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Background and Introduction: The books of 1, 2, and 3 John were written by John, the 

disciple of Jesus, who also wrote the Gospel of John and Revelation. These books were most 

likely written from Ephesus, sometime between 85 - 100 AD. In 1 John 5:13, John outlined his 

purpose in writing this letter, “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of 

God so that you may know that you have eternal life.” While John’s purpose in writing was to 

provide assurance to believers, it was also to combat a heresy or false teaching which arose, 

called Gnosticism. Gnosticism is somewhat difficult to define, because several false ideas were 

associated with it. The primary ideas taught by the Gnostics were a false dualism between spirit 

(good) and matter (evil), and the need to possess secret knowledge. These ideas led the Gnostics 

to be permissive with all kinds of sin, and condemned the basic knowledge that the way to 

salvation is Jesus Christ. To combat this false teaching, John wrote about Jesus as the way to 

salvation, the love of God, and the importance of holding fast to the truth in both belief and 

action.  

 

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen 

with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched — this we 

proclaim concerning the Word of life.  

● John’s letter did not follow the pattern of many other New Testament letters. There was 

no introduction and no identification of the author or those who were to receive this 

letter. Instead, John, much like in his Gospel (see 1 John 1:1), started from the beginning, 

and testified to the Word of life. This statement also is reminiscent of the opening of 

Genesis, as it relates to the beginning of all things.  

● John’s basis for proclaiming the Word of life, that is Jesus Christ, was the fact that he 

and the other disciples (the “we” refers to the rest of the disciples), have heard, seen, and 

touched Jesus. This idea of physical experience was to combat the false teaching that 

faith was founded only in some spiritual, mystical experience. As the Expositor’s Bible 

Commentary notes, “John insists that faith is founded on objective realities from a real 

moment in human history.” 

● There is some difficulty with the phrase “Word of life.” It is clear that this phrase refers 

to Jesus, but scholars debate whether “Word” refers to Jesus or to the Gospel message. 

For that reason, several translations have been offered of this phrase, such as “the Word 

which is life”, “the life-giving Word”, “the living Word”, or “the word about Life.” About 

this discussion, the New American Commentary explains, “The message and the person 

ultimately cannot be separated. Each explains the other. The message about Jesus is 

intimately related to who Jesus is.” 

● Even with this difficulty, it is clear from John’s statement that Jesus and His Gospel 

message are the only way to have life (see also Jesus’ own statement in 1 John 14:6). 

○ The Greek word for life is zōē. This is more than physical life, it is divine, 

abundant, or eternal life that is only available to those who know and believe in 

Jesus Christ.  



 

The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the 

eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. We proclaim to 

you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. 

And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. We write 

this to make our joy complete. 

● When Jesus came to earth, He brought with Him the ability for us to have life. John and 

the other disciples saw this life, and carried out the command to testify and proclaim 

Jesus, Who is the Way to eternal life.  

● There are two verbs that are used in these verses, testify and proclaim, to describe the 

work of sharing the message of Jesus Christ: 

○ The word translated as “testify” is the Greek word martyreō which is sometimes 

translated as “bear witness.” We also derive the word “martyr” from this word. 

This is the same word used in Acts 1:8, where Jesus gave the command to His 

disciples to be His witnesses. To testify means to bear witness to what you have 

seen or heard. Testifying about Jesus is the act of sharing the experiences of Jesus 

with someone else. 

○ The word translated as “proclaim” is the Greek word apangellō. This word means 

to “openly declare.” The message of the Gospel and the hope that Jesus offers is 

not to be hidden, but to be shared with all mankind. 

● Though it is clear in Scripture that the result of hearing and believing the Gospel is 

eternal life, John made the statement that he and the other disciples bore witness and 

proclaimed the Gospel so that others might have fellowship with them (and also have 

fellowship with the Father and the Son). The word “fellowship” (Greek counterpart is 

koinōnia) is an important but sometimes overlooked concept that John would focus on 

through the rest of the book. In defining this concept, the Expositor’s Bible Commentary 

notes, “Koinōnia refers to a bond of partnership in a common enterprise or experience.” 

○ John made this statement to distinguish between his teaching and false teaching. 

Only those who accept the teaching that Jesus has manifested in human form to 

bring life may have fellowship. The New American commentary states, “Such 

fellowship for John is, in fact, inseparable from having eternal life: to have 

eternal life is to have fellowship with the apostolic witnesses who have testified 

concerning the Word of life.” 

● There is a question about the translation of the last phrase in these verses. Some scholars 

believe that the pronoun should be “your” rather than “our.” If this is the case, then the 

joy belongs to those who believe, rather than to John and those who proclaim the 

message. However, again, no matter which translation is correct, it is clear that believing 

in Jesus and the Gospel message is the source of complete joy! The New American 

Commentary further notes, “Believers are sustained in their faith by a fresh proclamation 

of Christ Jesus and his teachings applied [in this context] in specific ways to combat the 

Christological heresy that threatened the health and life of the church by denying that 

the Christ is Jesus, the incarnate Son of God.” 

 

 

 


