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Introduction 

 In the midst of John’s first letter to a fractured church, he pauses and inserts a 

very structured piece of writing that appears to be a digression which has several 

exegetical problems associated with it.  First, it seems out of place; if it were removed, a 

reader may hardly know it is missing, which makes it difficult to understand why it was 

written.  Second, though the recipients are named, their identities remain vague.  Third, 

while translation of the passage appears straightforward at first glance, there are a number 

of subtle problems that are difficult to understand.  In order to unravel the passage, the 

passage will be considered as poetry and the subsequent exegetical and grammatical 

issues will be evaluated in light of its poetic structure. 

 

Historical Context 

 The letter of 1 John is written to combat false teachers, who are spreading 

disinformation about Christ.  The exact nature of the false teaching is not completely 

clear, however, and is not to be explicitly spelled out in the letter.
1
  However, the letter 

itself gives some indirect assistance toward understanding the general nature of the false 

teaching.  Although the exact nature of the false teaching is unknown, it probably has a 

lot in common with other false teaching; generally, the false teachers deny the true 
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humanity and true deity of Christ.
2
  The immediate problem for John’s church is that the 

false teachers are countering John’s true teaching about Christ with their own teaching 

about Christ. 

 While the exact nature of the false teaching is not known, there are still some 

things that John teaches which he may be using to counter the claims of the false 

teachers.  From these teachings, some false teachings may be inferred.  First, he writes 

that all those who are a part of the community must acknowledge the Son (2:23, 3:23).
3
  

It seems that the opponents of John were not acknowledging the son.  This is imprecise, 

but may simply indicate that there are some teachings of John about the son that the 

opponents of John refused to acknowledge as truth.  From other sections of the letter, 

John teaches that Jesus is the Son of God (1:3, 1:7, 3:23).
4
  Since John emphasizes this 

teaching in the letter, it may be that the false teachers were denying that the Son was the 

Son of God.  In other words, the opponents may have been saying the Jesus had a lesser 

divine nature than what John had been teaching.  John explicitly states in 2:23 that 

anyone who denies the Son is not a part of the community of believers, and that such 

people do not have God.  Since John states this so clearly, it could be inferred that he is 

writing against his opponents directly.  John might be admonishing his congregation to 

disregard the teachings that deny the sonship of Christ. 
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 3 

 Second, John teaches that Jesus came in the flesh.
5
  This is a basic tenet of the 

belief system of John, which everyone in his community must adhere too.  He states in 

4:2, “every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God” 

(ESV).  This is the positive side of the teaching about the Son of God.  In order to 

evaluate the beliefs of John’s community against the beliefs of the opponents, one could 

evaluate the teaching about the humanity of Christ.  If someone teaches that the Jesus 

came in the flesh, than that person was a part of John’s community.  John restates that 

belief in 4:3, but on the negative side, by saying, “every spirit that does not confess Jesus 

is not from God” (ESV).
6
  He clearly states that anyone who is a part of the community 

says that Jesus came in the flesh, while anyone who is not a part of the community will 

deny it.  John delineates believers from opponents by applying tests about the humanity 

and deity of Christ. 

 Third, John applies a test regarding whether or not Jesus is the Messiah.
7
  He 

initially states this on the negative side in 2:22, asking, “Who is the liar but he who 

denies that Jesus is the Christ” (ESV).  He later returns to this theme on the positive side 

in 5:1, stating that “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Messiah has been born of 

God” (ESV).  By stating this test in both the positive and the negative, John appears to be 

making a contrast between those who are in his community and the opponents of his 

community.  John delineates believers and opponents by those who acknowledge that 

Jesus is the promised Messiah. 
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 It seems that the believers within John’s community and the opponents that John 

is arguing against may both be reading John’s gospel, but interpreting it differently.
8
  

John is therefore writing to his church in order to clarify the misconceptions which are 

coming from the false teachers about how the gospel should be understood.  Since John 

presents both the negative and positive of these three issues, it perhaps some of the 

teachings of the opponents of John can be understood through these issues.  They were 

denying some of the basic tenets of the community by misreading John’s gospel. 

 The historical background is significant to understanding 2:12-14.  John is not 

writing the letter to his opponents, but to his community.  The purpose of the letter is not 

to argue with his opponents, but to point out correct beliefs to his own community.  The 

content of this passage must somehow relate to that purpose.  While it does not seem to 

precisely fit into its immediate context, with some understanding of the overall purpose 

of the letter, the meaning becomes a little clearer.  It is explaining to the community 

something about their relationship to the truth.  1 John 2:12-14 seem to be explaining to 

John’s congregation the results of correct belief about Christ. 

 

Genre 

 The passage is usually assumed to be a poetic genre, due to the rhythm and 

parallelism.
9
  The passage does indeed exhibit a lot of rhythm, particularly when it is laid 

out in the UBS text as poetry.  Additionally, there is a lot of symmetry between vv.12-13 
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and v. 14.
10

  The structure of the section is fairly obvious, with a series of six clauses that 

begin with gra,fw and e]grapsa.   

 1.  First Strophe (12-13) 

  A.  To the children (12) 

  B.  To the fathers (13a) 

  C.  To the young men (13b) 

 2.  Second strophe (14) 

  A.  To the little children (14a) 

  B.  To the fathers (14b) 

  C.  To the young men (14c) 

 

The two strophes are so obvious, and so parallel, that many commentators simply assume 

the poetic nature of the passage without examining it closely.  However, it is worth 

examining the poetic nature to see if it could be positively identified rather than just 

assumed.  The reason for this examination is that if the genre is poetic, it may influence 

some of the exegesis of the passage.  Poetry tends to be more symbolic and fluid, and less 

specific, than typical prose.  Thus, if the passage is poetry, it will aid understanding. 

 There are five types of NT poetry,
11

 but this particular poem could only fit two of 

the categories.  First, there are many passages in the NT which are identified as quotes of 

the OT or which are not direct quotations, but exhibit the form and characteristics of OT 

poetry.
12

  OT poetry tends to be parallel, and this passage has strong parallelism.  

However, the parallelism is not line by line, as one would expect in OT poetry.  

Therefore, Hebrew poetry can probably be ruled out.  Second, some passages have such 

strong symmetry and cadence that they must be poetic.  Examples of this in the NT 
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would be Rom 8:35-39 and 11:33-36, and possibly Jude 24-25.
13

  All of these passages 

are marked by a rhythm that seems poetic.  It appears from the structure that 1 John 2:12-

14 fall into this same category.   

 Few have questioned why John has bothered to largely repeat the three lines, but 

it is part of the poetic nature of the passage.  John is creating vividness with the repetition 

that is typical of 1
st
 century Greek rhetoric.

14
  Not only does he create vividness, but he 

refines his statements in the second strophe.  There is repetition, but also some alterations 

in the second strophe that create a more specific description of the things that characterize 

John’s community.
15

   

 

Literary Context 

 In addition to the understanding the poetic nature of the passage, examining the 

literary context surrounding 2:12-14 leads to a better understanding of its purpose.  First, 

vv. 12-14 are connected to the material immediately preceding by the use of the phrase 

gra,fw ùmi/n, “I write to you.”
16

 This phrase first appears in 2:1 to explain John’s purpose 

for writing, when he says that he writes i[na mh. a`ma,rthte, “so that you might not sin.”  

This is a purpose clause that is intended to show at least one of the reasons that John 

writes.  That is, since John’s opponents have been spreading false teaching, John is 

writing to his community in order to keep them from this false teaching. 
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 Gra,fw ùmi/n then appears a second time (in 2:7) to explain the content of what 

John is writing.  He states, ouvk evntolh.n kainh.n gra,fw ùmi/n avllV evntolh.n palaia.n h]n 

ei;cete avpV avrch/j, “I am not writing to you a new command, but an old command which 

you had from the beginning.”  The first time John said gra,fw ùmi/n, he was stating a 

purpose for writing.  This second time, he states some of the content of his writing.  The 

content is found in the accusative noun evntolh.n which appears twice in 2:7.  Thus, prior 

to vv. 12-14 John has explained both purpose and content for his writing; then he repeats 

the phrase gra,fw ùmi/n three times before putting it into an aorist and repeating it three 

more times.  Therefore, the phrase “I write to you” in 2:1-11 and then its repetition in vv. 

12-14 indicates that vv. 12-14 are at least connected to the preceding material by this 

vocabulary.
17

 

 These verses are also connected by the repetition of the term tekni,a, “children,” in 

2:7.
18

  This seems to be John’s favorite term for the people within his community (which 

will be discussed below) and its use immediately prior to vv.12-14 and again within these 

verses seem to connect the prior material to vv. 12-14.  Just as 2:1-11 were written to 

John’s community, so vv. 12-14 is written to his community.  This is a second connection 

to the passage through vocabulary. 

 But 2:12-14 is not only connected to the preceding through vocabulary, but also 

thematically.  The thematic connection is harder to see, however, and is often 

overlooked.
19

  The thematic connection is based on a series of statements John makes 
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about his community.  Starting in 1:6, John uses a series of parallel conditional 

statements to show the difference between members of his community and his opponents.  

First, in 1:6 and 1:7, he compares those who walk in the light with those who walk in 

darkness.  Second, in 1:8 and 1:9, he compares those who claim to be without sin with 

those who confess sin.  Third, in 1:10 and 2:1 he compares those who claim to not have 

sin with those who sin.  Fourth, in 2:3-5 he compares those who keep God’s commands 

with those who do not keep them. 

 The first three sets of conditional statements are all contrasting third class 

conditional statements.  The fourth pair breaks this pattern just a little, as both conditional 

statements reference those who keep God’s commands.  The point of John is that there 

are two types of people he is referencing: those who follow John’s teaching, and those 

who do not.
20

  Moreover, all of the conditional statements are third class, so John is not 

saying anything specific about his readers verses his opponents.  In other words, he seems 

to be unclear about the nature of the readers; are they in the community, or not?  The 

preceding section of 1:6-2:11 was written harshly, so in 2:12-14 John is writing to clear 

up any misunderstandings about who he has been writing to from 1:1-2:11.
21

   

 Therefore, John seems to be writing this section as a pastor.  He is writing to his 

community to reassure them of their belonging, after having delineated differences 

between the community and the opponents.  After many had abandoned John’s 

community, they had begun spreading false teaching about Christ and therefore the 
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community was demoralized.
22

  John has written 1:1-2:11 in order to fight the 

disinformation and make his community examine their own lives, but to this point he has 

not explicitly stated whether or not the readers are truly a part of the believing 

community.  John both reassures them, and makes sure that the opponents cannot 

maintain false assurance regarding their own claim to a place in the community.
23

 

 The passage, therefore, seems to be connected to what precedes it even if it could 

be considered a “digression” in the flow of John’s argument.
24

  Since it is connected to 

the prior section, it is worth considering whether it is connected to the section which 

follows it.  The next section of the letter, 2:15-17, comes in the form of an imperative 

command to not love the world.  If 2:12-14 is a digression that explains who the readers 

are in the eyes of John (and of God), then 2:15-17 is another digression that gives them a 

warning to not listen to John’s opponents and return to the world.
25

  John first reassures 

his readers of their standing, and then warns them not to lose this standing.   

 John will resume his comparison of the life and beliefs of the believers with the 

life and beliefs of the opponents in 2:18-27.  The church was in a critical and confusing 

situation due to the actions of the opponents.
26

  But John has written vv. 12-14 to reassure 

his readers that these negative beliefs and actions of his opponents were not true of his 
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readers.
27

  John seems at heart to be a pastor, and does not want the challenging language 

that he used prior to or after 2:12-14 to demoralize the readers as to their own status.  

This parenthesis is a pastoral reminder of the status of the readers, coupled with a pastoral 

warning in 2:15-17.
28

  At first, 2:12-14 seems unconnected to what precedes and follows.  

But when examined more closely, it becomes an integral part of the flow of argument. 

 

Literal Translation 2:12-14 

12  I write to you, little children, 

  because your sins have been forgiven on account of his name. 

13 I write to you, fathers, 

  Because you have known the one who is from the beginning 

 I write to you, young men, 

  Because you have overcome the evil one 

14 I have written to you, children, 

  Because you have known the father 

 I have written to you, fathers, 

  Because you have known the one who is from the beginning 

 I have written to you, young men, 

  Because you are strong, 

  And the word of God remains in you 

  And you have overcome the evil one 

 

Grammar and Syntax 

 There are four issues to examine.  First, in the second half of each line, John uses 

the perfect tense to describe his community, instead of the present or aorist tense that one 

may expect to see.  He seems to be doing this in order to put the emphasis on the past 

action that has created the present situation.
29

  The reason for using perfect tense in vv. 

                                                 

 
27

 Watson, “1 John 2:12-14 as Distibutio, Conduplicatio, and Expolitio: A Rhetorical 

Understanding: 106. 
 

 
28

 Burge, The Letters of John, 110. 
 

 
29

 Daniel Painter, 1,2, and 3 John (Sacra Pagina Vol. 18; Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 

2002):  185. 



 11 

12-14 can be found by examining 2:3, where there is another perfect tense verb 

evgnw,kamen, “we have come to know.”  This use of the perfect in 2:3 puts emphasis on the 

past action that gives present results; in 2:12-14, the perfects seems to indicate the 

resulting situation from this having “come to know” in 2:3.  Thus, the past action that has 

produced the present state in 2:12-14 is the “having come to know” in 2:3. 

 Second, the meaning of the phrase to.n avpV avrch/j, “the one from the beginning,” 

is a little unclear.  This seems to be referring back to 1:1, which would meant that the one 

who has been known was Christ.
30

  In 1:1, John seems to be putting the emphasis on 

Christ and what John and his companions experienced.  In 2:13a, the reference brings this 

back to mind, and thus it is Christ himself that people have known.  Since the genre is 

poetry, the to.n avpV avrch/j may poetically bring to mind as many as three things: Christ, 

the fact that Jesus was known personally, and the fact that he is preexistent (although this 

last is debatable). 

 Third, as in other places in John’s writings, the term lo,goj creates some confusion 

in this passage.  Is John talking about Jesus, or the message, or both?  One suggestion is 

that lo,goj has interplay with both Jesus and the message of the gospel.
31

  To support this 

suggestion about lo,goj, the poetic genre of the passage can be referenced.  Since poetry 

tends to have more fluid meaning, it seems that John is deliberately using lo,goj in order 

to bring to mind both the message and the person.  This would also be consistent with his 

use in 1:1, which brings to mind both message and person. 
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 Fourth, as noted above the two strophes are very similar but they also have some 

differences.  For the children, 12b states that their sins “have been forgiven,” but 14a 

states that they have known the Father.  Because of the parallelism, it implies that their 

sins are forgiven because or through of their relationship with the father.  Then, for the 

young men in the second strophe, he adds that they “are strong,” and the “word of God 

lives” in them. This emphasizes how they have overcome the evil one.
32

  The poetic 

parallelism of the passage helps the reader’s understanding of overcoming.  To the young 

men, the first strophe says they have overcome, but the second adds to it before repeating 

it.  John seems to be indicating that the overcoming comes because the word of God 

remains in them. 

  

Exegetical Problems 

 There are three main exegetical questions that arise regarding this passage that 

must be addressed in order to understand the meaning of the passage.  First, there is an 

unusual grammatical problem with the passage that has created a lot of debate.  In the 

first strophe, John uses the present tense gra,fw three times, but in the second strophe he 

switches to the aorist e;graya three times.  Because the two strophe’s have such strong 

parallelism, it is hard to see why John has changed from one tense in the first strophe to 

another in the second strophe.  The tense change is so unusual that is caused a textual 

variant that made its way into the Textus Receptus, but it occurs only in later manuscripts 

and is discounted as original.
 33
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 One possible explanation for the tense change is that John is referring to what he 

has already written to that point in the letter.
34

  This explanation has the advantage of 

explaining why there is a tense change, but requires unusual speculation on John’s 

motives and actions during the writing.  Another explanation is that the tense change is 

simply stylistic, and doesn’t mean anything.
35

  This is a fairly common view, and fits the 

poetic nature of the passage.  However, there does not seem to any category of aorist that 

would fit here, and cause a present tense translation of an aorist verb.  Also, he uses 

perfects in the second part of each line throughout both strophes and never changes.  John 

may also be referring to letters he has previously written, as he does in 3 John 9.
36

  

Therefore, he may be talking about his Gospel.  However, John uses the aorist in other 

situations that do not seem to refer to prior writing (e.g. 2:26). 

 A final explanation is that John is using an epistolary aorist in order to help the 

reader see what John is writing from the standpoint of the reader.
37

  The switch in tenses 

would draw the reader into the letter; in the first strophe, John uses the present tense to 

put the focus on his writing but in the second strophe he puts the emphasis on the reader.  

If this is true, then John uses this poem as a turning point in the letter.  This explanation is 

supported by the fact that every use of gra,fw to this point has been in the present tense 
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(1:4, 2:7, 2:8, 2:12-13) while every use after this is an aorist (2:14, 2:21, 2:26, 5:13).
38

  

John seems to use the switch from present to aorist to move his argument forward in the 

mind of his readers through the remainder of the letter.
39

  This final explanation is the 

best, because it takes into account the uses of present and aorist verbs, and takes into 

account the change from present to aorist in the entire letter. 

 The second exegetical problem is due to John’s use of o[ti to explain his writing.  

He may mean “that,” which would imply the content of his writing.  In other words, John 

is writing to his community in order to help them understand some things about 

themselves and is simply restating what he has already said or is going to say.
40

  If this is 

the case, the o[ti would be understood as indirect discourse.  John is attempting to explain 

to his congregation their state, and writes for this purpose.    There is some merit to this 

view.  John has already said that his message is about living in the light (1:5, 2:7).  

People who live in the light have forgiveness of sins, a concept that John first mentions in 

1:9 and then repeats in this poem (2:12).  Additionally, the phrase to.n avpV avrch/j refers 

back to 1:1 and thus may indicate the content of John’s writing.  Finally, John uses menw, 

repeatedly both before and after the poem (e. g. 2:6, 2:10, 2:24, 3:9, 3:15), echoing its use 

in 2:14c. 

 However, it is not completely clear that what John has said to this point is true of 

his community.  All of the conditional statements that he has given to this point have 

been third class conditionals, which do not tell the readers anything about their own state.  

Also, if John means “that,” he is showing a confidence in the status of his readers that he 
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does not show in other parts of the letter.
41

  Therefore, o[ti may mean “that” and explain 

the content of his writing, but it is not completely clear. 

 While John may be explaining the content of his writing, he may also be 

explaining the reason for his writing.  If this is the case, the o[ti may mean “because.”
42

  

One possible explanation for the causal translation is that John immediately gives 

warnings in 2:15-17; if the o[ti implies the content of the writing, then John’s readers 

have already arrived and there is no reason to warn them.
43

  This explanation is common, 

but it could be used whether the o[ti is causal or content.  In other words, in either case 

John seems to be saying that they are already there.  The following warning in vv. 15-17 

does not seem to define the use of o[ti.   

 On the other hand John has been sufficiently vague in the previous section, and as 

noted above he is writing to reassure his readers of their status.
44

  If this is his purpose for 

writing, the o[ti is likely causal.  Also as noted above, the historical context of the passage 

indicates that there was probably a lot of demoralized people within the community.  This 

demoralization may have led some people who are following John’s teaching to wonder 

if they truly are following his teaching, or if they are the ones who are outside the  
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community.  After 2:1-11, the believer may be wondering, “Am I in, or out?”
45

  In that 

case, John would be writing to answer that question, and it is causal. 

 In deciding on the o[ti, the poetic genre of the passage may be helpful.  Rather 

than deciding on one of the two choices, John may be trying to communicate both content 

and reason, and choosing between them may be an “exegetical fallacy.”
46

  Since the 

passage is poetry, John’s meaning may be more fluid and perhaps he is using it in both 

senses.  He may be trying to summarize everything that he has already said, while at the 

same time trying to alleviate their confusion regarding the prior passage.
47

  In fact, this 

seems to be the best choice.  Throughout the letter up to 2:11, there are hints of what John 

is saying in 2:12-14.  Thus, he is restating the content of the letter, and o[ti means “that.”  

At the same time, he is trying to alleviate their fears over what he has already said, and so 

o[ti also means “because.”  It is unwise to try to force o[ti to say something less than 

what John is trying to say. 

  The third exegetical problem is trying to figure out the meaning of the people that 

John is writing too.  He uses the terms tekni,a, pate,rej, neani,skoi, and paidi,a to describe 

the recipients of the letter.  First, the difference between the tekni,a and the paidi,a must 

be examined.  While they may be two different groups, it is most likely simply a style 

variation that means the same thing.
48

  Both terms mean small or young children, and 

although they could be viewed as slightly different, they exist in the same semantic 

                                                 
 

45
 Schnackenburg, The Johannine Epistles, 116. 

 

 
46

 Akin, 1, 2, 3 John, 45. 

 

 
47

 I. Howard Marshall, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids:  Eerdman’s ,1978): 136. 

 

 
48

 Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 68. 



 17 

domain.
49

  Both terms are also used elsewhere to refer to John’s congregation (tekni,a in 

2:1, 2:28, 3:7, 3:18, 4:4, and 5:21; paidi,a in 2:18) and therefore seem interchangeable.   

 Since tekni,a and the paidi,a are interchangeable terms, there are no more than 

three groups that John seems to address once in each strophe.  The first possibility is that 

each of these three groups refers to different types of people in John’s community.  In 

this view, the tekni,a refer to new believers, the pate,rej refer to the mature believers, and 

the neani,skoi refer to believers who are somewhat developed.
50

  However, if John meant 

it in this way, it seems odd that he would write them out of order.
51

  Therefore, it is very 

unlikely that John is referring to three groups of people. 

 A second possibility is that he uses tekni,a and paidi,a to refer to the entire group, 

but pate,rej and neani,skoi refer to two subgroups.  The two subgroups of fathers and 

young men refer to older and younger believers, respectively.
52

  Since pate,rej and 

neani,skoi come in chronological order, it seems that this could be a correct view.  

However, there is nothing specifically said to the fathers or the young men that could not 

be said to the other group.  Therefore, there is no contextual reason to follow this view.  

Additionally, John does not leave clues in any of his other writings; he never uses either 

term to refer to his community. 

 Once again, the poetry of the passage seems to help in identifying the meaning of 

the three terms.  Rather than referring to specific groups, John may be making a general 
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reference to all the people in his congregation.
53

  There are two main reasons for taking 

this view.  First, John does not clarify who he is talking to in the context.  The statements 

that he uses to describe the believers could be said of all believers.  Second, the passage 

is poetic, so John may not be attempting to say anything specific about who he is talking 

to.  Although groupings of three in Greek rhetoric always referred to at least two 

groups,
54

 none of the examples of this rhetoric include poetic passages.  Therefore, this 

particular group of three may refer to all believers.  The context and genre make this the 

most likely choice. 

 

Key Words 

 Twice, John tells the pate,rej that evgnw,kate “you have known” the one who is 

from the beginning.”  Above, this to.n avpV avrch/j was identified as Christ, but what does 

John mean when he says “you have known” Christ?   One of the uses of ginw,skw which 

was brought from the OT [d;y" “to know,” is an experiential encounter with the object of 

the knowledge.
55

  This seems to fit John’s use of ginw,skw elsewhere in the letter.  For 

example, 3:1 seems to be the experiential use; the world does not “know” Christians; 

John seems to be saying that the world knows who they are, but does not have the same 

experience as Christians.  They simply know “about” them.  1 John 3:16 seems to imply 

the same type of experiential knowledge.  John often uses ginw,skw in a way that implies 

experiential encounter, and this seems to be the way he uses it in 2:13-14.  John also tells 
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the children that evgnw,kate “you have known” the Father, and again it seems to be the 

experiential knowing.  John seems to be saying that believers experience God. 

 However, although ginw,skw has some of the same connotations as [d;y", it also 

means more than that; it also means a personal fellowship based on love.
56

  In 4:7, that 

love comes to believers through the Father and then goes out to all believers.  In 3:17-19, 

this love is also the basis for knowledge of God.  In 2:12-14, John seems to be using 

ginw,skw to say that believers will experience God by receiving love from him, and 

pouring this love out to others.  Knowledge of God is a key theme in John’s Gospel and 

in this first letter, but the knowledge is not simply “about” God.  It is the experience of 

God’s love. 

 John also says to his believers that lo,goj tou/ qeou/ evn ùmi/n me,nei “the word of 

God remains in you.”  The word of God, as mentioned above, is both the person and 

message of Christ.  In OT usage, me,nw as it applied to God meant that he endured, and is 

often used to refer to his immutability.  In NT usage, me,nw has this same meaning about 

God, but also applies to believers.
57

  In John’s usage, there seems to be a concept of 

enduring with the object; the Father endures with Christ, who endures with the Father and 

to believers, and believers endure with the Father (John 15:1-16).  In 1 John 2:12-14, 

John seems to be saying that the believers endure with the message and person of Christ, 

and it will continue. 
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Conclusion 

 When the passage is understood and considered as poetry, some of the exegetical 

issues become a little clearer.  Poetry is more fluid than prose, and the meaning of 

individual words is not as significant as the flow of the entire passage.  This is not to say 

that the exegetical issues and word definitions are not important; instead, the exegetical 

issues and word definitions can be understood more clearly in light of the fact that it is 

poetry.  If one tries to understand this passage as prose, the exegetical problems do not 

seem to be resolved to any satisfaction.  Understood as poetry, it becomes clearer. 

 

Biblical Theology 

 First, the forgiveness of sin is linked to knowledge of God through the parallelism 

of 12a and 14a.  In 12a, John tells his community that they have the forgiveness of their 

sins; in 14a, he says that they know the Father.
58

  Because of the poetic parallelism of the 

passage, these two ideas are linked together in the mind of the reader.  John is telling his 

readers that knowing the father means forgiveness of sins.  In 1:9, forgiveness is linked to 

confession.  Here, forgiveness is linked to knowing the father.  So the letter is telling the 

readers that confession leads to forgiveness, which leads to the experience of knowing the 

Father. 

 Second, it is also important to note that this passage is a confirmation of the status 

of John’s believers, right before a warning about not loving the world in 2:15.  John 

reassures his readers of their standing, yet still warns them that they must not love the 

world in order to keep their standing.  There are two things about the sequence from 

reassurance to warning that are significant.  To start, John says that anyone who does not 
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persevere does not know the Father.  Perseverance is the mark of a believer, and one who 

does not persevere is not a believer.  Then, John puts the reassurance and warning 

together to soften the blow of the warning.
59

  This is pastorally helpful.  John does not 

simply warn his flock, he reassures them at the same time.  It is no surprise that the 

complete sequence from 2:1-17 is demoralizing words meant to provoke introspection, to 

reassurance, to warning.  John is a pastor, and combining reassurance with warning is 

psychologically helpful to his community. 

  

Expositional Paraphrase 

I am writing to you, my young children 

 Because, through the power of God, you will no longer be judged for your sin 

I am writing to you, people of the flock 

 Because you have experienced Christ 

I am writing to you, friends 

 Because your experience conquered Satan 

 

I am writing to you, my children 

 Because you have forgiveness and know God 

I am writing to you, people of the flock 

 Because you have experienced Christ 

I am writing to you, friends, 

 Because you showed strength when you conquered 

 And because your connection to Christ and his message endures 

 And because your experience conquered Satan 

 

 

 

Homiletical Ideas 

 This passage could be preached after 2:7-11, to explain to a congregation what it 

means to follow the commands of God.  If it is preached after 2:7-11, the emphasis would 

be on what is true of a person who is walking in the light and in the commands of Christ.  
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The passage could also be preached with the following warning section in 2:15-17, to 

soften the blow of the warning.  This would be consistent with how John used the 

passage. 

 If the passage is preached independently of the preceding and following sections, 

those sections should still be referenced for context.  Then, 2:12-14 would be used to 

illustrate what is true of a person who follows Christ.  Reflecting on salvation will help 

the flock understand where they are in relation to walking in the dark and walking in the 

light, but also give them a frame of reference for the warning that is coming in vv. 15-17.   

This might be an excellent passage for a congregation that is reeling due to a tragedy in 

the congregation, to remind them of who they are before God and reassure them of His 

love. 

 A possible outline if the passage is preached independently: 

 1.  You have conquered sin and strife (12, 14a) 

 2.  The experience of knowing Christ (13a, 14b) 

 3.  Remember your previous life, which has been overcome (13b, 14c) 

 

As reassurance and a description of the Christian life, this passage would preach very 

well. 
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