when they live like Jesus, walking “as he walked” (1 John 2:6) and laying
down their lives for others as he laid down his life for them (1 John 3:16).
• People love one another when they use their material resources to provide
for brothers and sisters who are in need (1 John 3:17). This is the only
concrete example that the letters offer for what it means to show love
to another member of the community; thus it stands out as a matter of
special importance.
Beyond this, we should note that this community’s love ethic is solidly
grounded in its theology: the letters teach that both the possibility and the
necessity of loving one another have their origin in God, who is love (1 John
4:8, 16) and who takes the initiative in love (1 John 4:10, 19). All love is from
God (1 John 4:7), and so “knowing God” and “loving one another” go together.
No one can love without knowing God (1 John 4:7), and no one can know God
without loving (1 John 4:8).
In a slightly different vein, many readers cannot fail to note that the emphasis
in these letters is on loving “one another”—that is, “brothers and sisters” or
other members of the community of faith. Nothing is ever said about loving
one’s neighbor, much less about loving one’s enemies (cf. Matt. 5:44; Luke
6:27). In fact, 2 John 10 issues a strong prohibition against welcoming (or even
greeting!) anyone whose teaching contradicts that of the elder—that doesn’t
seem very loving. Also, community members are instructed not to love the
world (1 John 2:15). The usual explanation for this narrow focus on loving “one
another” is that these letters reflect only one aspect of a church in the middle
of a crisis: the immediate need is for
Box 28.4
strengthening internal bonds. For
this church, right now, containing
Dualism in 1 John
the current crisis and preventing
The fabric of 1 John is imbued
the spread of a schismatic heresy
with language depicting sharply
is deemed a higher priority than
opposed alternatives; it is always
maintaining dialogue or even civil
a case of either/or, not both/and.
relations with the heretics.
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Conflict and Schism
Since these letters seem to be the
products of a church in crisis, they
often are examined for what they
reveal about the dynamics of church
conflict. In particular, 2 John and
3 John seem to be concerned with
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• light or darkness (1:5–7; 2:8–9)
• truth or falsehood (1:6; 2:4,
21, 27; 4:6)
• church or world (2:15; 3:1, 13;
4:3–5; 5:19)
• life or death (3:14)
• love or hate (4:20)
• children of God or children of
the devil (3:8–10)
Ne’er the twain shall meet!
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