Catholic Biblica1 Ouarterly 45 (1983) 
564-83. 
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About to create another speech act circumstance similar to the one 
in 2: 18-24 requiring a cooperative reader for its successfu! uptake, the author 

appropriRtely begins the section with aYartTltol (4: 1 ).189 Whereas, eartier he 

had intimately addressed his readers as nawia (2: 18), now his readers are 
intimately addressed ayarnrrol (4: 1). As in the previous section with its 
solemn delineation of a circumstance with dire apocalyptic consequences 

where it is potentially possible to deny that Jesus is the Christ, so here the 
authfJr once again de scribes another situation where a speech act which will 

ultimately rnake a distinction between two competing spirits. In 2: 18-22 a 

denial, if felicitous, would imply that the articulator is part of a last hour and 
a child of the antichrisl and not his Httle child, and in 4: 1-4 a confession if 
felicitous would imply that the articulator is affiliated with one of two 

competing spirits: either the spirit of truth (4:6) or the spirit of deceit (4:6). 

The type of confession, says the author, will reveal the readers' affiliation to 
he with either the faise prophets or with his beloved SOtl. The children of the 

antichrist (4:1,3) cannot be his beloved. 

Whatever the readers' allegiance to a community might have been, 

the author is committed to involve them in a significant speech act 

CÎrcumstance. In the context of this circumstance the author formulates an 

important confession. To secure agreement on such a crucial confession, it is 

of paramount importance for the author to draw the readers into associatiun 

with himself and the speech act circumstance he delineates. As he has done 

on numerous occasions throughout the writing so here again the vocative 

'llyaml'tol' (also'tEKvl.a - 4:4) prepares the readers to consider the 
plausibility of a situation of two compet:ng spirits where the confession that 

"Jesus Christ in the flesh has come" clearly signifies that they are from God 

(€K toO SEO\) €O"tLV - 4:2). In addition, the endearing term and the 

compelling situation the author creates, suggest that it is his desire to 

convince the readers that they ought to confess in agreement with his 

confession. Koinonia of confession is important to the author, so that he 

189 "Beloved" is a plural address occuring in (1 John 2:7; 3:2, 21; 4:1, 7, Il) which, suggcsts 
Brown, beC3use ofthe emphasis oncXyOcrn" surcly indiC3tes the author's intention that the tille 
is "to have a theologicaJ connotation for a community whosc modcJ figure was the "disciple 
whom Jesus loved" (The Epistles of John, 264). 
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places it into a speech act circums~ance that by its very nature compels 
compliance with his view. Indeed, the author's strategy appears ta be 
reinforced in 4:6b where he sets up a situation which depicts two groups of 
people: those who agree with him and those who do not (6 ytvWaKwv 'tàv 
9€àv eXlCOÙ€l fu.WV, ôç avlC €O"ttv €IC 'ta\) SEo\) oUlC cXKoU€\ t\u@v (4:6b ).190 

Quite simply, says the author, thase who confess in agreement with us, know 
God and hear us, and those who do not confess in agreement with us, are not 
from Gad and do not hear us. 

Because the au th or is attempting ta convince the church at large, he 
expands the speech act circumstance of a last hour by adding to it the 
competing spirits. He insists that not every spirit is to be believed. Rather, 
he says, "test the spirits €l €IC 'toû SEoû €O"'ttv" (4: 1). The term nV€U).Ul'tQ has 
been interpreted in a variety of ways, but 1 would concur with the 
commentators who have understood the spirits to signify both the Holy Spirit 
and the Evil Spirit. 1 do not think it necessary to view the statement as 
indicating the actual physical presence of persons proclaiming false 
confessions in opposition to the author's, i.e., false prophets who have gone 
into the world (4:2) or the antichrist who has gone out from us and is now 
already€v 't&i 1C6a~ (2:18, 19; 4:3).191 ln arder ta persuade his audience 
that the last days have arrive d, along with the spirits, th,; "pocalyptic speech 
act circumstance helps the readers ta test the spirits. A true confession 
originates from the spirit of truth (ta nv€ÛJ.LCl 'rilç clÀ'l6e:i.aç), whereas a false 
confession derives from the spirit of error (ta nve:ûJ.LCl tilç 1tÀClVTlÇ - 4:6). 
Not every spirit is ta be believed, he says. Rather the spirits are to be tt!sted, 
for not every spiritalCov€\ t\u@v (4:6) and therefore confesses in agreement 
with us. 

190 Dodd understandsT\).LWv to refer to the church at large (The JQhannine Epistles, 100) 
whereas Brown ~iews it as a reference to the Jobannine Community (The Epistles of John, 
509). 1 should like lo suggcst lhat the 'us' represents the author in his attempt to affruate ~ith 
the reader in order to convince them of the plausibility of bis linguistic state of affairs. 

191 Bultmann, for example, says that the "'€uOOnpotiltal recallthe false prophets prophesied 
for tbe endtime (Mk 13:22; Mall24:!1, 24) and tbat the author "therefore historicizes the 
pr "pbesied eschatologica1 phenomenon in the same way as the prophecy of the antichrist in 
2:18 .... " (The lohannine Epistles, 62). 
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1,1 2: 18-22 the author created an image of a last hour with its 

portrayal of the antichrists who deny that Jesus is the Christ. In 4:1-4 he 

mentions that the antichrist (4:3) and the false prophets (4:1) both make 

erroneous confessions but this time do so permeated by a spirit of deceit 

(2:22; 4:6c). The confession or denial ultimately makes c1ear whether it 

cornes from ÈK toO 8€oO or ÈK toO 9€oû OUI( €atlV and whether it cornes 

from tO nv€ÛJ..UX tTlç CxÀT\9€laç or tO TtvruJ.Ul tilç TtÀâVT\Ç. If anyone were to 

persist making these boasts it would associate them with the one "now in the 

world already" (wv Èv tiii 1(6a~ Èo-tlv TlôT\ - 1:6,8, 10; 2:4, 6, 9; 4:20). It 
thus becornes impossible for Christians to make the se boasts because what 

they utter would be infelicitous. Moreover, the ramifications of such a 

speech act are so drastic it would have deterred Christi ans from making it. 

The author also adds a note of urgent reality 10 his depiction by 

claiming that false prophets have gone out into the world. The term is 

mistakenly taken to signify the antagonists who have literally defected into 

the world.19.l In such a view, the term refers to those who have seceded 

from the community becau::e of doctrinal incompatibility with it. In its 

literary context, the term/aise prophets is simply an extension of the speech 

act circumstance of the two competing spirits, where ilS likely meaning is that 

they are now 'around', i.e., they might show up in any place. The 'world' is 

simply a neutral designation meaning nothing more th an their appearance on 

earth.193 The apocalyptic term "false prophels" represents a som ber warning 

that thcy are present everywhere and they deny Jesus. The author warns 

those who may be tempted to utter a profession at variance with his that su ch 

192 The false pr'1phcts are those who have defeclcd into the world, and according to SmaIley, 
"are undoubtedly the heretical members of John's congregation who have ~,pearhedded a 
secession from the community." (S. S. Smallcy, 1. 2. 3. John, 220). They have dcfecled •• 1to the 
world - the 'world' is usually taken as the place of the heretic's subsequent activity - which 
John appears to be re~isting in an earlier section (2'11-17). Sec also R. Schnackcnburg, Die 
drei Johannesbriefe, 218-20. Brown, however, disagrees and suggests that the 'world' 
designates the place where the enemies of Jesus belong - thus they are a "parody of Jesus who 
is the lruth: he "went out from the father and came into the world" (John 16:28; cf. 8:42; 13:3) 
(The Epistles of John, 491). 

193 R. Bultmann, The JQhannine Epistles, 62. 
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an utterance has serious consequences. It would imply that they are 
possessed by the spirit of deceit characteristic of the false prophets. They 
cannot therefore have fellowship with him and with God and his Son Jesus 
Christ. Only a proper confession in conformity with the author's will permit 
koinonia. 

The author has committed ~limself to the implications of the speech 
act circumstance he creates, and is therefore in a position to assert boldly 
that '€V ,[o\rr~ YLVWaKE'[€ Ta nVEûJ.UX 'roû ge:oû" (4:2). A spirit which cornes 
from God and one which does not can ostensibly be known by what it utters. 
Quite simply, says the author, ''rtâv nvruJ.UX 0 oJJ.OÀoYEî 'ITl<1ovV XpltT'tOV EV 
aapKL fÀTlÀv9ô'[a €K '[OV 8EOÛ EO"tLV.'· A spirit which does not not confess 
that "Jesus Christ has come in the flesh "fK '[OÛ SEOÛ OÙK fO"tlV (4:3) He 
confjdently excIaims that a counterfeit spirit can be identified by what it 
confesses. The author therefore makes explicit the only type of confession 
that is proper to the nVEûJ.,UX '[oû 8EOÛ. He forml1Jates it in a memorable 
way so that every time the confession is uttered, it reminds the readers that 
they do not speak the things of the spirit of deceit, but the things of the spirit 
of truth (4:5). 

While the purpose of the confession appears to be plain enough, 
what it means is, however, much more difficult. As we have pointed out, 
what the autnor could have meant with "Jesus Christ having come in the 
flesh" has been the subject of much debate. Most often the phrase is thought 
to discIose the attempt by the author to correct an aberrant Christology, 
possibly as the result of misreading the exalted Christology of the Fa, or 
possiblyas the result of a gnostic/docetic view that denied Chri[~'~ humanity. 
Hengel comments that the "deceivers are jeopardizing the basic confession, 
the identity of the man Jesus with the Messiah and Son of God, and therefore 
threatening the gift of salvation, eternal life."194 While the confession may 
have something to do with a distorted view of the incarnatiun, what it 
ultimately means escapes us. The grammatical ambiguity of the phrase, the 
absence of any elaboratior: by the author, and the lack of references to the 

194 M. Hengei, The JQhannine Ques\ion, 58. 
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incarnation in the Epistle195 weaken the daim that a specifie Christological 

controversy lie.f. in the background. There can be little doubt that for the 

author this confession has important Christological implications, but rather 

than clurifying the content of what is to be declared, the confession 

demonstrates how one is able to tell the difference between two types of 
spirits by what they utter. 

Frequently throughout the writing the author has expressed his 
thought through an extensive pattern of antithetical statements (1:6, 8, 10; 
2:4, 6, 9; 4:20). They serve to reinforce what is possible in one speech act 

circumstance and not in another. So also in 4:1-4 the seriousness of the 
circumstance of the competing spirits and the importance of being able ta 

discriminatc bctween them is illustrated by a series of antitheses. In 4: 1 and 

2a the contrast lies between the false spirits and the faise prophets and the 

spirit of God. In v. 3 the author contrasts the spirit which confesses Jesus 
with the antichrist. The confession clearly sets apart, daims the author, those 

who are from God (€K 1:0Û SEOO) and those who are not from God (h 1:013 
ElEOÛ OÙK ËO"1:lV). Every spirit that does not confess what is appropriate 
betrays that it is not from God and therefore not in (EV) you. Every spirit 

that does not listen (àKO\JEl - 4:6b) to us, is not from God (4:6) but is 1:0 

nVEûJ.,UX 1:T1ç TWlVT1Ç (4:6c). Using this series of contrasts, the author sets up 

a compelling circumstance which clearly discriminates between the kind of 

speech acts (confessions/deniaIs) possible in each. After his analysis of 4:1-7, 
Minear concludes that the "medley of merging antitheses" increasingly 

demonstrate to the reader the exclusive nature of the two realrns and the 

people who inhablt them"; e.g., Spirit of God - faise prophets; Christ -
antichrist; from God - not from God; he who is in you - he who is in the 

world; he who Iistens to us - he V.:1O does not listen to us; spirit of truth -

spirit of error, etc.196 

The image of the competing spirits and the consequence of a false 

denial are so compelling that the author declares that the readers know the 

195 So Paul S. Minear, "The Idea of hcarnation in First John," 29l. 

196 Paul S. Minear, "The Idea ofIncarnation in First John," 293. 
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spirit of God (4:2). In light of this knowledge, the author is confident that no 
one would entertain a felicitous denial in confonnity with the nV€ÛJ..LCX 'tflc; 
7Wl"'lÇ (4:6c). The two spirits are mutua!ly exclusive, and therefore the 
confessions that they utter are mutually contradictory. The author makes it 
increasingly difficult for anyone to be in disagreement with him, for unless 
they wish to engage in a felicitous confessional act which would brand them 
as false prophets or antichrists, they are impelled to agree with him. The 
entire literary circumstance and its implications function as a deterrent to 
erroneous confessions of the sort that would be made by the faise prophets. 
In the limits of the Iiterary circumstance lie the only confessions potentially 
possible. The readers are therefore in the position to discriminate between 
the two spirits.197 

ln addition to the functional character of 4:2, the explanation of the 
meaning of the confession is to be sought by connecting it with the 
antithetical statements and Christological assertions scattered throughout the 
writing (1:7; 2:22, 23; 3:23; 4:2, 14, 15; 5:1, 5, 6, 10, 13). For instance, the 
contrast drawn between 'light' and 'dark' in 1:7, reveals that the blood of 
Jesus c1eanses from aIl sin (1:7). According to the author, cleansing is 
required because of sin, and sin is characteristic of those who walk in the 
dark. It is only he who is without sin (3:4) and has coml! in flesh, who is in 
the position not only to cleanse from every sin but to forgive sin (3:4). Thus, 
it is preposterous to claim to have no sin, for in doing so we deceive ourselves 
and the truth is not in us (1:8, 10). The blood of Jesus cleanses from aIl sin to 
release the believers from the bondage of darkness so that they might walk in 
the light as he is in the light (1 :7). The notion of purificatio" hy blood in 1 
John and its linkage with the realm of light is suggestive because it recalls 
what it means to be in the light. To remain in him means we ought to walk 
as he walked, viz., in the light (2:6). The one loving the brother remains in 
the light (2:10). Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Christ. .. remains in the 

197 Pheme Perkins elucidates a a legalliturgical context in which the 'confession' constituted a 
formai oath talcen before the community by the initiates. 'Testing the Spirits" might then have 
legal overtones: "a person might he asked to "take an oath" in the presence of the community" 
(The lohannine Epistles, 52-3). 
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son and remains in the Father (2:22, 24), whoever confesses that Jesus Christ, 
who has come in the flesh, shows that he has the spirit of truth. 

The sheer variety of fluctuating Christological statements the author 
uses, confirms the highly functional character of his Christological 
confessions: 

o cXpVOUIJ.€voç O'tL • lnaoûc; oUK €a'tLV 0 XpIO"tOç ... (2:22). 
o olJOAoy@v 'tav uLàv KaL 'tôv na'tÉ:pa €X€L ... (2:23). 
m.cTt€UawJ..L€v tiii OVOJ.UX'tL 'toO uloû ciutoO • lnaoO XpLatoû ... (3:23). 
o olJOAoyd • lnaoûv XplO"tÔV €V aapd €A.~ueo'ta ... ( 4:2). 
IJ.OPtupoOIJ.€V OtL 0 ncml> an€at,"K€V tav ulàv aw'ril>a 
1(oolJOu ... (4:14) 
Oc; €àv olJ.OAoyipn Ot1 • ITlO'oOç €a'tLV 0 ulàç tOÛ 9E:oO ... (4:15). 
6 n1at€Uwv Ot1 • IrpoOç €<TtLV 0 Xp1atéç ... (5:1). 
o n1at€Uwv OtL • IrpoOç €<Tt1V 0 uLàc;; tOÛ 8€oû ... (5:5). 
6 n1at€Uwv €lç tÔV ulàv 'toû 8€oû ... (5: 10). 
• lnaoOç XpLa'tOç, OUK EV 't~ 00at11J.OVOV ru' €V t~ üOOtL KaL €V 

't~ alIJ.CXtL ... (5:6) 
'toÛ; n1at€UouaLv €lç ta ovoJJ.a toÛ uloû toO 9E:oû ... (5:13). 

None of the statements is elaborated. The:' function as catch slogans to 
make explicit the antithetical character of the two realms. Notably each of 
them appears in a literary context which coheres with the author's perception 
of what it is possibie to believe, confess and deny in the circurnstances he 
creates. The one believing that Jesus is the Christ (5:1) cannot at the same 
time deny that Jesus is the Christ (2:22). The one believing in the son of God 
(5:10) cannot at the same time deny the father (2:22, 23). The one confessing 
that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh (4:2) cannot at the same time deny 
that the father has sent the son as salvation of the world (4:14). Significantly, 
each of the Christological slogans is prefaced by a verb which indicates the 
action of believing, confessing or denying. The foeus is not on the content of 
what is believed, confessed or de nie d, although the substantive content of 
each statement is nonetheless significant. Here perhaps lies the explanation 
of the author's faHure to elaborate in greater detail the theological content of 
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the Christological statements. Given tbe dynamics of beterodoxy it would 
appear that in early beresiological works a persuasive rbetoric was more 
important than a systematic presentation of a sophisticated Cbristology, 
although the latter becomes increasingly important in later heresiological 
writings. While each of the Christological slogans displays the significance of 
Jesus in the categories of tbe time and culture of the author, tbe sheer variety 
of expressions and their imprecision suggest that their importance lies in the 
over-all impression tbey create. RighI confession in the context of orthodoxy 
versus heresy takes a secondary place to the author's primary intention to 
convince the readers to confess, deny, and believe what he himself confesses, 
believes, and denies. 

Although beset with a variety of textual problems,198 v. 3 reinforces 
this perception because now the author formulates a confessional act of a 
type that would be uttered by someone under tbe influence of 'to nv€UJ.UX 'tTiç 
nM.1ITlÇ.199 Every spirit that does not confess Jesus, he says, is not from God. 
Not only tbat, but sucb a spirit is of tbe anticbrist ''which you have heard that 
he is coming." Because the author appears to be more interested in drawing 

198 The Greek construction was a problem for early copyists of the text. Some, rather than 
readinga).ln 6J.lOMy€'l have instead the verbÀUel that means 'looses', or "annuls", perhaps 
indicating a separation of lesus from Christ. This reading is supported by some Greek 
patristic and Latin evidence. Moreover, in the Byzantine tradition the words of 4:2 "come in 
flesh" is added after 'Jesus'. Codex Sinaiticus adds "Lord come in flesh." M. Hengel prefers 
the reading6 ÀU€l tOV • Il'looOv instead ora ).ln 6).iOMye'l (4:3) because the latter reading 
found its way in from Il John 7, wbereas the former reading has a parallel in 1 10hn 3:8: "To 
destroy the works of the devil" (!he 10hannine OuestiQI), 57). For a detailed discussion see R. 
E. Brown who prefersÀU€l as the original reading (The Epistles of lQhn, 496). See also 
Bultmann who prefersÀU€l (The JQhannine EpistIes, 62-3). Further on the matter see R. 
Schnackenburg, Die drei JQhannesbriefe, 222 and F. Blass, DeBrunner and R. W. Funk who 
hold that I}).l\\ 6).lOMy€l is a spurious reading fora ÀU€\, A Greek Grammar of the New 
Testament and Qther early Christian Literature, § 428 (4). A. E. Brooke rejectsÀU€l on the 
ground that il was probably introduced to defend an orthodox Christology against such second 
century heretics as Cerinthus, Docetists, and Gnostics, who made a separation between 
Spiritual Christ and the Jesus of the flesh (The Epistles Qf St. JQhn, 111-14). 

199 4:3 has been taken to signify a contrast "between the orthodox cburch members, and the 
herelical secessionists who have defected into the world to whicb they actually belong" (S. S. 
SmalIey, 1. 2. 3,IQhn, 226). 1 would suggest that the purpose of the antithesis is to contrast 
two realms mutually contradictory in their confessions and to consider what would happen if 
anyone were to engage in a particular kind of profession. What is possible in one state is 
impossible in tbe other, which guarantees the unlikelihood of an infelicitous confession. 
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out the contrasting features and implications of the two confessions, he does 
not bother to elucidate the theological implications of what it means not to 

confessJesus.200 The confession that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh could 
only be made by those who know God, who can discriminate between the 

spirits, and who hear rv.wv. The author once more reminds the reader that 

those who "do not confess Jesus" cannot be from God, because such a 

confession commits them with the antichrist (4:3). The antichrist has come 
and it is sorne one about whom they have already been informed (4:3). 
Hearing it again reinforces what has already been stated in 2: 18 about the 
last hour and the antichrists. They deny that Jesus is the Christ. 

To underscore the notion that victory is the outcome of a confession 

which coheres with the spirit of truth the author refers again to the two 

indwelling spirits. He maintains that the il €V UJJ.lv is greater than the 6 €V 
't@ 1C6a~ (4:4). The first pronoun is interpreted variously to signify 
'God',201 "God in Christ",202 "the Spirit of truth which belongs to God,"203 or 

"God as Father, Son and Spirit."204 The second pronoun is taken to refer to 
the spirit of deceit in the world personified by the false prophets and the 

antichrist. Given that throughout this section the contrast has been between 
the cOITlpeting spirits, it is probable that the first pronoun refers to the Spirit 
which belongs to God, namely, the spirit of truth. Whether Jesus, God, or 

the spirit of truth is meant in the expression "greater is the one in you" is 

irrelevant, because it could be aIl three. The spirit of truth which, according 

to the author, is greater th an the one in the world, originates €IC "toû 9€oû 

(4:2) and is also €V UIJ.LV (4' 4). Conversely, the spirit of deceit does not 

200 1 think it quite unnecessary to take the phrase Kal toû'to É:atlV tO 'toû Ov'tl)(piatou to 
Mean, "tbis (not acknowledging Jesus Christ, incarnate) is (the spirit) from the antichrist"; in 
wbicb casenv('û~ needs to be supplied aften6" (S. S. Smalley, 1. 2. 3 John, 224). 

201 So C. Haas (A Translator's Handbook to the Bible, 104). 

202 So B. F. Westcott (The Epistles of St. John, 144-45). 

203 So R. E. Brown (The Epistles of John, 498). See R. Alan Culpepper, 1 John. 2 John. 3 
Mo,81. R. Kysar states tbat the pronoun refers either to 'God' or the 'Divine Spirit' (1. II. III 
1Wm,92). 

204 So S. S. SmaIJey (1. 2. 3 John, 227). See also Edward Malatesta, Interiority and Covenant, 
287-89. 
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originate tIC tOÛ 8€o\) (4:2) and is therefore tv t~ ICOOJ.U!) (4:4). Moreover, 
the false spirits in the world stand in conflict to what is stated in 4:14. For the 
son has appeared in the world, and he opposes the false prophets who have 
gone out into the world. This accentuates the seriousness of the opposing 
spirits and heightens the importance of being able to discriminate between 
them. By recognizing the greater spirit of God the reader can guard against 
the spirit of the world, and thus against speaking of the world (tIC tOÛ 

1COO).LOU MÀOooLV - 4:5) and what the world would want to hear (0 ICOOJ.LOÇ 

airt@v cXlCOu€l - 4:5). 

V. 6a, ''/uJ.€iC;; tIC 'to\) 9€oû tuJ.L€V," confirms what the reader aIready 
knows ifhe has understood v. 2 (tv tO\n:CP yLVWaIC€'t€ tO nv€\lJ.UX toû 8e:0\) 

and its connection with what can be confessed given the circumstance.205 

The unanimity spoken of in 4:6 is not based upon theological harmony 
achieved by detecting error and properly correcting it. Rather it is based 
upon understanding (yLVc.OOICWV - 4:6b c; 4:2). Thus v. 6b is a parallel and 
synonymous expression for fellowship echoing and recalling the incipit and 
the rupture of fellowship mentioned in 2: 19. The one who acknowledges that 
"Jesus is the Christ" (2:22; 5:1) knows God because only these confessions 
emanate from the spirit of God (4:2). It reminds the reader of what has been 
heard from the beginning concerning the word of life and its manifestation 
(1:1; 2:24) in opposition to what has been heard concerning the antichrists 
and their appearance (2:18) in the world (4:3). 

What at first appears to be a profusion of disconnected thoughts is 
really an amalgam of merging antitheses which in their over-aIl impression 
create a compelling portrait of what is acceptable and worthy of the reader's 
assent, or what is unacceptable and deserving of his censure. But in 
addition, it reveaIs the only confessions, within the constraints of this writing, 
that comply with the author's assessment of koinonia. The author suggests 

20S tV-aeîc; is taken to signify (1) a nondistinctive use where the author is indistinct from the 
members in the community, or (2) a distinctive use where the 'we' refers to the Johannine 
tradition-bearers, namely, authority figures who address the members as 'you'. Brown inclines 
to the former but also points out that choosing between them is difficult (The Epistles of John, 
498-99). . 
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that koinonia is the result of a common confession, not just any confession, 
but one that is circumscribed by a particular speech act circumstance. ft is an 
implicit cali for allegiance to his own confessional stance. If someone "hears 
us," says the author, he will adhere to what constitutes a felicitous confession 
indicating that he is of us and therefore from God (tE fvJ@v =h: 'toO Seoo -
2: 19; 4:6). If not, his confession will indicate that he is not of us and 
trerefore not from God (oinc tE fv..WV =oinc h: 'toO 8E:oO - 2:19; 4:6). The 
author maintains that the readers can distinguish (y\VcOOKO).L€V) those 
imbued by the spirit of truth from those infused by the spirit of deceit on the 
basis of whether or not they have listened to us (aKoV€l fv..UiJv). In the final 
analysis fidelity to the author becomes a decisive criterion which 
distinguishes the spirit of truth from the spirit of error (4:6c). It can safely be 
concluded that if the readers have understood the force of the author's 
argument, they cannot but accept his point of view. 

The same thing, more or less, might be said about the enigmatic 
statement recorded in 1 John 5:6.206 "By water and the blood" is frequently 
seen to be analogous to "in the flesh" and both statements are understood to 
counteract a gnostic/docetic denial of the human nature of Jesus. Minear 
argues, however, that "although this line of reasoning is plausible, it is far 
from convincing."207 Rather th an seeking to specify and restrict its semantic 
range to a specifie polemical situation signifying a formulaic slogan corrected 
and rephrased by the author, it perhaps signifies no more th an what might be 
appropriately believed within a clearly circumscribed speech act 
circumstance. To believe (m<Tt€Vwv) anything otherwise would constitute an 
infelicitous act incongruent with confessing Christ. 

206 We have pointed out that the statement has been interpreted in a variety of ways: (1) as 
reflecting a formula employed by tbe secessionists witb a docetist leanings, (2) a~ renecting a 
Cerinthian type of heresy, (3) as renecting an over-empbasis on the teaching of the FG which 
led beretically inclined members of tbe Johannine community to stress th al though Jesus was 
human, his humanity was not salvifically significant. A further problem has to do with what 
exactly the manifestation of Jesus Christ in 'water' and iD 'blood' could have meant. Again, a 
variety of solutions are proposed: (1) it refers to the sacremellts of baptism and the eucharist, 
(2) it refers to the incarnation, (3) it refers to the baptism and death of Jesus, and (4) it refers 
to the death of Jesus. 

207 Paul S. Minear, "The Idea ofthe Incarnation in First John," 301. 
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In 5:5 believingo'tL • IfIO'ouç €a'tLV 6 ulcX; 'taO 8€oû is the 
constituent element in overcoming'tov 1C00J.WV (5:5). In 5:4 the author 
resorts to the already familiar polarity of EIC 'taO 8€aO and 'tov 1C00lJOV to 
describe the arena within which felicitous confession and belief conquer 
those who have gone out into the world (5:19). 5:1 reiterated that Jesus is 
the Christ who is bornEIC 'toû 9€oû, echoing perhaps, the earlier contrast 
made between what was from God (€IC 'toû 9E:aO - 4:3) and what was not 
from God (€IC 'toû 9E:oû oUlC €a'tLV - 4:3). Not to believe (mut€V€-t€) every 
spirit (4:1) and confessing that "Jesus Christ came in flesh" seems to parallel 
believing (nLUtoov) that "Jesus is the Christ" (5:1). Indeed, even though he 
hali been made manifest among us (1:2) and was sent€lç 'tov ICOOIJOV (4:9), 
he is not EIC 'toû ICOOIJOU (4:4). It recalls the same contrasting features of the 
previous section where the external criteria of confession and fidelity to him 
made obvious which spirit was present in the reader. 

While v. 6 is difficult, it functions as a further constituent element of 
believing and confessillg fixed within the appropriate boundaries. Having just 
said that "the one believing that Jesus is the son of God, overcomes the 
world," the author maintains that this (0Û't6ç) one is the one "who has come 
through (auX) water and blood, Jesus Christ, not in (EV) water only but in 
(EV) water and in blood." This may perhaps be taken to indicate that "this 
one" has ultimately conquered the world in contrast to the false prophets who 
also have gone ùut into the world but have been overcome by it. To believe 
that the "one come in water and in blood" has vanquished the world promises 
that the reader who also originatesEK 'toû 9€ou (4:3) and has 
y€Y€VVTVJ.€VoV E~ airtoû (5:1), can conquer the world (5:5). 

The precise meaning of water and blood in 5:6 remains a puzzle, 
although the terms perhaps parallel such statements as €~V€pWeTl TuJ.îv 
(1:2), 'to aiJ..UX • IflC70û 'toû uiau airtoû lCa9aptt€l t\uâç ano naO"1lÇ 
cXJ.LaP'tiaç ... (1:7), • l'lO'OûV ~LUtOV EV aapd E~1V.ue6'ta ... (4:2) 'tov uwv 
aVtOû 'tOV J,LOVoy€vTl cXnÉ:O"t~IC€V 0 8€Oç €le; 'tOV 1C00IJOV ... (4:9), and 6 
natr., cXnÉ:O't~'ŒV 'tOV uwv aw'tflla 'toû 1C0aJ.LOu ... (4:14). AlI of the 
statements are meant to emphasize what Jesus' coming into the world 
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accomplished. The FG's use of water and blood in John 19:34 probably 
coheres with the writer's poetic outburst that ~yoc:; became flesh, dwelt 
among us (John 1:14) and accomplished great deeds (signs) during his stay. 
In the context of 1 John, 'water' and 'blood' appear primarily to stress the 
consequences of the fact that Christ was sent into the world, namely, that the 
.. .a'4ux 'Inaoû toO vloO aÙ'toO lCa9apit€L l\uâc; ànà neXO'T1Ç àJ.LOPtiaç (1:7) 
and that aUtOç lAaaJL6ç €O"'tLV n€pl1:@v àJJ.aP1:tWV fv..a,@v, ou n€pt fv,L€1:tpwv 
8€ ,.wvov &Uà Kat n€pt OÀOU toO KOaJ.LOU (2:2; 1:9). A debate about the 
manner of Jesus' coming appears to find only a secondary emphasis. It need 
not be denied that the mode of his coming is important to the author, but 
whether aberrant conceptions concerning the person of Jesus were the 
driving force behind these expressions is open to question. It is noteworthy 
that the only other mention of blood in 1 John (1:7) refers primarily to its 
cleansing mankind from sin (2:2). So in 5:6, the one come in blood may 
simply echo the earlier idea, namely, the one who is come in waler and blood 
cleanses mankind from ail sins. This alerts the reader that his coming and its 
consequences is what has ultimately conquered the world. To believe that 
the one come in waler and in blood is the son of God who conquers the world 
is another one of the author's benchmarks that clearly mark the boundaries 
of the two opposing realms of lighl and dark; truth and deceit. 

To make the distinction between the two realms as sharp as possible 
in the world of his utterance, the author refers to the context of the last dark 
hour of history with its antichrists, faise prophets, and spirits of deceit. These 
manifestations of the last hour epitornize everything that stands in opposition 
to the work of God in whom there is no darkness at aIl. The impact of su ch a 
graphie image on the readers would prevent them from engaging in 
infelicitous confessions and denials. To believe "that Jesus is the son of God 
and that he came by 'water' and 'blood'" (5:5,6) has a similar functional role 
as the confessions mentioned eartier. Once the readers have accepted the 
manner of his description in which felic;tous believing can occur, the 
consequences of Jesus' coming can help them overcome the world. The one 
coming by 'water' and 'blood' to cle:ifiSe the sins of the world, decisively 
defeated by this act the enemies uf God in the world. Thus, water and blood 
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are terms that signify what the mode of Christ's coming has accomplished, 
namely, the victory over the powers of darkness. 

3. CONCLUSIONS. 

By taking the anonymity of the text seriously and reconceiving it as a 
communicative event made up of a sequence of self·involving speech acts, 
this study points out that the author has committed himself to what he has 
stated. A series of parallel antitheses create a pattern of competing speech 
act circumstances within which felicitous believing, confessing and denying 
might occur. The speech act circumstance of an apocalyptic last hour (2: 18-
22) and its attendant denials complemented by the spirit of deceit in the 
world (4:6, 4) stands in stark contrast to the circumstance and its attendant 
confessions, narnel)', confessing "Jesus Christ" and believing that "Jesus is the 
son of God." This world is the sphere inhabited by the faise prophets, the 
antichrists, and the spirit of deceit, and it is the realm into which the Father 
has sent the Son (4:14). The externai criteria of confessing, believing and 
fidelity to the author make plain (€K 'tomo yLVWaICOIJ.e:V) whether the reader 
is €IC 'toO 8€00 or 'toO 9€oO oille: €C1'tlV, whether he is €IC 'toO 1C00lJ.OU or €IC 
'toO ICOOJ.LOU OUIC €<TtlV, whether he aKoU€l fv,WV or OUIC aKoU€l Jv.Wv, and 
whether he is infused by"Co nvruJ.UX 't1lç cXÀTl9€i.aç or 'ta nvruJ.Ul rilç nMVTlÇ. 
The cluster of merging antitheses dynamically depicts two contrasting 
spheres made up of two types of people who in their confes~ing, denying and 
believing make plain to which sphere they belong. Not to agree with the 
author's perceived state implies capitulation to the world, whereas to 
acknowledge it implies conquering it and the evil one (5:5; 2:13, 14). On the 
one hand, the world is the realm into which the false prophets have gone 
(4:1) and in which the antichrist has beenmanifested (2:19). On the other 
hand, it is the sphere where the word of life was manifested (1:2) and into 
which the son of God has been sent as salvation of the world (4: 14). He 
came in water and in b/ood, and the blood of Jesus cleanses us from aIl sins 
and the sins of the whole world (1:7; 2:2). This is what has overcome the 
world (CXÜ'tTl €<Ttlv 11 voo,ll VUcTlO'aaa 'tov ICOOJ.LOV - 5:4). 
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Thus, even though the writing May appear to be a random sequence 
of disconnected thoughts, iL; meaning is made clear through a sustained 
pattern of interconnected and paraI lei expressions, which illustrate two 
antithetical realms. So convincing are the literary portraits the author 
creates and so dire are the consequences that it would have been very 
difficult for the reader to reject or contradict it. No one would want to risk to 
be branded an antichrist or a fa/se prophet or be perceived as tIC 'toû 8talX>M\J 
(3:7). The author has therefore created a circumstance which essentially 
makes it virtually impossible for anyone to disagree with him unless they 
choose to reject in toto what he has written. 
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CHAPTEREIGHT 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS. 

The difference between the method - and conclusions- of the 

traditional approaches and those of the present study is evident in the 
different interpretations of what the author was trying to achieve. 
Historical critical studies have tended to locate th: illocutionary force of 1 

John in the Christological teaching of the author expressed polemically 
against the erroneous views of the opponents. The antithetical slogans are 
therefore frequently taken to be reformulated boasts that represent the false 

teaching of the secessionists. It is taken for granted that the antichrists are a 
specifie group of secessionists. Furthermore, the confessions and denials are 

thought to capture graphieally the erroneous essence of their teaching. Most 

commentators have assumed that the author utilized the confessions and 

deniais with important denotive meaning in mind, Le., their formulation 
constituted and pointed to a significant Christological controversy in the 

early Johannine community. On the a priori assumption that the language of 
the confessions and denials conveys ChristoIogicaI information in the context 
of a polemieai situation, their meaning has been sought through a 

reconstruction of the theoIogicaI controversy behind it, i.e., the context which 

the writer must have had in mind but failed to specify. To cIarify the content 

of the confessions and denials, explanations have been sought by positing the 

existence of various sources and redactors, or by positing a literary 

relationship to the FG via the Johannine schooi hypothesis, th us focusing 

discussion on the identity of the author's precise referent. Today's studies of 

the Epistles usually place 1 John into the context of sorne form of developing 
Johannine Christianity. In such a view, the Christologieal confessions of the 

author of 1 John react to a one-sided development of the theology of the FG. 

A misreading of the FG's exalted Christology resulted in a series of serious 
Christologieal misunderstandings whieh the author of 1 John was compelled 

to correct. The high Christology of the FG was emphasized by the 
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secessionists to such an extent that it deemphasized the humanity of Jesus. 

Moreover, the one-sided emphasis on realized eschatology and sinlessness 
had led to moral failure and to the mistaken idea that sin was no longer 

possible. The author of the Epistle corrected lhese ideas by appealing to 

other thernes in the FG, and by a careful assessment of the person and work 

of Jesus.! 

The present study contends that the historical critical approach does 

not take seriously enough the fact that the language of 1 John, does not 

merely describe a theological state of affairs but intends to do something. 

Confining the significance of the incipit, the boasts, the confessions, and 

denilils to the constraints of a community's theological expression, fails to 

take into consideration the importance of the power of language to constitute 

the character of the author and to effect a change in the reader's religious 

and ethical orientation. Moreover, not taking the anonymity of the writing 

seriously commits us to increasingly complex community-development 

theories to explain the writing's peculiarities. If we cannot with any 

reasonable degree of certainty identify the context of the author or 

reconstruct the opponents' views, th en it becomes necessary ta try to 

understand the text from another perspective. 

Even though the present study does not focus on the identity of the 

author and offers nothing relevant !o the identity of the historical author, this 

study does present sorne indirect cIues to his identity. The Iiterary authorial 

persona portrayed by the various self-involving speech acts utilized in the act 

of writing, suggests that the author's purpose is to inforrn the church at large 

that the enemies of the last days have arrived. 1 John is a tract to the church 

at large that deals with the eschatoIogicai faise prophets and the antichrists 

who were ta appear in the last days. A speech act analysis reveals that the 

intent of this message is to warn Christians everywhere to be vigilant and to 

convince thern to accept his views. The constituting character of the act of 

writing shows that the author atternpts to convince the readers to accept his 

1 J. M. Lieu, The Second and Third Epistles 01 John, 207-8. 
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views through a series of speech act circumstances. The enemies of the last 

hour in these circumstances are characterized using stock phrases taken from 

the eschatological false prophets in Jewish and Early Christian literature. In 

such a literary context, the speech acts of the false prophets reveal to the 

readers what confessions and denials the author believes are potentially 

possible within the limits of the circumstances he defines. These speech act 

circumstances were made ever sharper by a series of antitheses to a point 

where it became almost impossible to engage in a confession not in 

agreement with the author's theological and ethical views. Going against the 

author would place the reader at risk of being grouped with the antichrists 

and the false prophets. 

ln 1 John the power of the written word does not lie in carefully 

argued theological propositions, but in the combination of speech acts and 

their implication of commitment to and beHef in the literary circumstances 

he crea tes, and the author's desire to convince the readers. The speech acts 

constitute the author as a believing and committed persona. Specifie uses in 

1 John of the speech acts of the directive, representative, commissive and 

expressive kind serve to shift the critical task away from attempts to establish 

the historical referent, to an understanding of language which stresses its 

constitutive and self-involving character.2 1 John is a communicative event 
worded with dramatic sensitivity revealing the author's religious and ethical 

stance, and written for effect in order to bring about a change of world view 

in the reader. By deliberately employing a self-involving style of language 

which constitutes the self, the author alerts readers about his Iife stance. In 

the act of writing the author makes commitments of Ci non-verbal kind which 

imply that he is willing to live by the ethical consequences of his speech acts. 

The author cornrnits himself to a future course of action with the intended 

perlocutionary result of convincing the hearer that the statements are 

expressive of his religious and ethical stance. The self-involving speech acts 

show that tlte manner in which the author has descrioed the speech act 

2 S. Fish says lhal proposition al language is a lerm used to designate a kind of language that 
merely presents or mirrors facts independenlly of any consideration of value, interest, 
perspective, purpose, effect, etc. Us There a Text in this Class? , 97). 
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circumstances accurately reflect his perception of reality. The author makes 

explicit the types of confessions and denials potentially possible by creating a 

pattern of competing speech act circumstances within which felicitous 
believing, confessing and denying May occur. In each contrasting situation 
lies the possibility of engaging oneself in a series of either feiicitous or 

infelicitous speech acts with corresponding positive or negative 
consequences. Thus it is impossible to daim to have fellowship with God 
while walking in darkness, or to daim to be in the light white hating the 

brother, etc. Each of such speech acts is infelicitous because it do es not 
cohere with the author's perceived state of what would constitute felicitous 
confession. From this, it can be concluded that if the readers have 

understood the force of the author's statements with their carefully crafted 

nexus of diametrically opposing elements, they cannot but acquie~ce or they 
will no longer remain in fellowship with the Father and his son Jesus Christ 

(1:3). The author also deliberately engages in a style ofwriting which 

suggests intimacy and authority. He is able to bring the readers into 
association with himself, thus he is in a better position to convince them of 

the truth of his daims and adïlonitions. By bringing the readers into 

association with himself the author summons them to proper conduct in the 

world (2: 1-17). They are invited to join in a consideration of truths of the 

deepest import which a purely discursive langua!,\! can scarcely hope to bring 

about. 

1 have emphasized that 1 John represents an instructional type of 

writing which uses language of a confessional nature. It is language that not 
only constitutes the subjectivity of the author but also makes truth daims 

about the world and about God. The author is therefore in the position to 
make the world rather than simply mirror ;î.. In order to give shape to a 

world and thereby to redescribe reality, the writer employs the language of 

confession that expresses attitudes and feelings towards what has been 

written. As such, it is action language that serves to instruct in a way of life 
which leads to understanding. The readers are invited to join the author in 

contemplating the l'eligious and ethical implications of his literary 

circumstances, evaluating them, and responding to them positively. The 
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manner of their ethical response would indicate whether they have 'heard' 
and properly evaluated what the author has attempted to tell them. 

In the conflict between orthodoxy and heresy it is often thought that 
the author of 1 John appeals to the tradition handed down from the 
beginning in order to reinforce an early form of theological and 
Christological orthodoxy. Orthodox belief merely needed affirmation and 
defense against those subverting the truth through the novelty of their 
teaching. According to this view the author is merely a passive receptor and 
a reactionary reporter of the community's tradition. However, given the 
heterodox cbaracter of the pre-orthodox period in which 1 John was 
composed, il would appear that the author of 1 John is constituting rather 
than simply confirming and defending a traditional belief. The words of the 
text do not say descriptively what the author or his community confessed 
theologically, but rather they enact what the author believes and. what he 
thinks ought to be believed. 1 John do es not refer to, or render an account 
of, or offer a theory on, or speak discursively about the Christology of the 
Johannine community. Rather, the words express a person's belief, and by 
actualizing the human capacity for belief, the words actualize the self who 
speaks them. 

Finally, as we have seen in each of our expositions, the sensory verbs 
of the incipit encourage the readers to experience vicariouslyo Aoyàc;; 'rilç 
twilç. The readers are informed that the last hour (2:18-22) is here and that 
the eschatological false prophets have arrived. The false prophets and their 
felonious utterances stand in stark antithesis to those who confess that "Jesus 
is the Christ." Those who believe that "Jesus is the son of God" confirm that 
they are one of us, that they are imbued by the spirit of truth, and that they 
have overcome the world. The world is the sphere inhabited by the faIse 
prophets, the antichrists, and the spirit of deceit - and - ironically the realm 
into which the Father has sent the Son. Ali of these images compel the 
readers to consider carefully the author's claims about the world and God 
and what constitutes felicitous confession and conduct in each. The language 
encourages the readers to reconsiJer their own state unless they wish to be 
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out of fellowship with the author and the dire consequences it entails. The 
consequences are such tbat tbe readers cannQt but accept tbe author's 
religious and tbeological orientation. This acceptance not only elicits proper 
confession (6).LO~y€(a) but ultimately brings about tlICOlVC&)via .. -IJ.€'tà 'tou 
7tatpeX; KaL J..I.€'tà taU viou airtou 'IflO'ou }(pUTtoU (1:3). Koinonia is not 
achieved because of a successful encounter with the opponents, but because 
the readers have been exposed to the light which challenges tbem to live in 
congruence with what tbat light reveals about Christology and ethics: for à 
8€àc;; +Wç €CTtLV KaL alCotia EV airt@ouK €CTtlV oOO€J.l.ia (1:5 ) . 
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