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 TPBC BIBLE STUDY TOOLS (For Studying Epistles) 
 

STEP 1 PREPARE 
Pray & 
Read  

& Re-read 

Prayerfully read and re-read through the text 4-5 times. If you are 
studying a portion of a book, it will be good to read through the  
whole book to understand its context. 

Genre 
Identifying the right genre in the Bible is very important to interpreting 
a passage. E.g. History narratives, poetry, prophecy, the Gospel, 
epistles, letters, etc. 

STEP 2 CONTEXT – Background Observation 
Author Who is the author?  

Audience Who is the author writing to? 

Date 
When did the author write this book? Where does this passage  
fit in history? What else was taking place in the world at this time? 

Purpose 

Why did the author write this? What is his intent or purpose? 
Knowing the author’s purpose will help us know the kind of  
response the author wants from his readers.  
Begin like this “The author wants us to …” 

Context 
What is the context in which the author wrote this? How does this fit 
into the bigger context of the whole bible? (E.g. the passage ➔ 
before & after ➔ the book ➔ the whole Bible) 

STEP 3 CONTENT - Observation 

Tone & Feel 
What is the tone and feel of the passage?  
What feelings does it evoke? 

Grammar Pay attention to the grammar tenses that the author use.  

Structure 
Divide the passage into sub-sections. How do these sections  
fit together? Understand the flow of author’s argument. 

Allusion / 
Quotation  

If there is an allusion or a quotation to another part of the bible,  
look up the original context of the quotation and find out more.  

Conjunction 
Look out for conjunction words such as ‘therefore,’ ‘because,’ ‘so 
that,’ ‘for,’ etc. Ask yourself why it is there for. 

Translations 
Compare different translations. If there are important differences,  
try to read up more. 

Repetition Observe repeating words or phrases. They are important. 

Vocabulary 
What do these words mean? Look them up in a dictionary. 
Be careful if author is using a familiar word in a special or  
unusual way. 
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STEP 4 BIG IDEA - Interpretation 

Subject 

Identity the topic or the subject in the passage.  
What is the author talking about?  
Subject question always begins with an interrogative. 
Who? What? When? Where? Why? Which? How? 

Complement 
The complement answers the subject question.  
What is the author saying about what he is talking about? 

Exegetical 
Idea 

(Subject + 

Complement) 

When you put the subject & complement statements together,  
you have the exegetical idea. This statement can be as long as 
you like and must be true to the text. You phrase it in the past 
tense, and in the context of the author to his historical readers. 

The Cross 

Some things that are commanded or taught in the Old Testament, 
have become obsolete in the New Testament because of the work 
of Jesus Christ (E.g. circumcision, animal sacrifices, etc).  
Look at your Exegetical Idea, interpret it through the lens of  
the cross, and discern its relevance for us today. 

Big Idea 

Next, rewrite the Exegetical Idea into a short, concise clear 
statement summarising the main truth of the passage for today’s 
readers. This is the Big Idea of the text. You do not need to retain 
the same words but what is important is its meaning for today’s 
readers. A good big idea is:  

(1) true to the text  
(2) short, simple & clear  
(3) and accounts for the whole passage. 

Aim 

After working through and identifying the intent or the purpose of 
the author, we now work out the purpose or the intent that we want 
for our audience. This is our aim for our study of the text and must:  

(1) reflect the tone of the passage  
(2) make sense in the light of the argument in the text  
(3) respond well to the Big Idea. 

STEP 5 CHALLENGE - Applications 

‘So 
What?’ 

The study of the Word of God should transform our life and our 
thinking. Ask yourself, “What difference does this make to my life?” 
How will it work out in particular situations I am facing  
at the moment? 
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Subject & Complement 
When we teach, we are communicating an idea. We need to bring this idea to the level 
of consciousness where we can state them and examine them. 
 

We need to be able to answer these 2 basic questions: 
Subject Question: What is the author talking about? 
Complement Answer: What is the author saying about what he’s talking about? 

 

Subject Question + Complement Answer = Exegetical Idea 
 

Subject Question Always Begins with an Interrogative: 
Who? What? When? Where? Why? Which? How? 

 

A group of statements not connected to a definite subject makes a rambling, 
pointless, pile of different statements. 

 

A subject not followed by a complement is simply not a complete idea. 
 

Subject Question: What does this country need? 
Complement Answer: With a different complement, comes a different idea. 

 

Exercise 
Prov. 3:5-6  5 Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. 

 6 In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths.  
 

Subject: What does the writer of Proverbs say when one trusts in the Lord? 
Complement: God will make his paths straight. 
EI: The writer of Proverbs said when one trusts in the Lord, God will make his paths straight. 
 

James 1:2-4 “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds,  
because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish 

its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything”. 
 
Subject: Why does James tell his readers that they should rejoice in trials? 
 
Complement: Because through trials they will become mature. 
 
EI: James told his readers that they should rejoice in trials because through trials they will become 
mature.  

Prov 3:11-12 “My son, do not despise the Lord’s discipline and do not resent his rebuke,  
because the Lord disciplines those he loves, as a father the son he delights in”. 

 
Subject: Why does the writer of Proverbs say that the son should not despise God’s discipline? 
 
Complement: Because the father disciplines those he loves. 
 
EI: The writer of Proverbs said that the son should not despise God’s discipline because the father 
disciples those he loves. 
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John 3:16-18 16 "For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in 
him should not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to 

condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 18 Whoever believes in 
him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already,  

because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God.  
 
Subject: Why does Jesus say that God sent His Son into the world? 
 
Complement: That those who believe in Jesus will have eternal life and those who don’t believe in 
Jesus will be condemned. 
EI: Jesus said that God sent His Son into the world so that those who believe in Jesus will have 
eternal life and those who don’t believe in Jesus will be condemned.  
 

Note: We write out the subject question and complement answer from the perspective 
of the original, historical context and do not jump to the 21st century.  

 
Exegetical Idea  
How to form the Exegetical Idea? 
Take off the interrogative and put the subject and complement together for the 
formulation of the idea, an indicative full sentence. It can be as long as it needs and it 
should be in the past tense. 
The Exegetical Idea is what the biblical writer was saying to the biblical reader. 
 

  
 

 
 
  

 
  

Exegetical 
Idea 

The  
Cross 

(Past tense) 
(Present tense) 

(Aim) 

Content (Page 4-6) adapted by Ps Jacob  
by courtesy of Dr Matthew Kim of Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. 
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1 John 1:1-4 Eternal Life: Fellowship with God Observation 
1 That which was from the beginning,  

which we have heard,  

which we have seen with our eyes,  

which we looked upon and have touched with our hands,  

concerning the word of life- 2 the life was made manifest,  

and we have seen it,  

and testify to it  

and proclaim to you the eternal life, 

 which was with the Father and was made manifest to us-  

3 that which we have seen and heard  

we proclaim also to you,  

so that you too may have fellowship with us;  

and indeed our fellowship is with  

the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ.  

4 And we are writing these things  

so that our joy may be complete. 
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Interpretation Application 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

BIG IDEA (Overall Big Picture) 

Subject: 
 
Complement: 
 
 
Exegetical Idea: 
 
 
Big Idea: 
 
Aim:  
 
‘So What’?: 
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1 John 1:5-2:2 Walking in the Light Observation 
5 This is the message we have heard from him & proclaim to you,  

that God is light,  
and in him is no darkness at all.  

6 If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness,  

we lie and do not practice the truth.  

7 But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light,  

we have fellowship with one another, 
and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.  

8 If we say we have no sin,  

we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.  

9 If we confess our sins,  

he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins  
and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  

10 If we say we have not sinned,  

we make him a liar,  
and his word is not in us.  

2:1 My little children, I am writing these things to you  

so that you may not sin.  

But if anyone does sin,  

we have an advocate with the Father,  

Jesus Christ the righteous.  

2 He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for 
ours only but also for the sins of the whole 
world. 
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Interpretation Application 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

BIG IDEA (Overall Big Picture) 

Subject: 
 
Complement: 
 
 
Exegetical Idea: 
 
 
Big Idea: 
 
Aim:  
 
‘So What’?: 
 



11 
 

1 John 2:3-17 A New Commandment Observation 
3 And by this we know that we have come to know him,  

if we keep his commandments.  
4 Whoever says "I know him" but does not keep his commandments is 
a liar, and the truth is not in him,  
5 but whoever keeps his word,  

in him truly the love of God is perfected.  
By this we may be sure that we are in him:  

6 whoever says he abides in him  
ought to walk in the same way in which he walked.  

7 Beloved, I am writing you no new commandment,  
but an old commandment  
that you had from the beginning.  

The old commandment is the word that you have heard.  
8 At the same time, it is a new commandment that I am writing to you, 
which is true in him and in you,  

because the darkness is passing away  
and the true light is already shining.  

9 Whoever says he is in the light and hates his brother  
is still in darkness.  

10 Whoever loves his brother abides in the light,  
and in him there is no cause for stumbling.  

11 But whoever hates his brother  
is in the darkness and walks in the darkness,  
and does not know where he is going,  

because the darkness has blinded his eyes.  
12 I am writing to you, little children,  

because your sins are forgiven for his name's sake.  
13 I am writing to you, fathers,  

because you know him who is from the beginning.  
I am writing to you, young men,  

because you have overcome the evil one.  
I write to you, children,  

because you know the Father.  
14 I write to you, fathers,  

because you know him who is from the beginning.  
I write to you, young men,  

because you are strong, and the word of God abides in you, 
and you have overcome the evil one. 

15 Do not love the world or the things in the world.  
If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.  
16 For all that is in the world-the desires of the flesh and the desires of 
the eyes and pride in possessions-  

is not from the Father but is from the world.  
17 And the world is passing away along with its desires,  

but whoever does the will of God abides forever. 
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Interpretation Application 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

BIG IDEA (Overall Big Picture) 

Subject: 
 
Complement: 
 
 
Exegetical Idea: 
 
 
Big Idea: 
 
Aim:  
 
‘So What’?: 
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1 John 2:18-27 Steadfastness against the Antichrist Observation 
18 Children, it is the last hour,  

and as you have heard that antichrist is coming,  
so now many antichrists have come.  

Therefore we know that it is the last hour.  
 
19 They went out from us,  

but they were not of us;  
for if they had been of us,  

they would have continued with us.  
But they went out,  

that it might become plain that they all are not of us.  
20 But you  

have been anointed by the Holy One,  
and you all have knowledge.  

 

21 I write to you, not because you do not know the truth,  
but because you know it,  
and because no lie is of the truth.  

 
22 Who is the liar  

but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ?  
This is the antichrist,  

he who denies the Father and the Son.  
23 No one who denies the Son has the Father.  
Whoever confesses the Son has the Father also.  
 

24 Let what you heard from the beginning abide in you.  
If what you heard from the beginning abides in you,  

then you too will abide in the Son and in the Father.  
25 And this is the promise that he made to us- eternal life.  
 
26 I write these things to you about those who are trying to deceive 
you. 
 27 But the anointing that you received from him abides in you,  
and you have no need that anyone should teach you.  

But as his anointing teaches you about everything-  
and is true and is no lie, just as it has taught you 

- abide in him. 
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BIG IDEA (Overall Big Picture) 

Subject: 
 
Complement: 
 
 
Exegetical Idea: 
 
 
Big Idea: 
 
Aim:  
 
‘So What’?: 
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1 John 2:28-3:10 Confidence Through Abiding in Christ Observation 
28 And now, little children, abide in him,  

so that when he appears  
we may have confidence  
and not shrink from him in shame at his coming.  

29 If you know that he is righteous,  
you may be sure that everyone who practices righteousness  

has been born of him. 
3:1 See what kind of love the Father has given to us,  

that we should be called children of God; and so we are.  
The reason why the world does not know us  

is that it did not know him.  
2 Beloved, we are God's children now,  

and what we will be has not yet appeared;  
but we know that when he appears we will be like him,  

because we shall see him as he is.  
3 And everyone who thus hopes in him  

purifies himself as he is pure.  
4 Everyone who makes a practice of sinning  

also practices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness.  
5 You know that he appeared to take away sins,  

and in him there is no sin.  
6 No one who abides in him keeps on sinning;  

no one who keeps on sinning  
has either seen him or known him.  

7 Little children, let no one deceive you.  
Whoever practices righteousness is righteous,  

as he is righteous.  
8 Whoever makes a practice of sinning is of the devil,  

for the devil has been sinning from the beginning.  
The reason the Son of God appeared  

was to destroy the works of the devil.  
9 No one born of God makes a practice of sinning,  

for God's seed abides in him,  
and he cannot keep on sinning  

because he has been born of God.  
10 By this it is evident who are the children of God, and who are the 
children of the devil:  

whoever does not practice righteousness  
is not of God,  
nor is the one who does not love his brother. 
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Interpretation Application 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

BIG IDEA (Overall Big Picture) 

Subject: 
 
Complement: 
 
 
Exegetical Idea: 
 
 
Big Idea: 
 
Aim:  
 
‘So What’?: 
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1 John 3:11-18 Love One Another Observation 
11 For this is the message that you have heard from the 
beginning,  

that we should love one another.  
12 We should not be like Cain,  

who was of the evil one and murdered his brother.  
And why did he murder him?  

Because his own deeds were evil  
and his brother's righteous.  

 
13 Do not be surprised, brothers, that the world hates you.  
14 We know that we have passed out of death into life,  

because we love the brothers.  
Whoever does not love  

abides in death.  
 
15 Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer,  

and you know that no murderer  
has eternal life abiding in him.  

 
16 By this we know love,  

that he laid down his life for us,  
and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers.  
 
17 But if  

anyone has the world's goods  
and sees his brother in need,  
yet closes his heart against him,  

how does God's love abide in him?  
 
18 Little children, let us not love in word or talk  

but in deed and in truth. 
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BIG IDEA (Overall Big Picture) 

Subject: 
 
Complement: 
 
 
Exegetical Idea: 
 
 
Big Idea: 
 
Aim:  
 
‘So What’?: 
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1 John 3:19-24 Confidence Through Faith & Love Observation 
19 By this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our 
heart before him;  

20 for whenever our heart condemns us,  
God is greater than our heart,  

and he knows everything.  
 

21 Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us,  
we have confidence before God;  

22 and whatever we ask we receive from him,  
because we keep his commandments  
and do what pleases him.  

 
23 And this is his commandment,  

that we believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ  
and love one another,  

just as he has commanded us.  
 
24 Whoever keeps his commandments  

abides in him, and he in them.  
And by this we know that he abides in us,  

by the Spirit whom he has given us. 
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BIG IDEA (Overall Big Picture) 

Subject: 
 
Complement: 
 
 
Exegetical Idea: 
 
 
Big Idea: 
 
Aim:  
 
‘So What’?: 
 



21 
 

1 John 4:1-6 Discerning the Spirit of Antichrist Observation 
4:1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit,  

but test the spirits  
to see whether they are from God,  

for many false prophets have gone out into the world.  
 

2 By this you know the Spirit of God:  
every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in 
the flesh is from God,  

3 and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God.  
This is the spirit of the antichrist,  

which you heard was coming  
and now is in the world already.  

 

4 Little children, you are from God and have overcome them,  
for he who is in you is greater than he who is in the world.  

 
5 They are from the world;  

therefore they speak from the world,  
and the world listens to them. 

6 We are from God.  
Whoever knows God listens to us;  
whoever is not from God  

does not listen to us.  
By this we know the Spirit of truth and the spirit of error. 
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1 John 4:7-5:5 Born of Love, & Born to Love Observation 
7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God,  
and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God.  
8 Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love.  
9 In this the love of God was made manifest among us,  

that God sent his only Son into the world,  
so that we might live through him.  

10 In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and 
sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.  
11 Beloved, if God so loved us,  

we also ought to love one another.  
12 No one has ever seen God; if we love one another,  

God abides in us and his love is perfected in us.  
13 By this we know that we abide in him and he in us,  

because he has given us of his Spirit.  
14 And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be 
the Savior of the world.  

15 Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God,  
God abides in him, and he in God.  

16 So we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for 
us. God is love, and whoever abides in love abides in God, and God 
abides in him.  
17 By this is love perfected with us, so that we may have confidence for 
the day of judgment, because as he is so also are we in this world.  
18 There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear.  
For fear has to do with punishment,  

and whoever fears has not been perfected in love.  
19 We love because he first loved us.  
20 If anyone says, "I love God," and hates his brother, he is a liar;  

for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot 
love God whom he has not seen.  

21 And this commandment we have from him:  
whoever loves God must also love his brother. 

5:1 Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ  
has been born of God,  

and everyone who loves the Father  
loves whomever has been born of him.  

2 By this we know that we love the children of God,  
when we love God and obey his commandments.  

3 For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments.  
And his commandments are not burdensome. 

4 For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world.  
And this is the victory that has overcome the world 
- our faith. 

5 Who is it that overcomes the world  
except the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?   
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1 John 5:6-12 Receiving the Testimony of God Observation 
6 This is he who came by water and blood- Jesus Christ;  

not by the water only  
but by the water and the blood.  

And the Spirit is the one who testifies,  
because the Spirit is the truth.  

 

7 For there are three that testify:  
8 the Spirit and the water and the blood;  
and these three agree. 

 

9 If we receive the testimony of men,  
the testimony of God is greater,  

for this is the testimony of God that he has borne concerning his 
Son.  

10 Whoever believes in the Son of God  
has the testimony in himself.  

Whoever does not believe God  
has made him a liar,  

because he has not believed in the testimony 
that God has borne concerning his Son.  

 

11 And this is the testimony,  
that God gave us eternal life,  

and this life is in his Son.  
12 Whoever has the Son  

has life;  
whoever does not have the Son of God  

does not have life. 
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1 John 5:13-21 Assurance of Eternal Life Observation 
13 I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son 
of God  

that you may know that you have eternal life.  
14 And this is the confidence that we have toward him,  

that if we ask anything according to his will  
he hears us.  

15 And if we know that he hears us in whatever we ask,  
we know that we have the requests that we have asked of 
him. 

 
16 If anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to death,  

he shall ask, and God will give him life- to those who 
commit sins that do not lead to death.  

There is sin that leads to death;  
I do not say that one should pray for that.  

17 All wrongdoing is sin,  
but there is sin that does not lead to death.  

 
18 We know that everyone who has been born of God  

does not keep on sinning,  
but he who was born of God protects him, and the evil one does 
not touch him.  
 

19 We know that we are from God,  
and the whole world lies in the power of the evil one.  

20 And we know that the Son of God  
has come and has given us understanding,  

so that we may know him who is true;  
and we are in him who is true, in his Son Jesus Christ.  

He is the true God and eternal life.  
 
21 Little children, keep yourselves from idols. 
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2 John Walking in Truth & Love Observation 
1 The elder to the elect lady and her children,  

whom I love in truth,  
and not only I,  

but also all who know the truth,  
2 because of the truth that abides in us  

and will be with us forever:  
3 Grace, mercy, and peace will be with us, from God the Father 
and from Jesus Christ the Father’s Son, in truth and love. 
4 I rejoiced greatly  
to find some of your children walking in the truth,  

just as we were commanded by the Father.  
5 And now I ask you, dear lady—not as though I were writing you 
a new commandment,  

but the one we have had from the beginning 
—that we love one another.  

6 And this is love,  
that we walk according to his commandments;  

this is the commandment,  
just as you have heard from the beginning,  

so that you should walk in it.  
7 For many deceivers have gone out into the world,  

those who do not confess the coming of Jesus Christ in the 
flesh.  

Such a one is the deceiver and the antichrist.  
8 Watch yourselves,  

so that you may not lose what we have worked for,  
but may win a full reward. 

9 Everyone who goes on ahead  
and does not abide in the teaching of Christ,  

does not have God.  
Whoever abides in the teaching  

has both the Father and the Son.  
10 If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching,  

do not receive him into your house or give him any 
greeting,  

11 for whoever greets him takes part in his wicked 
works. 

12 Though I have much to write to you, I would rather not use 
paper and ink.  

Instead I hope to come to you and talk face to face,  
so that our joy may be complete.  

13 The children of your elect sister greet you. 
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Background 
(We thank Elder Jit Meng for his contribution to this background content.) 

AUTHOR  
About 50 years after the death, resurrection and ascension of Christ, the Holy Spirit led 
Apostle John (also known as John the Elder) to write the last 5 New Testament (NT) books, 
viz., the Gospel of John, the 3 epistles – 1 John, 2 John and 3 John; and the book of 
Revelation. The other 22 NT books* had been written and distributed from about AD 45 
to the years just prior to the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple by the 
Romans in AD 70.  
*The NT has a total of 27 books. 

Both the external and internal evidence supports the universal tradition of Apostle John as 
the author of the first epistle of John (1 John). Polycarp, a disciple of Apostle John and 
Bishop of Smyrma, had used the epistle. Irenaeus, who was discipled by Polycarp, and later 
became Bishop of Lyon, attributed the epistle to the apostle. The style and vocabulary of 
1 John are very similar to those of the fourth Gospel attributed to Apostle John:  

a. Similarities in the openings of Gospel of John & 1 John (see John 1:1-18; 1 John 1:1-4); 
b. Common phrases in the two books, e.g., “only begotten” (John 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18; 1 

John 4:9), “born of God” (John 1;13; 1 John 3:9; 4:7; 5:1); “remain (or abide) in the Son 
and in the Father” (John 15:5; 1 John 2:24; 27); 

c. Similar stylistic and grammatical structure; 
d. Common themes prominent in both books, e.g., the Word,  love, light, life, abide, 

darkness, world, eternal life, new commandment, beginning, believe (98 times in the 
John gospel; 9 times in 1 John), witness (33 times in John gospel; 6 times in 1 John). 

e. Author of both books knew Jesus personally (1 John 1:1-4; 4:14). 

John, his father Zebedee and his brother, James, were fishermen on Lake Galilee. Peter 
was a fellow fisherman. John and James were among the many Galileans who were 
disciples of John the Baptist until they were called to follow Christ at the outset of His 
public ministry (John 1:19-51). These Galileans were later called to become fulltime 
disciples of the LORD (Luke 5:1-11). John was among the twelve men who were selected 
to be apostles (Luke 6:12-16).  

He was probably the “disciple whom Jesus loved” (John 21:20), and with Peter and James 
formed the inner three of Jesus’ twelve disciples. John and Peter were two disciples sent 
in advance into Jerusalem to prepare for the Passover meal (Luke 22:8). John, James and 
Peter were the only disciples to accompany Jesus at the raising of the daughter of Jairus 
(Mark 5:37-40); they were present at the Mount of Transfiguration (Mark 9:2) and in the 
Garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:33). John and James asked for places of honour in Christ's 
glory (Mark 10:35-45). 

After Pentecost, John was associated with Peter in Jerusalem (Acts 3:1-4:22) and on the 
Samaritan mission (Acts 8:14-25). Paul identified John as one of the three "pillar" 
apostles whom he met on his post-conversion visit to Jerusalem (Gal 2:9-10). (The other 
two pillars were Peter and James.) 
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TARGET AUDIENCE 
The readers of 1 John were probably a congregation or a group of congregations of Asia 
Minor (present day Turkey & surrounding regions) closely associated with the apostle and 
who probably had been believers for quite some time.  They were well established in 
Christian truth and the Apostle John, advanced in years, wrote to them not as novices but 
as brethren grounded in apostolic doctrine. (See 1 John 2:7, 18, 20, 21, 24, 27; 3:11) The 
very personal, affectionate and warm atmosphere of the epistle, such as the use of 
“children” (at least 7 times) conveys that the apostle knew his readers intimately. One can 
infer from the absence of Old Testament references in the epistle that most of the readers 
were Gentiles. 

DATE & PLACE OF WRITING  
Apostle John’s three epistles, including 1 John, do not identify where they were written 
from. Early Christian tradition uniformly tells us that John left Jerusalem, probably not long 
before its destruction in AD 70, and that he ministered in and around Ephesus. It is 
generally believed that the apostle wrote the epistles from Ephesus, and this is based on 
the concurrence of two data: 

a.  The epistles were written in the latter years of John’s life; and 
b.  John spent his latter years in Ephesus. 

 

The date of writing of 1 John is about AD 85-90, before the persecution of Christians in 
AD 95 under Roman Emperor Domitian towards the end of his reign (otherwise John 
would likely have made mention of it in the epistle) and before his exile to the island of 
Patmos where he wrote the last book of the NT, Revelation.  

The Gospel of John and 1 John were written about the same time, with the gospel likely 
written first. By this time, Apostle John would be one of the last surviving eye-witnesses 
of our risen LORD. 

HISTORICAL SETTING  
The time period Apostle John wrote the epistle would have been about 50 years after 
Christ’s resurrection and ascension, and by this time, most of the first-generation believers 
who were eye-witnesses to Christ’s ministry and resurrection would have passed on.   

The believers in the churches in Asia Minor were now second or third generation Christians, 
who had not seen or heard Jesus themselves, but had learnt of the Saviour from their 
parents and leaders, including the aged apostle John. As mentioned, they would have been 
believers for quite some time, and were well taught and grounded in the apostolic doctrine.   

However, it appears that some of them began to be attracted and drawn to the 
philosophical inquiries into the nature of Christ which grew in momentum at that time, 
and which had made inroads into the churches.  

Believers with strong Greek background grounded in Platonic thought* found it hard to 
believe and reconcile with the fact that Jesus was both human as well as divine. This led to 
development of heresies that unites/merges Christianity with Platonic thought, and many 
believers were led astray and left the fellowship. 
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*Plato was a Greek philosopher who lived from 427–347 BC. He was considered  a pivotal figure in 
the history of Ancient Greek and Western philosophy, along with his teacher, Socrates, and his most 
famous student, Aristotle. In Platonic thought, the spirit was all-important. The body was only a prison 
from which one desired to escape.  

A pervasive false teaching at that time, later called Docetism (from Greek word “dokeo” 
which means “to seem”), taught that Jesus was a spirit who appeared to have a human 
body – that in reality, while he was God, he was not human or could not be a human like 
us.    

Another heretical teaching relates to Gnosticism (from Greek word “gnosis” which means 
“knowledge”) which held that all physical matter was inherently evil and the spirit was 
good. In this regard, it is absurd that a divine being could take on human flesh. At the same 
time, given that the physical body was evil or of little worth, the teaching exhorted two 
approaches to behavioural conduct – (1) denying bodily desires through rigid discipline; or 
(2) gratifying every physical desire because the body was going to be destroyed. It is 
obvious that the second approach was more preferred, resulting in little or no regard for 
sin, with the eventual lack of recognition of the reality of sin in one’s life.  Those (the false 
teachers) who taught and understood this made themselves a kind of spiritual elite.   

Both groups found it hard to believe that Jesus as the Messiah was both fully God and fully 
man. In both cases was a flat denial of the Incarnation of Christ. It also led to immoral living 
and conduct/behaviour, which arose from the denial of the reality of sin.  

At the same time, a key problem confronting the 2nd/3rd generation believers at this time 
was declining commitment and faith, with many of them conforming to societal/worldly 
standards and compromising their faith, influenced and/or driven in large part by the 
pervasive teaching, as described above.   

Apostle John, as an eye-witness to Jesus’ life and ministry, and His resurrection, wrote 
authoritatively to remind and reassure this 2nd/3rd generation of believers of their faith 
and their confidence in Christ and what it meant to live and follow Him. 

PURPOSE & KEY CHARACTERISTIC 
Apostle John’s primary purpose in writing the epistle is clearly laid out in the opening four 
verses, 1 John 1:1-4.  

“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. 2 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. 3 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. 4 We write this to make our joy 
complete.” 

In response to the false teachings, the apostle wrote as an authoritative eye-witness to 
Jesus’ life and ministry on earth, His death and resurrection  - that he saw Jesus, touched 
Him, talked with Him, ate with Him, saw Him being crucified and died on the Cross - clearly 
showing that Jesus was fully human.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_philosophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greek_philosophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_philosophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socrates
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aristotle
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In the first verse of his epistle (as well as his gospel), John establishes that Jesus had existed 
before the world began, and that He lived as a man among men and women – i.e., in sum, 
Jesus was both fully divine and fully human.  

(Note: The gospel John wrote earlier to the epistle would have clearly shown, with 
evidential proofs, from Jesus’ life, miracles He performed and His death/resurrection that 
He is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing in Him, one can have life eternal in 
Him [John 20:31].) 

The truth of Jesus – that He is fully God and fully man, provides the basis for Christian 
fellowship (or relationship), which is the key theme of the epistle. John emphasizes that 
true Christian fellowship is only possible through a living and loving relationship in and with 
Christ, i.e., abiding in Him following the anointing (receiving) of the Holy Spirit through faith 
(1 John 2:24-28). This provides for the assurance of the indwelling God and the assurance 
of life eternal in Christ (1 John 5:11-13). 

John conveys that faith in Christ should be manifested in the practice of righteousness 
(right/godly living) and practical love for the brethren, which produces joy and confidence 
before God. He encourages this kind of fellowship and emphasizes the need for believers 
(his children) to stay true and hold fast to the apostolic teaching, and not be swayed by the 
false teachers, who he characterises as antichrists. 

The epistle clearly shows the aged apostle’s love and affection for his “little children”, and 
concern for their spiritual welfare.  

It is also filled with contrasts: 

a. Light and darkness (1 John 1:6-7; 2:8-11); 
b. Love of God and love of the world (1 John 2:15-17); 
c. Children of God and children of the devil (1 John 3:4-10); 
d. Spirit of God and spirit of Anti-Christ (1 John 4:1-3); 
e. Love and hate (1 John 4:7-12; 16-21) 

 

 
TITLE & BROAD OUTLINE  
Title:  Living in Fellowship with God and with His Children 
 

See Chart I for the outline of the epistle 
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KEY WORDS & VERSES  
Key words:  
Fellowship; Light; Darkness; Remain; Love; Hate; Spirit, Know; Life; Children, Believe, 
Confidence 
 

Key verses: 

1 John 1:3-4  
“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.” 

I John 2:24-28 
As for you, see that what you heard from the beginning remains in you. If what you heard 
from the beginning remains in you, you also will remain in the Son and in the Father.  This 
is the promise which He Himself made to us: eternal life. These things I have written to 
you concerning those who are trying to deceive you. And as for you, the anointing which 
you received from Him remains in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; 
but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it 
has taught you, you remain in Him. Now, little children, remain in Him, so that when 
He appears, we may have confidence and not draw back from Him in shame at 
His coming. 

1 John 5:11-13 
“And this is the testimony: God has given us eternal life, and this life is in his Son.  Whoever 
has the Son has life; whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life. 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.” 
 

EMINENT TRUTH  
Genuine Christian fellowship is anchored in Christ, and is manifested in righteous living 
and conduct, and love for the brethren through abiding in Him 
 

PROMINENT SUBJECTS 
Christian Fellowship 

• Persons of the fellowship. The centre of John’s message in the epistle is not a 
theological system or religious creed, but a person – Christ Himself. He is the one 
whom John writes chiefly about first in 1 John 1:1.  John also has much to say about 
concerning God the Father, whom he introduces in the two verses thereafter, 1 John 
1:2-3. And when the apostle thinks about how Jesus the Son of God and God the 
Father are related to believers like himself, the first grand and important truth that 
comes to his mind is that of fellowship (or relationship). The Son and the Father are 
the persons of the fellowship.* 

*The centrality of the intimate fellowship/relationship or Oneness between Christ and the Father 
is well explained by Jesus in John 8:1-30. 
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• Premise for fellowship. In 1 John 1:5-2:2, John identifies the premise or the 
conditions/requirements of fellowship with God – with this, there is no question in 
the minds of his readers regarding how one can enjoy the full blessings that such a 
fellowship brings. The premise are: 

o Walk in the light (1 John 1:5-7); 
o Confess sins (1 John 1:8-10); 
o Do not continue or keep on sinning (1 John 2:1-2; 3:6, 9) 

Sin – its reality and implications; Christ our Advocate and Defender 

• Sin is a reality and Christians do sin. But Christ through His atonement had dealt a 
death blow to the power of sin. It no longer has a hold on Christians; but when 
Christians sins, forgiveness of sin is available in Christ, and He is our Advocate and 
Mediator before God. (I John 1:8-2:2) However, Christians are not to make a habit 
of deliberately sinning. Such a Christian may not be regenerated and it is doubtful 
he is a genuine believer. (1 John 3:4-10) 

• Anyone who is in Christ has overcome the world & victory is assured. (1 John 5:4-5) 

Antichrists (1 John 2:8-29) 

After addressing the issue of sin, John introduces another hostile element – a personal one 
that he labels antichrists, who he refers to as enemies of Christ, which include the false 
teachers. They were not strangers to the church – they had been in the church and had 
come out from it.  A key aspect or identifier of an antichrist is the person’s denial or 
rejection of Jesus as the Christ the Son of God, while holding the view of faith in God and 
possibly some belief in the person of Jesus.  

Truth and Love (1 John 4:1-21) 

• John calls for the adherence to the truth in the doctrine of Christ - His deity, 
Incarnation and being fully man - which one can test; and living out the truth through 
love in action - which is demonstrated in Christ and which can be manifested by true 
believers in real life.  

• Love is the key mark of Christ’s disciple – Christ commands us to love, as He loved 
us and looked into our interest and welfare. Christian love always involves one-
anothering – always considering the interest and need of the other person – this 
involves personal sacrifice of time, money energy, effort as well as personal space. 

Assurance of eternal life (1 John 5:13-21) 

John’s epistle ends on a high note – that of assurance and security in Christ. John is clear 
that one can know with full assurance of life and life eternal in Christ – this he 
resoundingly repeat again and again with the words “we know.”  He made it abundantly 
clear that those who believe and obey the message of the gospel can and do know 
assuredly of their salvation and eternal life in Christ, with all of its attendant blessings. 
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APPLICATION FOCUS  
Questions for reflection and sharing 

a. Apostle John’s readers were 2nd/3rd generation Christians who had been believers for 
some time and were taught in the Word. However, many had given in to the allure of 
the world (lust of the flesh, lust of the eyes, and pride of life) as well as drawn to popular 
teachings that mixed/merged their Christian faith with philosophical thoughts in trend 
at that time.  

a. What were the needs of John’s readers and the issues faced by them? How did 
John seek to address these needs and the issues faced? 

b. What are some key challenges confronting you as a Christian today, especially if 
you are a 2nd generation Christian?  Are these challenges similar to those faced 
by the 2nd/3rd generation Christians in John’s epistle? 

c. Identify some key needs and issues faced.  Based on John’s epistle in 1 John, how 
should these key needs and issues faced be addressed?  

b. Apostle John dwells into the following areas of Christian faith: 

1) Sin and its reality; a Christian’s attitude towards it; and how it is to be dealt with. 

2) Live in the Light – abiding in Christ and adhering to scriptural truths taught. 

3) God’s love and loving others – key mark of a Christian. 

4) Vigilant against false teachings. 

5) Assurance of life eternal in Christ. 

Select three of the above areas to discuss with your cell/BS group, covering what each 
area means to you and its implications for you and as cell/BS group. 
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Chart I 
Outline of 1 John 
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