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Introduction

Although these letters were not “signed,” the predominant evidence from
the early church fathers ascribes these epistles to the same apostle John who
wrote the gospel account which bears his name. This John was “the beloved
apostle” of Jesus during His three years of ministry. He was a fisherman
who followed Jesus, listened to His teaching, was nearby when He was
arrested, was present at the crucifixion, and was an eyewitness of the risen
Lord. It is generally accepted that John wrote these letters around A.D. 90–
95 since much of his content addresses the teachings of Gnosticism, which
rose to prominence at the close of the first century.1 Many of the early
church fathers propose that John wrote these letters from the city of
Ephesus (view image) in Asia Minor, now western Turkey. They inform us
that John, well advanced in years by that time, served as overseer of the
churches in the area. Because of his unique apostolic position, he was
appropriate ly called “The Church Leader.” As the last living disciple of the
Lord, he was inextricably connected to the generation that had witnessed
the remarkable life of Jesus Christ. Those generations that followed never
actually saw the Lord but relied on the truth of eyewitness testimony.

In the book of Revelation we have further insight into this relationship
between John, the apostle, and the churches of Asia Minor. (view image) In
the first three chapters of the Revelation, Jesus directs John to write letters
to seven churches located in this region. John, the Elder of the church in
Ephesus (view image) for many years, wrote to the churches in Ephesus,



Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea. While it is
generally believed that John’s epistles predated the book of Revelation, we
can surmise that these churches were also under John’s apostolic oversight
since his epistles were widely circulated among the churches of the region.2

There is a clear similarity in style and substance between the letters and
the Gospel of John. The themes of light versus darkness, truth versus
falsehood, life versus death, run repeatedly throughout all of his writings.
John described the conflict between these opposing forces. Everything is
seen in black and white with no gray area that would allow for some
broader interpretation. Faced with rampant heresy, John presented a series
of tests by which the true Christian could determine correct doctrine from
that which is patently false.

We discover that the early church encountered controversies that
required the authority of the apostle. All three epistles allude to various
problems, but there is a contrast between the first letter and the last two.
The second and third epistles are addressed to individuals. The first epistle,
while not addressed to any church in particular, resembles other early
church letters. Nevertheless, the theme of these three letters is so similar
that it is possible that they were all directed toward the same destination—
the church or certain individuals in the church.

Some scholars have recommended a dating of the letters different than
the sequence in which the epistles are biblically presented. However, there
is little evidence to help us establish with certainty the chronological order
in which the letters were written, so it is perhaps wisest to infer that the
letters were composed in the order in which they were received and placed
into the scriptural canons by the early church.3

As we pursue this careful study of these three letters of the apostle John,
we will find that we will be tested in the crucible of these Spirit-directed
letters. We will be challenged to provide evidence for our faith, to stand
strong in the face of false teaching, and to resolve such conflicts with firm
determination and commitment to the Lord Jesus Christ, Who has redeemed
us unto our Creator with His immeasurable gift of salvation.
1. Simon J. Kistemaker, Exposition of the Epistles of John, New Testament

Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1986), 217.
2. R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of the Epistles of St. Peter, St. John,

and St. Jude, Commentary on the New Testament (Peabody, MA:



Hendrickson Publishers, 2001), 365.
3. Kistemaker, Exposition of the Epistles of John, 218.
ASIA MINOR — great peninsula, approximately 250,000 sq mi (647,500 sq
km), extreme Western Asia, Asian Turkey, also called Anatolia.

It is washed by the Black Sea in the north, the Mediterranean Sea in the
south, and the Aegean Sea in the west. The Black and Aegean seas are
linked by the Sea of Marmara and the two straits of the Bosporus and the
Dardanelles. Near the southern coast of Asia Minor are the Taurus
Mountains; the rest of the peninsula is occupied by the Anatolian plateau,
which is crossed by numerous mountains interspersed with lakes. In ancient
times most Eastern and Western civilizations intersected in Asia Minor, for
it was connected with Mesopotamia by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers and
with Greece by the Aegean and Mediterranean seas.

The Hittites established the first major civilization in Asia Minor about
1800 B.C. Beginning in the 8th cent. B.C. Greek colonies were established on
the coastlands, and the Greeks thus came into contact with Lydia, Phrygia,
and Troy. The conquest (6th cent. B.C.) of Asia Minor by the Persians led to
the Persian Wars. Alexander the Great incorporated the region into his
empire, and after his death it was divided into small states ruled by various
Diadochi (rulers). It was reunified (2nd cent. B.C.) by the Romans. After A.D.
395 the country was re-Hellenized and became part of the Eastern Roman,
or Byzantine Empire. It was prosperous until the early part of the 6th cent.
when it was successively invaded by the Persians (616–26), Arabs (668),
Seljuk Turks (1061), and Mongols (1243). The Mongols obliterated almost
all traces of Hellenic civilization. Asia Minor was then gradually (13th–
15th cent.) conquered by the Ottoman Turks. It remained part of the
Ottoman Empire until the establishment of the Republic of Turkey after
World War I.1

1 Paul Lagassé and Columbia University, The Columbia Encyclopedia, 6th
ed. (New York; Detroit: Columbia University Press; Sold and distributed by
Gale Group, 2000).

EPHESUS — Ephesus, capital of the wealthy province of Asia.

This city was home to Paul for more than two years. This proud city, whose
heritage reached back a thousand years to the Ionian Greeks, boasted of her



fame as the “Warden” of the great temple of Artemis, an ancient
fertility/mother goddess worshiped by the Romans as Diana. One of the
seven wonders of the ancient world, the Artemision was the largest marble
temple of the Greek world (about 420 × 240 feet); it replaced an earlier
structure burned in 356 B.C. The temple stood northeast of the city on a
marshy plain beneath a hill. Ionic capitals crowned over a hundred columns
set in double rows around the shrine. Some of the columns were sculpted
with mythological scenes and overlaid with gold. A U-shaped altar stood in
a forecourt. The Artemision was burned by the Goths in A.D. 263, and the
emperor Justinian cannibalized the ruins shortly after A.D. 500 for building
materials. Little remains of this once mighty edifice, but in Paul’s day
pilgrims from all over Asia Minor and beyond converged on Ephesus
annually in the spring to pay homage to the mother goddess with special
celebrations. Images of the goddess found in excavations show Artemis
wearing an unusual corselet composed of eggs or multiple breasts.1

The temple of Hadrian at Ephesus

Ephesus’ political importance increased when Domitian awarded the city
a provincial imperial temple dedicated to the Flavian Dynasty. As a “temple
warden” (Greek Neokoros) of a provincial imperial temple, Ephesus
received political and commercial benefits and increased status among the
cities of Asia. Prominent Ephesians served the Provincial Assembly
(Koinon) whose mission was to cultivate and enforce emperor worship
within the province. Several scholars identify this assembly with the second
beast in Revelation 13 who made war on the Christians of Asia by requiring
worship of the emperor (Revelation 13:11–18).

Ephesus’ strategic location ensured the city was a large, important
commercial center. A well-protected harbor at the mouth of the Cayster
River afforded good anchorage despite the continual problem of silting.
Links with the Meander and Hermus Valleys afforded access to the
agricultural wealth and interior cities of western Asia Minor. Paul
evangelized the interior by sending his disciples from Ephesus (for
example, Epaphras, (Colossians 1:7), and carried on correspondence from
Ephesus with churches (the Corinthian correspondence; perhaps the Prison
Epistles—Colossians, Ephesians, Philippians, and Philemon—according to
some scholars).



The Library of Celsus at Ephesus. Though dating from a slightly later time
than Paul, this beautiful building illustrates the wealth and culture of

Roman Ephesus

Hellenistic/Roman Ephesus occupied an area south of the Artemision
between two prominences, Mounts Pion and Koressos. Lysimachus built the
new city about 290 B.C., forcing the inhabitants of the earlier city to move
from the earliest site. Ephesus was the fourth or fifth largest city of the
empire when Paul visited the city, with a population estimated at 250,000.
As the administrative capital of Asia, Ephesus was well endowed with
monumental buildings, whose remains are impressive even today. An upper
agora contained civic buildings, including an Odeum used as a town council
chamber, the Prytaneion used as a town hall, and an imperial temple
dedicated to Augustus and Rome.

The large imperial temple built by Domitian stood nearby at the
beginning of Curetes Street. Later, Hadrian and Trajan added a fountain and
temple along this impressive street known for its fine monuments. Shops
lurked behind colonnaded street ways, while fine houses crept up the slopes
of the hill. The Library of Celsus, built shortly after 100 A.D., stood at the
intersection of Curetes and Marble Streets. Close by, the 360-foot-square
commercial agora with its many shops tucked behind a double-aisle stoa
served the business needs of the city. A large theater built into Mount Pion
seated about twenty-five thousand people and overlooked the harbor. From
the theater, the Harbor Road stretched westward toward the busy port
facilities. Later, the emperor Arcadius (A.D. 383–408) rebuilt this road into a
spacious colonnaded thoroughfare with shops on either side. Several large
bath complexes and gymnasia bordered the harbor area near the Harbor
Road.

The Great Theater at Ephesus as viewed from the Harbor Road

Ephesus’ stature as a center of banking, commerce, provincial
government, and religion made it one of the major centers of the Roman
world. Little wonder that Paul spent more time in Ephesus than any other
city on his missionary journeys. Ephesus provided a strong base of
operations to evangelize the province of Asia, a province that fostered a
large Christian community by A.D. 100.2



1 Thomas V. Brisco, Holman Bible Atlas, Holman Reference (Nashville,
TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1998). 254.

2 Thomas V. Brisco, Holman Bible Atlas, Holman Reference (Nashville,
TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1998). 255.
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