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SUBJECTIVE OR OBJECTIVE? 
A Response to “2 John 9 and Christian Fellowship” 

David W. Hester 

 
 Responding to professors is a daunting task.  One could become intimidated in taking on those 

possessing doctorates and teaching at prestigious universities, especially when they are internationally 

known.  Couple this with the reality of one’s not teaching or possessing such degrees, and it seems as if 

one would be involved in something over his head. 

 However, this writer is just naïve enough to dare challenge the pontifications of an 

internationally known Greek textual scholar.  Brother Carroll Osburn has written a book entitled, The 

Peaceable Kingdom: Essays Favoring Non-Sectarian Christianity.  In this tome, he calls for a move 

away from what he terms “sectarianism.”  Although much could be said concerning other chapters, one 

in particular caught my attention.  “2 John 9 and Christian Fellowship” advocates the position that the 

genitive in 2 John 9 is objective, “about Christ,” instead of subjective, “from Christ.” 

 With all due respect to the good doctor, he is wrong.  When one carefully examines the analysis 

he gives to the epistle, the reasoning he employs to defend his position, and the sources he quotes, he sees 

all is not what the man of letters says it is. 

 After brother Osburn gets through lumping faithful brethren in with the “anti” wing of the 

brotherhood, he then begins to deal with the passage.  The professor avers that the “problem is not a 

grammatical one.”  He affirms that the context must determine whether the doctrine of Christ in verse 

nine is subjective or objective.  Point well taken.  But, he then criticizes usage of parallel passages to 

support the subjective interpretation.  He says claims made based on such passages as Acts 2:42, 

“apostles’ doctrine”; Matthew 16:12, “doctrine of the Pharisees and Sadducees”; and Acts 13:12, 

“doctrine of the Lord” are “unconvincing.”  He cites Hebrews 6:2 as an example of an objective 

genitive, “doctrines of baptisms,” and terms the parallel argument “misleading.”  He emphasizes again 

the importance of context, and says this argument for the subjective genitive “does not stand.” 

 Brother Osburn puts himself in the “unenviable position” of being set against the best Greek 

scholarship available.  The very arguments Osburn criticizes, based on parallel grammatical 

construction, are used by Rengstorf in the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament.  He suggests 

New Testament usage indicates the didache (doctrine) of Jesus refers to His whole teaching, His 

proclamation of the will of God as regards both form and content.  He gives Matthew 16:12 as an 

example, as well as Acts 2:42.  he says these verses indicate “the whole” of what they teach.  Rengstorf 

then cites Paul’s usage in Romans 6:17; 16:17; 1 Corinthians 14:6 and 26.  He then says, “The same is 

true of the Johannine literature” and cites 2 John 9ff as an example.  he also refers to Revelation 

2:14-15; and 2:24 to buttress his claim.  The scholar does mention Hebrews 6:2 and 13:9 as the “only” 

exceptions. 
 The curious reader, by now, may be asking the question: Why belabor these matters?  The fact is, 2 John 

9-11 is crucial to the subject of fellowship.  It plainly says those who do not abide in the doctrine of Christ have 

not God.  Conversely, those who do abide in the doctrine are in a right relationship with the Father.  The 

question, then, hinges on the meaning of  “doctrine of Christ.”  If, as Osburn claims, it is the doctrine about 

Christ, then we may fellowship anyone who simply confesses Jesus has come in the flesh.  On the other hand, if it 

means the doctrine from Christ and His inspired men, then we cannot have fellowship with those who teach and 

practice doctrines (such as instrumental music) which are contrary to New Testament teaching. 

 Osburn continues by quoting from A.T. Robertson, who holds to the subjective interpretation, and then 

emphatically states Robertson himself insisted on contextual basis for interpreting the genitive.  Fair enough.  

However, he happens to omit a couple of crucial statements.  Robertson, in Word Pictures of the New Testament, 

says: “Not the teaching about Christ, but that of Christ which is the standard of Christian teaching as the walk of 
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Christ is the standard for the Christian’s walk (1 John 2:6).  See John 7:16; 18:19.”  Curiously, Osburn omits the 

latter half of the quote, following “Christian teaching.”  Is it because Robertson is alluding to John’s earlier 

statement to “walk in his commandments”? 

 In a footnote, Osburn cites Marvin Vincent’s Word Studies in the New Testament, and says he “merely 

observes, ‘Doctrine (διδαχη).  Better, as Rev., teaching.’”  However, Osburn failed apparently to turn the page.  

Vincent goes on to add, “Of Christ.  Not the teaching concerning Christ, but the teaching of Christ Himself and 

of His apostles.  See Heb. 2:3.  So according to New Testament usage.  See John 18:19; Acts 2:12; Apoc. 

2:14,15.”  The last verse cited is from Revelation.  Of course, Osburn things the parallel grammatic argument is 

“unconvincing”! 

  The professor then quotes from Abraham Malherbe’s article in Restoration Quarterly (1962) concerning 

didache.  Malherbe asserts those who are adamant in insisting on the subjective genitive “never refer” to 2 John 

10 and 7.  We could well say those who insist on the objective genitive “never refer” to verses 1, 2, 4, and 6! 

 Osburn correctly asserts that the text must be understood in its entire context.  He then says we must have 

“minimal input” from other documents.  Why?  Is it because those “other documents” would contradict his 

interpretation?  It is quite interesting that many “scholars” want to isolate New Testament books completely from 

the others. 

 Although Osburn desires “minimal input” from other documents, he himself contradicts what he says!  In 

classifying 2 John as a “Hellenistic private letter,” he bases the analysis of the literary genre of the letter on other 

letters!  “Consistency, thou art a jewel.”  Osburn states there are certain “stylized epistolary conventions” used 

by John.  Again, how does he know they were stylized?  By looking at other Hellenistic epistles!  

 The man of letters states, “Attempts to relate ‘the doctrine of Christ’ in vv. 9-11 to ‘commandments’ and 

‘truth’ in vv. 1-6 are unconvincing.”  he asserts that certain terms are “isolated” from the text to be used as the 

“mould” and verses 7-8 are omitted. 

 To whom is it “unconvincing” concerning “commandments” and “truth” relating to “doctrine of Christ”?  

Why, the distinguished professor, of course!  He speaks of the “abusive omission” of verses 7-8, but as he begins 

his analysis of the epistle, he observes the “Passover” in connection with verses one and two.  He simply “passes 

right over them.”  All he says about the first two verses is brief. “V. 1 serves as the opening of a lengthy salutation 

that is designed to promote fellowship among the readers and v. 2 highlights the basis of such fellowship, as does 

the stylized greeting in v. 3.” 

 Can this be considered an “analysis” of the two verses?  In his hurry to verses 7 and 8, Osburn fails to 

realize the contextual connection of the first two verses, which he himself had noted earlier.  Remember, the 

“entire document” must be considered.  Verse one states, “The elder unto the elect lady and her children, whom I 

love in the truth; and not I only, but also all they that have known the truth.”  Notice, please that the word “truth” 

is used twice by the apostle.  Is he trying to tell us something? 

 The first usage, “in the truth,” could be interpreted as “sincerely.”  Osburn himself classifies it as an 

epistolary convention, apparently unimportant.  However, consider what A.D. Brooke says in the International 

Critical Commentary: “εν αληθεια”  Cf., 3 Jn. 1, where the word is again anarthrous.  The phrase is not 

“merely adverbial,” a periphrasis for “truly.”  It suggests a love which is exercised in the highest sphere, which 

corresponds to the truest conception of love.  Cf., peripatein en aletheia, conduct in which everything is regulated 

by “truth.”  A.T. Robertson says, “in truth, in the highest sphere, as in John 17:19 and 3 John 1.” 

 The second usage, “the truth,” is even more clear.  it has the definite article before it, which indicates it 

must refer to the standard.  Consider, again, what Brooke says: “The truth, as revealed by the Christ, and 

gradually unfolded by the Spirit, who is ‘Truth.’  It covers all spheres of life, and is not confined to the sphere of 

intellect alone.”  B.F. Westcott affirms, “the truth, which is identical with Christ’s message (John 1:17), and with 

Christ’s Person (John 14:7). 

 Verse two is again emphatic.  “For the truth’s sake, which dwelleth in us, and shall be with us for ever.”  

Robertson concurs with Brooke’s assessment of “truth,” and adds, “so it includes all who are in Christ.”  Brooke 

himself says, “The possession of the ‘truth’ as an abiding force which dominates the whole life calls out the love of 

all who share the possession.”  Westcott states, “The common acknowledgement of the eternal Truth is the 

certain foundation of love… The Truth makes true love possible.” 

 When one examines Osburn’s comments, it seems he does not want to see the implications of the first two 

verses.  He would dismiss their importance with a “wave of the hand.”  He would say they emphasize, along 

with verses three and four, the proper way to live.  But, what is the standard?  Osburn is strangely silent.  He 
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avers that “truth” in verse four indicates sincerity, because of the lack of the definite article.  Curiously, he refers 

to verse six as containing the word “truth,” when it does not.  Could it be he is thinking of “his commandments” 

in verse six?  The bottom line is, Osburn considers “truth” to refer to practical daily living and not to an objective 

standard.  Again, though, attention must be focused on the first two verses!  No amount of cute semantics will 

dilute the force of verses one and two. 

 Verse six says, “And this is love, that we walk after his commandments.  This is the commandment, That, 

as ye have heard from the beginning, ye should walk in it.”  The closest Osburn comes to defining what “his 

commandments” are is his quotation of a commentator who says, “obedience is realized in the process of walking 

in love.”  Again, a de-emphasis on the standard of truth! 

 Note what Brooke says: “The immediate context suggests that the writer is especially thinking of 

Christian brotherly love.  The highest expression of this love is found in obedience to all His commandments 

(however variously expressed) which God has enjoined in regulation of the relations between brethren.  The 

clearest expression of love is obedience to the will of God, so far as He has revealed His will in definite precepts.  

it is quite in the writer’s style to make the more absolute statement, even if he is thinking particularly of a special 

application.”  Mark that last sentence for later. 

 Brother Osburn avers that John “lays down in v. 8 the warning which dominates the sub-section of vv. 

8-11, all of which is related as a unit to v. 7.”  The professor would focus on verse seven as the key to 

understanding the meaning of doctrine in verse nine. 

 Verse seven says: “For many deceivers are entered into the world, who confess not that Jesus Christ is 

come in the flesh.  This is a deceiver and an antichrist.”  Osburn says, “The context, then, makes abundantly 

clear that the ‘doctrine’ in view in vv. 9-10 is the one mentioned in v. 7, the failure to accept the doctrine of the 

incarnation.  ‘For’ in v. 11 shows that the verse provides the reason for the behavioral directive in v. 10.  In this 

way, then, vv. 8-11 relate to v. 7, showing why v. 7 provides the occasion for the plea in vv. 5-6.” 

 The professor claims the subjective genitive “does not cohere with the literary structure of the letter”; 

“misses the entire point of the document’”; and those who advocate the subjective, he claims, “do so without 

regard to the immediate context.”  To which we say in the words of Paul, “thou therefore that teachest another, 

teachest thou not thyself?” (Rom. 2:21).  The very position brother Osburn is pushing does these very things, and 

more; his position controverts the New Testament!  Of course, that does not matter, if one utilizes Osburn’s 

“discourse analysis” method of examining biblical documents.  Ignore the rest of the New Testament when 

approaching any book, chapter, or verse.  The Bible is not its own best interpreter; the theologians are. 

 Contrary to what Osburn claims, the context of 2 John does not deal entirely with the person of Jesus; it 

deals with the truth.  Certainly, verse seven describes the deceivers against whom this family was to oppose.  

However, as we have pointed out, verse six has often been forgotten in connection with verse seven, as has verses 

one, two, and four.  The underlying theme of 2 John is “walking in truth.”  In other words, the totality of New 

Testament teaching is under consideration before verse nine, even before verse seven.  Osburn himself 

recognizes this, in part; he says, “It is important to recall that the literary thrust of 2 John is stated clearly not in v. 

9 but in vv. 5-6, viz. to live one another.  Proper doctrine emerges in this discussion concerning the deceivers as a 

matter of utmost concern to the fellowship.”  Although he denies the position taken by this writer, he still 

recognizes the importance of the context of 2 John.  Only, he doesn’t want to concern himself with “lengthy 

situations” and “stylized epistolary conventions” as being important. 

 Remember how it is important, according to Osburn, not to delve into material outside of 2 John to 

determine the meaning of verse 9?  Well, the good professor seems not to practice what he preaches.  Utilizing 

“discourse analysis,” he says, “2 John itself must provide the essential data” in determining who the opponents 

were mentioned by John.  Osburn then says, “Only when this is done is it methodologically permissible to turn to 

the wider Johannine corpus and then to any non-Johannine materials for supportive data.”  To which we say, 

“permissible to whom?” 

 Of course, if one is a professor, it is very permissible to utilize such a method.  Notice, in light of what 

Osburn had said earlier concerning usage of other material, what he goes on to say: 

The understanding of 2 John emerging from discourse analysis, coupled with the data from 1 John, 

strongly suggests that this denial of the incarnation is not merely a reductionist Christology, but 

part of a comprehensive rejection of Jesus as Lord.  This, coupled with the probability that these 

opponents were creating division within the Christian community, accounts for John’s vehement 

appeal for their disfellowship.  The immediate context of vv. 7-11, as well as the larger 
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contexts of 2 John as a whole and the entire Johannine corpus are in concert in supporting 

the objective genitive in 2 John 9 [emphasis added]. 

 “Consistency, thou art a jewel.”  When non-“scholars” engage in analysis of 2 John and conclude verse 

nine is a subjective genitive, it is “unacceptable” to use outside materials.  But, when a “scholar” concludes the 

opposite, and uses the same outside materials, it is “in concert” in bolstering the objective interpretation.  Indeed, 

such seems to be the case with Osburn. 

 If one interprets “doctrine of Christ” as objective, he in effect accepts those outside the body of Christ as 

having a right relationship with both God and Christ.  Osburn knows this, and urges it to happen.  he says the 

passage was “never intended as a carte blanche for rampant sectarian disfellowship.”  He avers that “controlled 

exegesis” must center attention upon the incarnation of Jesus.  he calls the subjective interpretation, and our 

usage of 2 John 9, “unwarranted” and the result of “uncontrolled ‘proof-texting’” which, he claims, is “blatantly 

wrong and must be changed.” 

 Well, now.  Here we see the “true colors” of the good professor.  He goes on to list a number of issues 

which, in his view, should be tolerated.  Among them are: whether the Lord’s Supper must be taken every 

Sunday, instrumental music in worship, premillennialism, and whether baptism is “for” or “because of” the 

remission of sins.  he lists these matters alongside matters of opinion, and then says we “should remember the 

adage ‘Christians Only…Not the Only Christians.’” 

 This is the objective of Osburn.  He desires to change the church into just another denomination among 

many.  But, an objective interpretation would allow anyone who only confesses “Jesus Christ is come in the 

flesh” to be in a right relationship with both god and Christ.  This flies in the face of clear New Testament 

teaching about the plan of salvation (John 3:16; Luke 13:3; Mat. 10:32; Acts 2:38; Rom. 6:3-4) and the church 

(Rom. 16:16; Eph. 1:22-23; 4:4; Col. 1:18). 

 When “doctrine of Christ” is interpreted as subjective, such a danger disappears.  Anyone can go beyond 

the teaching which Christ and His apostles gave; the one who abides in the same undoubtedly is a Christian, for he 

is in compliance with the teaching of the New Testament on matters of faith.  One other consideration must be 

mentioned.  The subjective meaning would include the teaching about Christ simply because it is part of the 

doctrine!  In applying this command, the family addressed would be able to face any false teacher.  There is no 

doubt the specific teaching addressed is that found in verse seven.  However, there is no basis for demanding the 

one and rejecting the other.  As Woodson states so succinctly: “Christ’s work in redemption is so majestic and 

comprehensive that to demand such a never-to-be-overcome distinction is unjustified” (Spiritual Sword, April 22, 

1991, p. 37).  Osburn’s extremist view would completely ostracize the subjective aspect of the verse.  The fact 

is, it is a “both-and” situation.  To attempt to make this verse apply only to the Gnostic heresy would be to blind 

oneself to the teaching of the New Testament, the overall context of the book, and commons sense.  Ah, common 

sense.  That which is so reviled by the “scholars”!  Contrary to Osburn, “disjunctive legalistic extremism” did 

not cause the “divisions and sub-divisions” within the church which he refers to.  it was those teaching false 

doctrines with impunity.  Brother Osburn would have them “teach their views fully and fairly, but not divide the 

body.”  Of course, if one objects, he has a “sectarian spirit” which closes doors which could be “open for 

vigorous dialogue.”  Never mind that Romans 16:17-18 says to mark them who cause divisions and offenses 

contrary to the doctrine!  To Osburn, this passage would apply to the “sectarians”!  He would have us maintain 

fellowship with the false teacher. 

 Unity—true unity—is found in abiding in the teaching of the New Testament.  it is not found in “reason 

and consensus” as per Osburn.  A majority vote may satisfy the people, but it does not satisfy God.  As 1 

Corinthians 1:10 says, “be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment.”  Unity of faith 

and practice is only found when we unite upon the basis of truth. 

 It is high time for all faithful brethren to rise up and call the “scholars” on the carpet for what they are 

teaching.  Do not be intimidated by the degrees, or by the “high-falutin” words they use.  Utilize the sword of 

the Spirit and use reason and the “bat sense” the good Lord gave all of us.  It seems as though the “scholars” are 

becoming more and more shrill in their ruminations.  Is it because they are beginning to “feel the heat”?  We 

need to turn the oven up a bit more! 

 The words of Paul are quite appropriate in describing the “scholars.”  “Ever learning, and never able to 

come to the knowledge of the truth” (2 Tim. 3:7).  Those of us who somprise the hoi poloi must shake off our 

indifference and apathy and engage the enemy in battle.  Only when Satan is opposed can he be defeated once 

and for all. 
[Keyed in from original by DRL, 1/29/09] 


