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The Christian and False Teachers
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The Epistle of Second John was addressed to a certain Christian (•'elect") lady and her children, likely. (Some think
a congregation and its members.) Its purpose was to encourage them in their practice of the truth and to warn them
against indiscriminate hospitality. She may have been well-to-do and opened her home to all religious teachers
coming her way and claiming to be Christians. But a crisis had developed in the church, and heretical teachers were
now abroad. She must be careful not to assist or encourage them in any way.

A word about the author of our text and his other writings, as well as the background against which they were
written, is in order.

For the most part, early Christian tradition attributed the Second as well as the First and Third Epistles of John,
and likewise the Gospel of John and the Book of Revelation, to John the apostle—in his old age, while living at
Ephesus, in Asia Minor—an area exceedingly fruitful of heresies. Conservative scholars have generally dated them in
the period between A.D. 80 and 96 or, at latest, 100. If we accept said tradition and dates (against other theories
that have been advanced) , the expression "the elder," by which the author refers to himself (2 John 1; 3 John 1) and
by which he must therefore have been widely known, becomes most meaningful. Not only would he have been the
only surviving apostle, but possibly even the last survivor (at least in his region) of all first-generation disciples
(now called elders), who had known the Lord in person. Being such, however, he was able to attest personally to both
the humanity and the deity of the Lord Jesus Christ—both vital to his saviorhood—and both being challenged.

In John's Gospel and in his First and Second Epistles, and likewise in letters to some of the churches in Asia in
the Book of Revelation, there is much concern, among other things, with false teachings associated with what soon
came to be known as Gnosticism. These particular errors were based upon the false premise that only spirit can be
good and that matter is essentially evil. On that assumption, the incarnation of deity would be impossible.
Therefore, it was being denied that Jesus Christ, had come in the flesh (2 John 7; 1 John 4:2) and that Jesus was
either the Christ (1 John 2:22-23; 4:1-3; 5:1) or the Son of God (2 John 3; 1 John 5:5, 20).

This denial took two different directions—of Docetic ("seemism") Gnosticism and of Cerinthian Gnosticism. The
former declared that the body of Jesus Christ was a phantom and only seemed to be flesh. The latter (named after
Cerinthus, whom the apostle John is said to have reprobated as an abominable heretic), admitted Jesus to have
been a flesh-and-blood individual, but denied his deity and Christhood. He insisted that the Holy Spirit, which he
considered to be an aeon (supposed to be an emanation from deity but inferior to God), and which came upon Jesus
in the form of a dove at his baptism, was the Christ and departed from him at the cross, before he died.

In either case, blood atonement would have been impossible—in one, no blood at all; in the other, that of a human
being only, not of the Son of God (both man and deity) as claimed by the apostles. To a Gnostic, therefore,
salvation was not by blood; it was through qnosis (knowledge), to which the Gnostics claimed to hold the key.
Hence, their teaching went beyond (and contradicted) that of Christ, about himself and salvation, and separated
them from both the Father and the Son. (2 John 9.) The true teaching of Christ had been transmitted, not by the
Gnostics, but by Christ's apostles, to whom after his ascension he had sent the Holy Spirit to guide them unerr -
ingly and completely in their testimony concerning him and salvation. (John 14:26; 15:26-27; 16:13; Acts 1:8; 2:1-4,
etc.)

Belief that matter is essentially evil led not only to a denial of the true nature of Christ but also to the
disparagement of the physical body. It was carried to the following diverse extremes: ( I ) Asceticism—including
celibacy, extremes in fasting, and even delib-rate ill-treatment of the body, to lessen its evil influence over the
spirit; (2) Antinomianism—presuming on the grace of God and rejecting the restraints of moral law, in belief that the
body does not matter and that is lusts and appetites may as well therefore be gratified however possible; (3)
Perfectionism— claiming to have achieved sinless-ness of spirit. It seems probable that even the antinomians
claimed this, through a knowledge not only of the highest secrets of God but also of the "depths of Satan." (Rev.
2:24.)

Gnosticism also led to snobbery and hatred. Its esoteric "knowledge" was too complicated for common people.
Only the leisured intelligentsia could attain it. This produced a spiritual aristocracy (as the Gnostics fancied
themselves) that looked with contempt and scorn upon those of supposedly less attainments (unto the apostles' doc-
trine only)—much as do many liberals and sophisticates of our day.

All these errors and results are either echoed or mentioned specifically in the aggregate of John's writings. In the short
Epistle of Second John alone, (1) the contempt and hatred of the heretics is reflected in the strong counter -emphasis on love
(verses 5-6), (2) the denial that Jesus is the Christ is echoed by the explicit opposite characterization of him in Verse 3, and (3)
the denial that he had come in the flesh is specifically mentioned in Verse 7. Teachers of these errors are depicted as deceivers and
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antichrists, and the faithful are urgently warned against aiding and abetting them in any way lest the things wrought by
faithful teachers be lost. (Verses 7-8.)

John writes: "Whosoever goeth onward and abideth not in the teaching of Christ, hath not God: he that abideth in the
teaching, the same h a t h both the Father and the Son. If any man come unto you, and bringeth not this teaching, re-
ceive him not into your house [either to be hospitable or to let him use it as a base of operations to disseminate his
false doctrine], and give him no greeting [literally, not tell him to rejoice] : for he that giveth him greeting [rejoices
him, wishes him well, or bids him Godspeed] partaketh in his evil works." (Verses 9-11.)

This conduct is not prescribed against those whose understanding is simply deficient—not against those who are
teachable, as was Apollos, whom Aquila and Priscilla took and taught the way of the Lord more perfectly (Acts 18:24-
26); and not against those who are .weak in the faith but are not seeking to impose unnecessary scruples on others
(Rom, 14:1-23). Such conduct is prescribed, however, against any subversive p ropagandist, working to undermine the
faith of the gospel and to subvert the saints of God. It behooves us to recognize the difference, and not fail to act
according to the best interest, of the cause of Christ in each case.


