
interpretation of the Gospel of John (highlighting certain passages, ignoring 
others). Perhaps they taught things like these:

• The preexistent Logos and Son of God comes into the world as light 
(John 1:1–3), not as an actual flesh-and-blood human being (cf. 1 John 
4:2; 2 John 7; but see also John 1:14).

• Salvation results from God sending the Son into the world (John 3:16), 
not by Jesus’s earthly life or death (cf. 1 John 4:10; but see also John 1:29).

• People are spared condemnation by believing in the Son (John 3:17), not 
by keeping commandments (cf. 1 John 1:6; 2:4; but see also John 14:21).

There is some indication that the secessionists thought of themselves as “pro-
gressives,” pushing the church to “go beyond” the original teaching of Christ 
to embrace new revelation (2 John 9). The Johannine Letters, by contrast, call 
their readers back to what they have heard “from the beginning” (1 John 1:1; 
2:7, 14; 3:11; 2 John 5–6). Perhaps the secessionists claimed to be inspired by 
the Spirit, who, according to John’s Gospel, would continue to teach people 
new truth when they were ready to receive it (John 16:12–13); in response to 
such a claim, 1 John insists that “spirits” need to be tested (1 John 4:1–3), for 
there is not only a “spirit of truth” (cf. John 14:17; 15:26; 16:13) but also a 
“spirit of error” (1 John 4:6).

The purpose of all three letters is to deal with some of the repercussions of 
such conflict and schism in the church. The immediate historical situation for 
each letter may be described as follows:

• 1 John offers general advice and encouragement for the benefit of those 
who have remained in the community, offering them counsel and guidance 
for the difficult time. They need to pull together now as never before, 
upholding one another in love.

Box 28.3

Who Is the Elect Lady?
The second of the Johannine Letters is explicitly addressed to “the elect lady and her 

children” (2 John 1). Who was this person? Was there some prominent woman in the early 

church to whom this letter was written?

Some interpreters have thought that the “elect lady” might be the leader of a house 

church, similar to those churches that are apparently led by Gaius (3 John 1) and by Di-

otrephes (3 John 9) and by the elder himself.

The more common view, however, is that “elect lady” is a metaphorical expression for 

the church itself: the lady is the church in some particular vicinity, and her children are the 

members of that church. In support of this interpretation, scholars note that the elder seems 

to refer to his own church as the lady’s “elect sister” (2 John 13).
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