1 John Chapter 5
Exegetical Notes

1 Whosoever believeth that Jesus is the Christ is born of God: and every one that loveth him
that begat loveth him also that is begotten of him.
παϖ ο πιστευων οτι ιησουϖ εστιν ο χριστοϖ εκ του ψεου γεγεννηται και παϖ
ο αγαπων τον γεννησαντα αγαπα [και] τον γεγεννηµενον εξ αυτου
Brother love demanded by family relationship
The third reason we are to love the brethren is because of our family relationship. Whoever
believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God and becomes part of God’s family. As a result, it
is natural that we love members of our divine family kove the members of our earthly family.
It interesting to see how John weaves the three major themes he has talked about time and time
again into this one verse. These three themes are:
1.

Only those who confess that Jesus is the Christ are born of God.

2.

Those that are born of God love him.

3.

Those that claim to love God must love their brother also.

2 By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God, and keep his
commandments.
εν τουτω γινωσκοµεν οτι αγαπωµεν τα τεκνα του ψεου οταν τον ψεον
αγαπωµεν και ταϖ εντολαϖ αυτου ποιωµεν
Brother love evidenced by love for God
Finally, brother love is evidenced by the fact that we love God. Burdick gives the reasoning
behind John’s statement on page 83 of his commentary:
1.

Love for God is the same as obeying his commandments - John 14:15, 21

2.

One of God’s two greatest commandments is to love one another - John 13:34-35.

3.

Therefore, when we truely love God, we know that we are loving our neighbors.

One further note is that the verbs in this verse are in the present tense, and as such denote
continuous action.
Again we see the masterful interweaving of John’s themes, love for God, love for others, and
obedience to God’s commandments. All of these are intextricably linked in the life of the
believer. Lack of one denotes lack of all.
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3 For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments: and his commandments are not
grievous.
αυτη γαρ εστιν η αγαπη του ψεου ινα ταϖ εντολαϖ αυτου τηρωµεν και αι
εντολαι αυτου βαρειαι ουκ εισιν
John stresses again that our love for God is evidenced by our obedience to his commandments. He
further notes that these commandments are not grevious, or heavy. The word used is baros, and
refers to something that is weighty. Keeping God’s commandments is not a burden to the child
of God.

4 For whatsoever is born of God overcometh the world: and this is the victory that overcometh
the world, even our faith.
οτι παν το γεγεννηµενον εκ του ψεου νικα τον κοσµον και αυτη εστιν η νικη
η νικησασα τον κοσµον η πιστιϖ ηµων
Why is it that God’s commandments are not burdensome? It is because he gives us the ability to
keep them. How? By the indwelling Holy Spirit who empowers us to overcome the world.
Our ability to overcome the world (present tense) is based on a victory that overcame the world
(aorist tense). What John is trying to say is that the believers power to overcome the world is
based on their salvation, at which time they were given the power to overcome the world.

5 Who is he that overcometh the world, but he that believeth that Jesus is the Son of God?
τιϖ [δε] εστιν ο νικων τον κοσµον ει µη ο πιστευων οτι ιησουϖ εστιν ο υιοϖ
του ψεου
And what exactly is this faith that overcomes the world. It is the firm belief that Jesus is the
Son of God. In other words, it is not faith in general, but faith in a person. The Christian faith
is based on facts, and furthermore an acceptance and personal appropriation of those facts.
Without a personal appropration, the facts remain devoid of power.
Note further that “world” here means the world system as headed by Satan.
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Faith - true belief is based in a series of facts.
Affirmation - one must affirm that these facts are true.
Internalization - one must affirm that these facts are true for them.
Trust - one must place their full and final trust in these facts.
Hope - one then waits patiently for God’s full and final fulfillment of his promise
regarding eternal life.

6 This is he that came by water and blood, even Jesus Christ; not by water only, but by water
and blood. And it is the Spirit that beareth witness, because the Spirit is truth.
ουτοϖ εστιν ο ελψων δι υδατοϖ και αιµατοϖ ιησουϖ χριστοϖ ουκ εν τω υδατι
µονον αλλ εν τω υδατι και εν τω αιµατι και το πνευµα εστιν το µαρτυρουν
οτι το πνευµα εστιν η αληψεια
The Christological Aspect
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The external witness of historical facts and the Holy Spirit
Upon first reading this is a very difficult verse to understand and interpret. However, if we
merely keep in mind the reason John wrote this book, this verse becomes clear.
John wrote to deal with the heresy of Cerenthian gnosticism, which taught that Jesus became
Christ at this baptism and ceased being Christ just before his crucifixion. John, however,
stresses that Jesus is shown to be God by the water AND the blood. Cerenthius would agree
about the water, since according to him it is by Jesus’ baptism that the Christ spirit descended.
Hence, the Christ spirit came by the water. But he would not agree about the blood. What is
the blood? It is Christ’s shedding of blood on the cross.
Note that the two major times the Father visibly showed the world that Christ was his only
son was when Christ was baptized and the voice spoke from heaven, and when the whole
world became dark at Christ’s crucifixion.
The stress in this verse is on both the water and the blood. In fact, John uses the definite article
“by t h e water and by t h e blood” and furthermore insists that both are necessary. Water alone
will not suffice, it must be both water and the blood.
To the witness of water and blood John adds the witness of the Holy Spirit. The bottom line in
true belief is the revelation of Christ’s divinity through the agent of the Holy Spirit. Unless
God removes the blinders it is not possible to truely believe.
In John 16:8-11 Christ states that the activity of the Spirit will be to convict the world of sin,
righteousness, and judgment. And quite honestly, unless the Holy Spirit convicts, no
unregenerate person will be convinced of the truths about Christ’s claims.
John uses the title, “Spirit of Truth” to refer to the Holy Spirit (John 15:26). This is in
distinction to the spirit of the world which is a lie.

7 For there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost:
and these three are one.
οτι τρειϖ εισιν οι µαρτυρουντεϖ
Once we get to this verse we find ourselves in hot water on many fronts. The reason for this is
that there is near universal agreement from New Testament scholars that this verse, and the
first part of verse 8, are later insertions into the text and should not be there. The
overwhelming manuscript evidence would suggest that verses 7-8 should read, “For there are
three that bear record, the Spirit, the water, and the blood, and these three agree in one.”
Why is this assertion made about the comma Johnannine? Note the following points:
1.

There is no ancient Greek manuscript that contains this passage. The earliest
manuscript including this passage is dated in the fifteenth century.

2.

Only four manuscripts have this passage in them. There are thousands that do not.

3.

This verse does appear in ancient copies of the Latin Vulgate, and most likely made
their way into later texts from the Latin.
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4.

This passage is quoted by no early church father. During the great debates on the deity
and trinity which occurred in the early years of the church, it would be impossible to
believe that if this passage was known it would not have been used.

5.

Grammatically, the text does not fit (see I. Howard Marshall in NICNT, The Epistles
of John, pp. 236-237.)

6.

The doctrine of the Trinity does not rise and fall on this verse. There is more that
sufficient proof for the Trinity elsewhere in the New Testament and Old Testament.

7.

Those that claim this passage should not be in the New Testament are not liberals who
deny the inspiration and authority of the Bible, but for the most part they are scholars
who are doing their best to determine the original text of the New Testament.

8.

In spite of the above reasons this passage should be omitted, it does speak the truth.

8 And there are three that bear witness in earth, the Spirit, and the water, and the blood: and
these three agree in one.
το πνευµα και το υδωρ και το αιµα και οι τρειϖ ειϖ το εν εισιν
As noted above, the phrase “in earth” should be omitted. John is actually wrapping up verse 6
by asserting that the three that bear witness of Christ’s deity are the water, the blood, and the
Spirit, and that all three of these agree.

9 If we receive the witness of men, the witness of God is greater: for this is the witness of God
which he hath testified of his Son.
ει την µαρτυριαν των ανψρωπων λαµβανοµεν η µαρτυρια του ψεου µειζων
εστιν οτι αυτη εστιν η µαρτυρια του ψεου οτι µεµαρτυρηκεν περι του υιου
αυτου
The superior witness of God
As essential the witness of men are, John points out that there is a greater witness, that being
the Father.
And what is the witness of the Father, it is the water, the blood, and the Spirit. In all three
cases God the Father attests to the deity of his Son.

10

He that believeth on the Son of God hath the witness in himself: he that believeth not
God hath made him a liar; because he believeth not the record that God gave of his Son.
ο πιστευων ειϖ τον υιον του ψεου εχει την µαρτυριαν εν εαυτω ο µη
πιστευων τω ψεω θευστην πεποιηκεν αυτον οτι ου πεπιστευκεν ειϖ την
µαρτυριαν ην µεµαρτυρηκεν ο ψεοϖ περι του υιου αυτου
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The experiential witness of eternal life
John now turns from the external witness regarding Christ to the internal witness. Paul tells us
in Romans 8:16 that “The Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are the children
of God.” How can we know we are saved, by the internal confidence and assurance of God.
The present tense of believe, which denotes a past act with continuing results, speaks against
the “easy believism” mentality which says that if a person once confessed Christ then they are
forever saved even if their life is devoid of the fruit of that salvation. It is not the one who
walked down an aisle or said a prayer that is a true believer, but one who shows out of a
changed life that he really believed.
Who is the one who does not believe? In context, it is the Cerenthian gnostics who deny that
Jesus is Christ. They have made God a liar, because they do not believe that which God said of
his Son, the doe not believe the witness (martyr) of the Father. They refuse the witness of the
water, and the blood, and the Spirit.

11 And this is the record, that God hath given to us eternal life, and this life is in his Son.
και αυτη εστιν η µαρτυρια οτι ζωην αιωνιον εδωκεν ηµιν ο ψεοϖ και αυτη η
ζωη εν τω υιω αυτου εστιν
John now tells us what the record (martyr - witness)is that we have which is eternal life.
Emphatic position is used for eternal life, which means that the witness is the eternal life he
has given us.
How does that eternal life become a witness?
It shows our relationship with God.

2.

It shows our believe in Christ as God’s Son.

3.

It shows our acceptance and belief about who Christ is as given by the witness of the
Father.

12

1.

He that hath the Son hath life; and he that hath not the Son of God hath not life.
ο εχων τον υιον εχει την ζωην ο µη εχων τον υιον του ψεου την ζωην ουκ εχει

John stresses the point that he that has (present tense) the Son has (present tense) eternal life.
He that does not have (present tense) the Son does not have (present tense) eternal life.
In any case, one’s proof of eternal life is inextricably interwoven with one’s relationship with
the Son. To claim eternal life, as Cerenthius and his follows claimed, but yet deny the Son
proves that one is a liar.

13 These things have I written unto you that believe on the name of the Son of God; that ye
may know that ye have eternal life, and that ye may believe on the name of the Son of God.
ταυτα εγραθα υµιν ινα ειδητε οτι ζωην εχετε αιωνιον τοιϖ πιστευουσιν ειϖ
το ονοµα του υιου του ψεου
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Christian Certainties
The certainty of eternal life
John now looks back on the epistle as a whole as he begins to wrap up the letter. He reminds his
readers that the reason he wrote this letter was so that they could know that they had eternal
life. Specifically:
1.

A believer is one who walks in the light - 1:7.

2.

A believer is one who confesses their sins - 1:9.

3.

A believer is one who obeys Christ - 2:3-5.

4.

A believer is one who loves other believers - 2:9-11; 3:14-17.

5.

A believer is one who believes in Jesus as God’s incarnate Son - 2:22-23; 4:1-6; 5:1, 5.

6.

A believer is one who practices righteousness - 2:29; 3:6-10.

Our eternal life is not based on some subjective, secret knowledge, but on objectives truths that
we can see and measure in our lives. By the way, “know” is in the perfect tense, which depicts
an present reality based on past events.

14 And this is the confidence that we have in him, that, if we ask any thing according to his
will, he heareth us:
και αυτη εστιν η παρρησια ην εχοµεν προϖ αυτον οτι εαν τι αιτωµεψα κατα
το ψεληµα αυτου ακουει ηµων
The certainty of answered prayer
The second great certainty that we have as believers is answered prayer. The word for
boldness, parrhesia, refers to the confidence of speech that we have towards God. This is not a
demanding boldness, nor a usurping boldness, but a boldness based in the relationship that we
have with the Father.
John must, however, stipulate that it is our requests which correspond to God’s will that get
answered, and not merely our selfish whims. This is not a blank check, which we can use to
twist God’s arm in answering any request that we have, rather it is a confidence that when we
ask for the right things, God is willing and ready to answer.

15 And if we know that he hear us, whatsoever we ask, we know that we have the petitions
that we desired of him.
και εαν οιδαµεν οτι ακουει ηµων ο εαν αιτωµεψα οιδαµεν οτι εχοµεν τα
αιτηµατα α ητηκαµεν απ αυτου
If we ask according to God’s will, we know that he will hear us. As a result, we can be confident
that we have (present reality) our request answered. Although it may be some time before that
answer is manifested, it is ours nevertheless. Why? It is because God delights to answer the
requests of his children.
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16 If any man see his brother sin a sin which is not unto death, he shall ask, and he shall
give him life for them that sin not unto death. There is a sin unto death: I do not say that he
shall pray for it.
εαν τιϖ ιδη τον αδελφον αυτου αµαρτανοντα αµαρτιαν µη προϖ ψανατον
αιτησει και δωσει αυτω ζωην τοιϖ αµαρτανουσιν µη προϖ ψανατον εστιν
αµαρτια προϖ ψανατον ου περι εκεινηϖ λεγω ινα ερωτηση
John now illustrates his point about prayer by using an example, that of praying for a brother
who is sinning “not unto death.”
What John actually means by the “sin unto death” is the subject of much debate and uncertainty
(see Marshall in NICNT, pp. 245-251). Several possibilities have been offered, all with
apparent problems.
1.

The sin unto death refers to the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (Matthew 12:31).

2.

The sin unto death is apostasy.

3.

The sin unto death is some specific sin known only to John and his readers.

4.

The sin unto death is any sin committed by the Christian.

5.

The sin unto death is any sin committed by a believer or unbeliever which leads to
physical death only. Evidence for this can be drawn from extra-biblical Jewish sources.

Although it is admittedly difficult to know exactly what John meant, it is probably best to ask
ourselves “What was John writing about in this letter.” The answer is the Cerenthian gnostic
error. And what was that error? A persistent denial of Christ’s divinity, person, and work.
Thus, the “sin unto death” is that sin of denying Christ which leads to eternal death. Those
that sin this sin are incapable of ever attaining eternal life, while those that commit other sins
need only to confess them.
By the way, it is not possible for a true believer to sin unto death.

17 All unrighteousness is sin: and there is a sin not unto death.
πασα αδικια αµαρτια εστιν και εστιν αµαρτια ου προϖ ψανατον
All unrighteousness is sin. There is a sin which leads to death (denial of Christ), and there are
sins which do not lead to eternal death. John encourages his readers to pray for those that
commit acts of sin that do not lead to death, but remains neutral on the other. The prayer for
unbelievers is that come to know Christ as their Savior.

18 We know that whosoever is born of God sinneth not; but he that is begotten of God keepeth
himself, and that wicked one toucheth him not.
οιδαµεν οτι παϖ ο γεγεννηµενοϖ εκ του ψεου ουχ αµαρτανει αλλ ο
γεννηψειϖ εκ του ψεου τηρει αυτον και ο πονηροϖ ουχ απτεται αυτου
The certainty of victory
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A third great certainty in the Christian life is the certainty of victory over sin. This victory is
not a continuous and unceasing victory, as we all sin from time to time, nevertheless it is only
the child of God that has any hope at all of victory over sin.
As in the rest of 1 John, the word “born” is in the perfect tense and indicates past action with
continuing results. The believer does not habitually engage in sin. Acts of sin may be committed
from time to time, however a general pattern of sin and lawlessness is not present in the true
believer’s life.
Why is this? Is it because of our own power and strength. No! It is the power of the one who
was begotten (aorist tense) which is Christ. Christ keeps the believer, not the believer himself
(1 Peter 5:7). This is a great truth. Victory in my life over sin does not fully and finally depend
on my own power, but the power of Christ in me (Galatians 2:20).
This keeping power of Christ is so powerful that Satan cannot even touch one born of God. The
word for touch, h a p t o , means to fasten to. Satan cannot get his clutches onto the child of God.
He may touch him in a physical sense, but he cannot grab him and hold onto him.

19 And we know that we are of God, and the whole world lieth in wickedness.
οιδαµεν οτι εκ του ψεου εσµεν και ο κοσµοϖ ολοϖ εν τω πονηρω κειται
The certainty of two great relationships
When everything is distilled down to its most foundational basis, there are only two
relationships in the universe to which a person may belong. They either may be of God, or be of
the world, headed by Satan.
John emphasizes the “we” to his readers. Those that are born again are of God, while everyone
else is of the world, and belongs to “wickedness” (ponaron - wicked one).

20 And we know that the Son of God is come, and hath given us an understanding, that we
may know him that is true, and we are in him that is true, even in his Son Jesus Christ. This is
the true God, and eternal life.
οιδαµεν δε οτι ο υιοϖ του ψεου ηκει και δεδωκεν ηµιν διανοιαν ινα
γινωσκωµεν τον αληψινον και εσµεν εν τω αληψινω εν τω υιω αυτου ιησου
χριστω ουτοϖ εστιν ο αληψινοϖ ψεοϖ και ζωη αιωνιοϖ
The certainty of the incarnation
John again reminds his readers of the certainty regarding Christ’s incarnation. He was not a
ethereal spirit as claimed by the Docetic gnostics, nor was he a deified man as claimed by the
Cerenthian gnostics. Rather, he was and is the incarnate Son of God, the second person of the
Trinity, eternal God.
One of the great certainties about Christ is that he has given us the spiritual ability to
understand who he is. Again, without divine revelation about Christ no one would see him as
God.
Who is Christ? He is the true God and eternal life.
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21 Little children, keep yourselves from idols. Amen.
τεκνια φυλαξατε εαυτα απο των ειδωλων
John concludes his letter with an exhortation to true believers to stay away from idols. What is
an idol? It is anything that takes the place of God.
In context, it appears as though John is encouraging his readers to live like believers, and not
like the unbelievers. Although our nature is changed, we can sometimes externally act and live
like unbelievers. Such living and acting is contrary to our nature as Christians, and as such we
should not exhibit the same characteristics as those who are perishing.
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