3 1John. GodIsPurelLove: “Koinonia’ - Solidarity With the Poor

Outline

Introduction / Prologue: The Word Creastes Community Life, 1:1-4
|  GodisLight, Wdk inthe Light, 1:5--3:10
1 Bresk with injustice, oppression, violence, 1.5--22
2 Keep Jesus commandment/s (love your sster and brother), 2:3-11
3 Guard againgt the oppressive world system, 2:12-17
4 Guard againg antichrists who shatter solidarity, 2:18-27
5 The purifying hope: Jesus' triumph over injustice, 2:28--3:10
Il GodisLove Wak in Love, 3:11--5:12
1 Avoid violence (Cain), practice solidarity with the poor, 3:11-24
2 Guard againg antichrists and the oppressve world system, 4:1-6
3 LoveasGod, who “islove” sacrificidly loved us, 4:7-21
4 The power of faith to overcome the oppressive world system, 5:1-13
5 The efficacy of prayer in the face of oppression, 5:14-17

Concluson/ Epilogue, threefind certainties, 5:18-21

Indl the Bible, the great affirmation that “God islove” we find only in 1 John, whereit occurs

twice in the fourth chapter (1 John 4:8, 16). However, the first chapter of the same book dso affirms
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that “God islight” (1:5). The Gospd of John gives us athird affirmation of fundamenta importance:
“Godis gairit” (John 4:24). The perception that God is love represents the culmination of dl truth in the
Bible and as such provides us the pinnacle from which we can contemplate, understand and properly
interpret dl that the Bible says.

1. Love as solidarity with the weak and poor. What does John mean when he affirms that God

islove? John wrote hisletters around 95 AD to combat the teachings of certain persons who had left
the Chrigtian community (2:18-27, 4:1-3). Because of their denid of the incarnation they were Smilar to
1) the Docetists, who claimed that Jesus was a spirit and only appeared to be a human of flesh and
bood, and 2) the Gnostics of the Second Century, who asserted that salvation came through proper
knowledge (gnosis).

Faced with these Docetic and Gnostic tendencies, John emphaticaly inssted on the physica
redity of theincarnate Jesus (1:1-2), stating that: “We declare to you what we have seen and heard so

that you a'so may havekoinonia (fellowship) with us; and truly our koinonia iswith the Fether and with

his Son Jesus Chrigt” (1:3). The Greek word koinonia is rendered severd waysin our trandations of the
Scriptures (felowship, communion). The basic meaning is“to have in common”, asin our word,
“communtism”, but often the best trandation today would be “ solidarity.” Certain persons had
shattered the solidarity and abandoned the Christian community. They denied the redity of the
incarnation and proclaimed sdvation by means of ther ditist and spiritua philosophy, which had nothing
to do with the injustices and sufferings in the materia world. Early Christian communities included many
poor people, and John made it quite clear what was involved for al those who wanted to live in

solidarity with these communities. “We know love by this, that helaid down hislife for us-- and we
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ought to lay down our lives for one another. How does God' s love abide in anyone who hasthe
world's goods and sees a brother or Sster in need and yet refusesto hep?’ (3:16-17).

Jesus (early source “Q,” Matthew 5:44 and Luke 6:27), as well as Paul (Romans 12:14-21),
commands us to love our enemies, but in John, Jesus limits himsdf to the commandment of mutud love
between disciples (John 13:34; 15:12, 17; 17:9). Nonetheless, experience and church history remind us
that to love those with whom we live can be more difficuilt.

2. SnaslInjudtice, Oppresson, Violence. “Sin”, according to John, isal that oppresses and

does damage to our wesk and poor brother or sgter: “If we confess our sins, God who is faithful and
just will forgive us our sins and deanse us from dl “ adikia (injustice, oppression)” (1:9; 5:17) Thesns
of injustice, oppression, and lack of solidarity and love represent “darkness’ (1:6; 2.9-11). Thesesins
characterize “the world”, and disciples of Jesus should stop conforming themsalves to this corrupt, crue,
and violent sysem (2:15-17; 3:15).

At the same time “darkness’ represents ignorance (2:11). Thus, when John statesthat “God is
light” (1:5), he declares that God is the source of dl justice and truth. The dlitist Greek philosophies
placed much emphasis on knowing the truth. But John, asis common in the Bible, spesks of apraxis, a
practice, of “waking” in thetruth. The Bible never speaks of “ethics’ or “moras’ (dominant concepts
of the Greek philasophies) but of human life, both individua and commund, asa“wak.” This“wak”
aways implies a concrete historical context necessary for proper understanding of the divine ingtructions
(see 1.6-7; 2 John 4, 6; 3 John 4).

3. The"episemologica privilege of the poor”: Why John wrote this letter. At the beginning

John indicated that his purpose in proclaming (1:3) and writing (1:4) his message was to promote
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koinonia (solidarity) among the Chrigtians, both poor and rich, so that the joy of dl would be fulfilled.
However, a the end of the letter we find another purpose that receives even greater emphasis:

“I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may
know that you have eternd life’ (5:13).

We can trace the importance of this purpose (of knowing, of being certain of our relationship
with God) throughout the entire | etter:

“By thiswe may know that we know him, if we kegp his commandments’ (2:3).

“Y ou have an anointing from the Holy One, so dl of you know the truth” (2:20).

“If you know that heisjust, you may know that everyone who practices liberating justice

has been born of him” (2:29).

“We know that we have dready passed from degth into the sphere of life, because we love the

brothers and ssters; the one not loving remainsin the sphere of death” (3:14).

“The one kegping [Chrigt’s] commandments remainsin him and he in him; and by this we know

that he remainsin us, by the Spirit he gave us’ (3:24).

“By thiswe know that we remain in him and he in us, because of the Spirit he has given

us’ (4:13).

In thisway John answers the Gnostic types, who were so proud of possessing knowledge
(gnosis) superior to “common”, ignorant people. Faced with the arrogance of the dlitists that had
broken the community’ s solidarity, leaving to establish their ghettos of privilege, John seeks to remind
the humble community of believersthat they are the oneswho redly have authentic knowledge of God.
In the same way today many think that true knowledge comes through studies and university degrees or
becoming wedthy in order to know “important” people and to have al the modern technology that gives
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access to the grest libraries of the world. But John continues the teaching of the carpenter of Nazareth,
who ingsted that God hides himsdlf from the wise and learned of the world and reveds hersdlf to the
humble and poor (Matthew 11:25-30; 1 Corinthians 1:18-31).

For this reason many theologians in Latin America have spoken of the privilege that the poor
and humble have in the matter of knowledge of God and God' swill (Matthew 5:3-6; Luke 6:20-26).
Since this privilege refers to the matters of knowledge (which philosophers cal “epistemology”), many
theologians now ing st on the “epistemologica privilege’ of the poor. With their perspective, from
below, the oppressed, margindized, and victims of violence cry out to the God of the Exodusto liberate
and save them. They may suffer every type of evil, but can know that oppression and injustice are not
God' swill.

John aso thuswantsto ingst on the “episemologicd privilege’ of his humble community.
Through the testimony of the apostles, their obedience and practice of justice and love, and the divine
Spirit which dwells within them, the believers reach full knowledge and assurance of their relaionship
with God and of the character of God as a God of truth, liberating justice, and love. The ditists had Ieft
the community in order to protect their privileges, but they logt this episemologica privilege of knowing
God and God'’ s liberating purposes.

John spesks of readers who aready possess and participate in “eternd life,” not in the
philosophica sense of a cdedtid life without materid dimengion but in acommunity life in solidarity that
beginsin thislife and continues after degth: “Thisiseternd life, that they may know you, the only true
God and Jesus Christ whom you have sent” (John 17:3; cf. Jeremiah. 22:16, “to know Y ahweh” isto

practice liberating justice; Mateo 25:31-46).
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4. Textud problem (1 John 5:7). See NRSV, HCSB and JB notes. The very late trinitarian

addition of the Greek Textus Receptus, followed by the Authorized (King James) Version, is
unanimoudly rejected by modern scholars. It occursin none of the earlier and reliable Greek
manuscripts and versions and was not cited by the Greek Fathersin their efforts to establish the
trinitarian doctrine. What was gpparently a gloss (margind commentary) mistakenly was copied into

later manuscripts as part of the text.

Bibliography - 1, 2, 3 John (see 3 John)
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