
and do good, then offers a brief testimony on behalf of a highly regarded man 
named “Demetrius,” and concludes with travel plans and greetings (vv. 11–15).

Historical Background

In English Bibles, these three books are labeled very nicely for us: “The First 
Letter of John,” “The Second Letter of John,” and “The Third Letter of John.” 
Thus all three are letters, all three are written by someone named “John,” and 
they are presented in a definite order (first, second, third). Of course, these 
titles were added much later, for our convenience, and one does not have to 
look very hard to see that there is little in these books to justify the designa-
tions. For one thing, the book called “1 John” does not appear to be a letter: 
it neither opens nor closes like a letter, nor does it have a sender or a recipient. 
It appears to be a theological treatise or tract. Beyond this, none of the three 
“letters” (we will call them that) indicates that it is by John: the first one is 
anonymous, and the latter two are by someone who calls himself “the elder” 
(2 John 1; 3 John 1). And, finally, there is virtually nothing in these books to 
indicate the sequence or order in which they might have been written (except, 
possibly, for the comment in 3 John 9).

So where do the titles come from? In the early church, the works came to 
be ascribed to the apostle John, a disciple of Jesus. This may have been based 
on two considerations: (1) the language, style, and outlook of the three letters 
are similar to that of our fourth Gospel, leading many to believe that the four 
books had the same author; and (2) the author of that Gospel had come to 
be identified with the apostle John on the basis of verses indicating that some 
of its material had been put into writing by “the disciple whom Jesus loved” 
(John 21:24) (for discussion of why people thought the beloved disciple might 
be John, see “Historical Background” in chap. 9). No one knew anything about 
the order in which these books were written, so the three “letters” were simply 
arranged and numbered according to length, from longest to shortest.

Box 28.1

Accolades for 1 John
The New Testament letter of 1 John has been a favorite book of the Bible for many notable 

persons throughout history.

• Augustine: “This book is very sweet to every healthy Christian heart that savors the bread 

of God, and it should constantly be in the mind of God’s holy church.”

• Martin Luther: “This is an outstanding epistle. It can buoy up afflicted hearts . . . so beau-

tifully and gently does it picture Christ to us.”

• John Wesley: “How plain, how full, and how deep a compendium of genuine 

Christianity!”

beloved disciple: an 
unnamed follower of 
Jesus whose written 
testimony is said to 
be incorporated into 
the Gospel of John 
(21:20, 24).

EXPLORE 28.11  
Authorship of the Jo-
hannine Letters
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