Introduction to 2 John


A.  Author.  It is clear from the vocabulary and style of writing that the same person who wrote the Gospel of John, 1 John and 3 John also wrote this letter.  “The bulk of modern scholarly opinion agrees that the same man wrote all three Epistles and the Fourth Gospel.”

B.  Date.  Since the subject of this letter addresses a similar issue with which the author of 1 John contends, it was probably written about the same time as 1 John, circa 90 A.D.

C.  Canonicity.


1.  External Evidence.



a.  Origen rejected it and the Peshitta Syriac does not have II and III John.



b.  The Muratorian Canon (c. 180–200) says there are two Johannine epistles and only quotes from 1 Jn 1:1ff.



c.  Clement of Alexandria knew of more than one Johannine epistle and in a Latin fragment refers to the second epistle.



d.  Origen cites neither 2 nor 3 John, although he knew of their existence.  He mentions that all do not admit their genuineness.



e.  Dionysius mentions the second and third epistles as circulating as works of John with the implication that he accepted them as works of John.



f.  Eusebius placed 2 John with 3 John among the disputed books.



g.  Jerome (375 AD) ascribed 2 and 3 John to a man named John the Elder rather than the apostle John based upon a statement by Papias (c. 120 AD), which is discussed below.  However, Jerome quotes from both of them as being from the apostle.  After Jerome both 2 and 3 John were accepted within the Church without question (except in the Syriac church, where it must be assumed that they were added to the Syriac Canon after 411AD, since they are not in the Peshitta (the earliest Syriac version of the Bible).


2.  Internal Evidence.



a.  The author describes himself as ‘the elder’, which means that he was clearly an authority figure within the Church.




(1)  Papias (bishop of Hierapolis in the early 2nd century who devoted much care to a five volume ‘Exposition of the Oracles of the Lord’, which survives only in tantalizing fragments in Irenaeus and Eusebius.  Its date is uncertain: nothing later than A.D. 130 is likely.  At all events he was in contact with hearers of the apostles.)
 writes about both the apostle John and John the Elder as quoted by Eusebius, “And again, if any one came who had been a follower of the Elders, I used to enquire about the sayings of the Elders—what was said by Andrew, or by Peter, or by Philip, or by Thomas or James, or by John or Matthew, or any other of the Lord’s disciples, and what Aristion and the Elder John, the disciples of the Lord, say.  For I did not think that I could get so much profit from the contents of books as from the utterances of a living and abiding voice.”  This quote clearly shows that even very early the author of this epistle was a known person, who actually wrote the contents.



(2)  Why does John simply call himself, ‘the Elder’ rather than ‘the Apostle’?





(a)  His authority as an apostle was long since established within the Church, and he did not need to use this title to establish his apostolic authority.





(b)  The permanent spiritual gift of pastor-teacher had now almost completely replaced the temporary spiritual gift of apostleship, and this title establishes the authority of the man in each local church with the spiritual gift of pastor-teacher, or elder, or bishop, since POIMĒN-DIDASKALOS, PRESBUTEROS, and EPISKOPOS were all titles used for the spiritual gift of the man in charge of the local church.



b.  The language, literary style, vocabulary of the gospel of John and the first epistle of John are the same as the author of 2 and 3 John.




(1)  There are identical Greek phrases.




(2)  2 and 3 John only make sense in some statements if the statements in 1 John are already known.

D.  Purpose.


1.  The occasion of the letter is similar to that of 1 John (cf. 2 Jn 7 with 1 Jn 4:3); false teachers were traveling from church to church and denying that the Son of God had really been incarnate.  The elder issues a warning against such teaching; those who ‘go on’ to accept this new or higher teaching are abandoning their faith in God, the Father of Jesus Christ.  He cautions his friends not to extend hospitality to the false teachers, and he encourages them to follow after the truth which already abides in them and to fulfill the command of love.


2.  The false teachers were Docetists, whose doctrine was seriously threatening the church.  The false teachers were traveling among the churches and were taking advantage of the hospitality of the Christian people, such as the lady mentioned in verse one.  There was a need for these people to guard against these dangerous teachers.  The advice to have nothing to do with these men may at first sight appear harsh and ungracious, but it must be remembered that the teaching which was denying the true humanity of Christ was, in fact, undermining the foundations of the Christian faith and strong action was necessary.  Hospitality was an indispensable requirement for the spread of the propaganda and the refusal of it would be an effective deterrent, whether the content of the propaganda were true or false.  The NT makes it clear that it was the church’s responsibility to offer hospitality to the messengers of truth, which meant that it was an equal responsibility to use discernment in refusing hospitality to the opponents of truth.  To do otherwise was actively to participate in the spreading of error.


3.  John desires to forewarn his readers against the infiltration of this error and his primary purpose in writing is to put them on their guard and to stress in no uncertain tones the serious character of the false teaching.  He makes quite clear that the doctrine is not the doctrine of Christ and that these people are not of God (verse 9).  They are, in fact, opposed to Christ—ANTICHRISTOS.”

E.  Destination.


1.  There are two views:



a.  That the letter was written to a female believer in the local church, or



b.  That the letter was written to a local church, which is figuratively called ‘a lady.’  Most scholars, especially modern scholars, accept this view.


2.  The literal view that the letter was written to a female believer is supported by the following arguments:



a.  If the literal meaning makes sense, there is no reason to treat the words as metaphorical.



b.  Reference is made to the lady’s children.



c.  Reference is made to the lady’s nephews in verse 13.


3.  It is highly probable that the letter was written to a lady in one of the local churches in Asia Minor, and that she was very well-known for her hospitality to itinerate pastors, such as John.  The church may have even met in her home.
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