
Page 1 of 2

Gospel Advocate
October 26, 1978
Page 683-84

“A Letter to an Elect Lady and Her Children,”
by Guy N. Woods
2 John 1-6

JOHN WRITES TO AN ELECT LADY "The elder unto the elect lady and her children, whom I
love in truth; and not I only, but also all they that know the truth; for the truth's sake
which abideth in us, and it shall be with us for ever. . . ." The "elder" wasthe apostle
John, and he identified himself as such because he was evidently an exceedingly old man
when he penned this epistle, ninety years old or more. In view of the fact that he wrote
to people who were for the most part much younger, it was also a fitting designation.
The word elder here undoubtedly has reference simply to age, and not to any official or
ecclesiastical use, as some aver.

The "elect lady and her children" were evidently a Christian family well known to the
apostle. This seems to be the natural conclusion, and that drawn by the American Standard
translators. Others have thought that a church is figuratively designated by the apostle,
using the allegory of a woman in keeping with the mystical use of Revelation 12. This is
highly improbable. Only in the highly symbolic portions of scripture is the church
referred to as a woman, and it seems most unlikely that the apostle in this brief treatise
would have used the word in this sense. Further, other major difficulties are in the path of
such a supposition. If the lady alluded to is the church, who were the children of the lady
addressed? The church has no existence apart from those who constitute its membership.
Further, the "lady" had a sister who also had children. (2 John 13.) On the assumption that
the elect lady was the church, who was the "sister" and what did this sister represent?
From all the facts in the case the preponderance of evidence seems logically to lead to
the conclusion that the terms are to be given their ordinary import, and that the elect lady
was some faithful sister known to John.

With reference to this "lady" we learn that (1) she was a faithful member of the church;
(2) John felt deep affection for her and for her family; (3) she was the mother of several
children, some of whom were equally faithful; and (4) she was given to hospitality.
Inasmuch as no mention is made of her husband, we may infer that he was either dead, or
an unbeliever. She is said to be an "elect" lady because she had been called bythe
gospel, and was thus a part of those elected to salvation through her obedience to the
gospel. (2 Thessalonians 2:13, 14.)

John loved this sister and her children "in truth," that is, sincerely, genuinely, truly. (1
John 3:18.) He loved them because of what they were, because of their devotion to tne
cause of Christ and because they were Christians. So well known was this sister and so
positive were her Christian characteristics that other faithful children of God loved her
and were drawn to her for the same reasons.

Verse 2 tells us why all who know the truth love thosein truth: "For the truth's sake
which abideth in us, and it shall be with us for ever." It was thus not because of personal
charm possessed by this sister and her children, which prompted John and all others who
respected the truth to love them, but because of the truth which dwelt in all of them.
Only those who have love for the truth love those who are "in truth." Moreover, John
assured them that the truth which had settled down and had made its home in them would
abide with them for ever. So long as they respected the truth it could not be taken from
them. Thus, the word of God is not a transient thing to be received briefly in conversion
and then forgotten; it is to be kept in the heart and allowed to control the life so long as
we live.

Verse 3 contains the salutation of the epistle: "Grace, mercy, peace shall be with us, from
God the Father, and from Jesus Christ, the Son of the Father, in truth and love." (See
Romans 1:7; 1 Timothy 2:2; 2 Timothy 1:2; 1 Peter 1:2, for other salutations.) "Grace" is
the favor of God toward us; "mercy" is grace exhibiting itself in forgiveness; and "peace"
is that which results from grace and mercy. Grace is the favor of love; mercy is the act of
love, and peace is the gift of love. These blessings come from "God the Father, and Jesus
Christ, the Son of the Father," and they flow outto man "in truth and in love." It is rather
remarkable that the word "truth" occurs in the Second Epistle of John five times and six
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times in the Third Epistle of John. Thus it may be said that "truth" and "love" are keynote
words of the epistle.

THEELECTLADY'SFAITHFULCHILDREN
"I rejoiced greatly that I have found certain of thy children walking in truth, even as we

received commandment from the Father." John loved all of the elect lady's children (verse
1), and he had observed that "certain" of them were walking in truth. Does this imply
that certain others of them were not? Some expositors think so; but there is no
substantial grounds for this. John had come in contact with some of them, and these he
found to be walking "in truth." It does not follow that others, whom he had not lately
seen, were not doing so. We must not read into the text more than is really there. The
sister must have been warmed by this compliment of the beloved and aged apostle. No
greater joy can come to a Christian mother than to be assured that her children are
walking in truth. She deserved much credit in the fact that her children were faithful;
and, if the circumstance that her husband isnot mentioned, leads to the conclusion that
she was either a widow or her husband was not a Christian, she is all the more
deserving of praise for having thus influenced her children. We are commanded of the
Father to walk in truth. (1 John 1: 5-7; 2:4, 7.)

How LOVEMANIFESTSITSELF
"And now I beseech thee, lady, not as though I wrote to thee a new commandment, but

that which we had from the beginning, that we love one another." The words, "And now,"
suggest a transition from the theme just discussed to another; and the verb "beseech,"
evidences the depth of feeling which John experienced in writing these words. The Greek
word so translated is a stronger word than the English beseech; it is a petition, but such a
petition as one has the right to make, as indeed the apostle did. The admonition was not "a
new commandment." The obligation to love was not something originated by John, but a
duty emphasized from the beginning of the gospel of Christ. The fact that John uses the
plural pronoun "we" shows that he regarded himself as among those thus obligated. This
duty he often heard from the lips of the Lord. (John 13:34, 35; 1 John 2:7, 8.) Jesus said,
"By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one for another."
Thus love is the badge, the token of discipleship; where it is wanting, there is missing the
test by which people of the world may determine whether we are really children of God.
John, in writing in this fashion to the "elect lady," was exhibiting the love which he
enjoined upon her and she in turn, would exercise it in receiving the instruction given.

John heard much about love from the Lord, and he wrote much about it in his epistles.
There is a tradition, often repeated, which comes down to us from the early centuries that
John, a very old man of much feebleness and unable to walk in the meetings of the saints,
would be borne there by others and that he would rise up in the assembly, lean on his cane,
and say with a quivering voice, "Little children, love one another." In view of the great
emphasis which he places on love in his epistles it is not difficult to believe that such is so.
Paul wrote that love is the fulfilling of the law. (Romans 13:10.)

"And this is love, that we should walk after his commandments. This is the commandment,
even as ye heard•from the beginning, that ye should walk in it." Here, again, we have oc-
casion to note the emphasis which John so often gave to duty, and to love. They are so
related that one cannot long exist in the absence of the other. "For this is the love of God
that we keep his commandments." (1 John 5:3.) Emotion, unrelated to obedience, is worse
than useless; and, love in the absence of obedience degenerates into fanaticism. People
who do not love the Lord find his commandments irksome and unpleasant; the faithful on
the other hand, instead of finding them grievous, rejoice in compliance with them.

The commandment to which special attention is drawn in our text in the verse before us
(verse 6), is the obligation to love one another. It is the basis of all other commandments
relating to duty, both to God and man. Jesus said, "If ye love me, ye will keep my
commandments. . . . He that hath my commandments, and keepeth them, he it is that
loveth me: and he that loveth me shall be loved of my Father, and I will love him, and will
manifest myself unto him." (John 14:15, 21.)


