《Sutcliffe ’s Commentary on the Old & New Testaments – 1 John》(Joseph Sutcliffe)
Commentator

Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

THE FIRST EPISTLE OF JOHN.
ST. JOHN was the last of the writers of the new testament, and closed the canon of the christian scriptures. In his epistles and revelation, he unfolds the divine wisdom, and unveils with a beautiful simplicity the truth of God. He inscribes this epistle to his little children, who had heard him preach, that he might preserve them from sin, and fortify them against antichrist, who had already appeared, denying that Christ was come in the flesh.

As heretical and jewish sects had thus sprung up among the churches, he developes the glory of the true catholic faith, that Jesus Christ is the Son of God; and by consequence, the glory of their adoption, as the children of God. He exhorts them to love the Lord with a pure and perfect love, to be bold in confessing Christ at the bar of princes, as he himself had given example, and to love their brethren with pure affection, and abound in all good works.

Of the authenticity of this epistle, the church has never had a doubt. The whole style and manner is John himself, still living and speaking to his little children. 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-10
1 John 1:1. That which was from the beginning. We have before observed that the neuter gender is often preferred by the Greeks, and with great propriety, when speaking of the Divinity. L’ETRE Suprême, pere de tout ce qui existe, sera du genre masculin, cependent comme cette idée est relative à celle de feminin, et qu’en Dieu il n’ y a nul raport pareil, quelque peuples feront la Divinite du genre qui n’ annonce ni masculin, ni feminin, afin d’en donner une idée plus sublime. — Gram, univ. par Gebelin, p. 74. Paris, 1781.

Thus the Messiah is called the Holy One of Israel, and the Holy One of God. Luke 1:35. ο αγιος, the Holy — that shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God. The Word of Jehovah, by whom the heavens were made. The wisdom of God, whom the Father possessed in his bosom. Proverbs 8:22. The Son, who has life in himself, who was from the beginning the rock and the hope of all the ancient church. Our hands have handled the eternal life, revealed in the flesh, and our eyes have contemplated with unutterable delight, his glory as the only-begotten of the Father. And this mystery of godliness, the eternal life manifested in the flesh, we publish abroad to illuminate the world, and call sinners back to communion with God.

1 John 1:3. Truly our fellowship is with the Father, and with his Son Jesus Christ. This communion is built on all the divine illumination declared above, on all the sweet attractions of grace, followed by a full consent of the will, by which the Father and the Son, the whole deity, comes into our heart, and makes his abode with us. Then we participate in all his communicable perfections, in knowledge, in righteousness, and eternal life. The precise idea of this fellowship, is that of the members of the body with the head, or the living branches with the living vine. In this view, as the father of the family, Christ will sup with us, and we shall sup with him. He will be poor in our poverty, and weep in our tears. This is an ever- subsisting communion in a daily walk with God, and in all the exercises of devotion.

1 John 1:5. God is light; a Being of infinite knowledge, wisdom and purity; and in him is no darkness at all. Neither darkness of error, ignorance, falsehood, or impurity of sin, can be found in him, or be pleasing to him. The reason why this is introduced here with so much ceremony, is to give it the greater force against the gnostics, who allowed and practised all manner of impurities, living in a sink of uncleanness; yet nevertheless called themselves perfect and knowing men, beyond all others, and said they had not sinned. See the notes on John 1:9; John 7:12; John 9:5; John 12:35.

1 John 1:7. The blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin. That is, if we walk in the light as he is in the light, we have a conscious ness of the full remission of all our sins; and this remission, connected with the cleansing from all unrighteousness, is founded on the merits of the Son of God, as the Redeemer of the world. The glory of his person confers availing efficacy on his passion. It cleansed David’s house, it washed Jerusalem’s scarlet stains, and purged the foul offenders of Corinth, and all the gentile multitudes, who are now before the throne. 1 Corinthians 6:11. Revelation 1:5; Revelation 7:14.

REFLECTIONS.
Oh what glory is here unfolded in the person of Christ. The eternal, the everliving Lord — the Lord of life and glory. The Lord revealed in the flesh, with every mark and assurance that he is the true God, and eternal life.

And this glory is not terrific and repulsive, as on Sinai. It is the Son of God, full of grace and truth, inviting us to communion and fellowship with himself, in all the promised grace of the new covenant. It is a fellowship of certainty; those who saw his glory when risen from the tomb, and felt his hands and his side, testify to us the words of truth. How gracious then are the aspects of Christ towards sinners, inviting all the contrite who confess their faults, and forsake their sins, to participate in the highest felicity of man, communion with the Father, and with the Son in all the grace and glory of the human redemption.

But let no man deceive himself here because he has been baptized, and professes the faith of Christ; for if he walk in darkness, live in the sins of the carnal world, and still indulging hopes of salvation, he is a liar, and the truth of Christ is not in him. Our God is a consuming fire: his cloud has a bright side to the believing Hebrews, and a dark side to the infidel Egyptians. On the contrary, God will not only pardon the contrite, but will cleanse them from all unrighteousness, and adorn them with all the glory of sanctifying grace. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-29
1 John 2:2. He is the propitiation for our sin: ιλασμος, a ram, or other victim offered as an atoning sacrifice for sin. On Genesis 15:9, the rabbins make a distinction between the heifer, the she goat, and the ram, yet all the three are offered as atoning victims. The reference here is to Christ, our Ilasterion. Romans 3:25. Hebrews 9:5. He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. In him we draw near to God, through his blood; so that if any man do sin in the church, he ought immediately to return to God with true contrition of spirit, for the Redeemer is enthroned on the mercyseat with aspects of grace to the contrite; and not to them alone, but also to the whole world, whoever may return with broken and contrite hearts for past sins. He proclaims the Lord God, merciful and gracious, forgiving iniquity, transgression and sin.

1 John 2:8. A new commandment I write unto you. The ancient precept is enforced by an example altogether new, arising from the love of God to fallen man, who gave his only-begotten Son to die for our sins. Therefore the darkness is past, the old shadows of the law, and love, divine love, blazes out in new forms, and in all the exuberance of grace in the new covenant.

1 John 2:12-14. I write unto you, little children, not yet established in grace. To you, fathers — and young men. Our Saviour makes a triple distinction in the work of grace. The seed sown, grew, first the blade, then the ear, and after that the full corn in the ear, maturing for the harvest. This reminds us that youth is a growing time, and age a ripening time for the advent of the Lord.

1 John 2:15-17. Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world, which all pass away, while he who doeth the will of God abideth for ever. All beguiling objects, the concupiscence of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, and the pride of life, perish and vanish away, while the love of God remains in every age the same. This is the wisdom which cometh from above.

1 John 2:18-27. Little children, it is the last time — antichrist is already come. His influence may be seen in jewish sects that went out from us, because they were not of us. They deny the Lord that bought them; and whoever denies the Son, the same hath not the Father. But ye have an unction from the Holy One, the anointing of the Holy Spirit, which teaches you, little children, to know the truth, and to feel its power: whereas the antichrist is a lie, because he who denies Jesus to be the Christ, hath not the Father. One grand point of this unction is to know that Christ hath promised eternal life, which is the consummation of all our hope, and the grand cement of constancy and unity in the church of God. 2 Corinthians 1:21.

REFLECTIONS.
St. John, full of days and full of grace, proceeds with his work, and wisdom drops from his lips abundant as the precious fruits of autumn to nourish the church with the health of eternal life. He warns them to keep from sin, and from apostasy, the only ills which can hurt a saint; and if any man should basely or forgetfully yield to sin, he must not despondingly lie down in his shame, and suffer habits to be formed. One wound in a fight is often more than enough. Stupor reproaches the mercy which spares, and suspends the blow. Let us arise, and go, weeping to our advocate. Though we are sinful, Jesus Christ is righteous. Though we are guilty, he is the propitiation not only for us, but also for the whole world, as in 2 Timothy 2:6.

Assurance of pardon is the effect of obedience. This doctrine has been illustrated by notes on Romans 8 :2 Corinthians 5 :2 Timothy 4:7. But here it opens anew. We know that God is ours, from the gracious frames and feelings excited by the comforts of the Holy Ghost. But these are only flowers, fragrant indeed as paradise, but they must mature into obedience. So St. Paul: I have fought a good fight — henceforth there is laid up for me a crown. St. John likewise infers that a loving and willing obedience to the divine law is a proof of a new heart, for the carnal mind is enmity to this law, and revolts at this obedience.

Joseph Mede, in an admirable sermon on this text, says, “The tree is known by its fruits, and the workman by his work. Whoever therefore shows these fruits hath an infallible argument that the Spirit of God, and the earnest of salvation dwell in his heart; that his faith is true and saving, and no false conceit, no illusion of the devil, but the genuine operation of God’s own Spirit. The sun is known by his rising and shining beams, the fire by its burning, and the life of the body by its movements, even so certainly, the presence of God’s Spirit is known by the light of a holy conversation, and the purging fire of grace by a burning zeal against sin, and fervent desire to keep his holy commandments.”

The love of the brethren, called by Christ a new commandment, being enforced with new motives and augmented with new degrees of perfection, is adduced as a farther test of assurance. If we can forgive, and love him who has committed a fault against us, it is what we once could not do. This old law of love was grown out of date till Christ renewed it, and gave us a new heart to keep it.

Ministers, in feeding the flock, must distinguish the various states of believers, and give to every one a word in season. Young converts are comforted with the assurance of pardon: the young men are encouraged because they were strong in faith and love, and had overcome the wicked one, who had sought by every wile to draw them to pleasure and sin. The fathers are applauded for their long and deep experience; they had known the Eternal Father in his works of providence; they had become acquainted during their pilgrimage with the patriarchs of God, and now they could trust him for the future, and would be enabled to comfort others. They were however cautioned not to love the world; for a disposition to acquire wealth and encrease riches often tarnishes the piety of older men.

Watchmen must warn their people of peculiar danger. The roots of antichrist in false and lawless teachers began to appear, seeking authority and influence in the church. The best preservative is the unction of the Holy Spirit. Believers are anointed with this, as was their head, though not in the same measure. Hebrews 1:9. He gave us to know all things essential to salvation, and to sound morals. He will also warn us, if we lean too much to the world; or a minister who has a fine tongue, but whose heart is empty of holiness. This anointing dropping from Christ, will teach us to abide in him, that we may not be ashamed at his coming. 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-24
1 John 3:1-2. That we should be called the sons of God! The character of the favoured race is defined in the preseding verses: they keep the commandments of God: 1 John 3:3. They abide in Christ by works of righteousness. They conquer the world, and know Him who is from the beginning. They have an unction from the Holy One to know and love the truth. No man can have this highest title of the sons of God, but he who has a correspondent character. And therefore he adds, we know that we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.

1 John 3:3. He that hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is pure; that is, as he who has adopted us, and whose appearing we expect, for the appearing of Christ is the appearing of the great God, even the Lord of glory. 1 Corinthians 2:8. The church, having this hope, a hope founded on the promise of eternal life, puts on her nuptial dress, and becomes pure in heart, for without holiness no man shall see the Lord.

1 John 3:7-8. He that doeth righteousness is righteous, even as he [Christ] is righteous. This is already defined, the keeping of the commandments in the love of God, and of our brother; by not walking in darkness, and by not committing sin. God requires a growth in grace, and the improvement of talents, while we are called to remember that all those duties are destitute of merit in man.

Yet since the disputes against Rome concerning human merit, and works of supererogation, or doing more than is required, so as to have a little to give to a needy neighbour, some divines express themselves more cautiously than in former ages. They will not allow of any work in man, except assenting to Christ. Now, as we agree to discard human merit, why should we refine on the subject of grace beyond the power of definition? What is assent, and coming, and looking, and believing but the work of God, the love which fulfils the law.

John’s words of “doing righteousness, and doing the will of the Father,” may safely be used without any refinements. He that committeth sin, in deliberate breaches of the law, is of the devil, while he who believes on the Son of God, works the work of righteousness, and obtains eternal life. 

1 John 3:14. We know that we have passed from death unto life, by calmly retracing the work of regeneration in our hearts. We now love the Lord, and delight in piety and holiness, which we once repudiated to follow the course of this world. We know that we have remission of our sins, because the love of God is shed abroad in our heart, and because we can call him Father with filial confidence. We now love the people of God; we love his name, and delight to do his will. Here is the sure mark of our adoption, the inward certainty confirmed by the outward fruit.

1 John 3:16. Hereby perceive we the love of God, because he laid down his life for us. The love of God, on which this holy apostle delights to dwell, is an overwhelming subject, especially this transcendent expression of it in the gift of his only-begotten Son, a subject on which our highest thoughts fall far beneath its elevated grandeur. Christ is here expressly called God, by the clearest construction of language, yet God manifest in the flesh, God incarnate, or he could not have laid down his life for us. The language is precisely similar to that in Acts 20:28, and several other passages. Feed the church of God, “which he hath purchased with his own blood.”

The love here mentioned is ascribed to him as God, and it is the Godhead of Christ that renders his love to sinners so amazing, and causes it to become the great theme of revelation. The Holy Spirit here expands his energies, till we are lost in wonder and admiration; but as the subject passeth knowledge, more than half the tale is left untold. Ephesians 3:18-19. This will be the theme of heaven, yet even there its heights and depths, and lengths and breadths will never be fully fathomed.

The strength of his love is shown in his having laid down his life for us, as a shepherd for the ransom of his flock, as a bridegroom for the redemption of his church. John 10:11. Ephesians 5:25-27. This is the strongest mode possible of expressing love, and far surpasses every other. It was much for him to empty himself and become poor, that we might be made rich; more still for him to die that we might live, and live for ever. David’s three worthies are applauded for fetching him water from the well of Bethlehem at the hazard of their lives, and Paul manifested great zeal in being willing to be offered up as a commemorative sacrifice of the truth of the gospel, and Priscilla and Aquila in their readiness to lay down their lives for the sake of Paul; but all these and every other instance of love sink into utter insignificance, when compared with the unspeakable love of Christ. He did more than die for us, he bore our sins in his own body on the tree, and endured the curse for our sakes, yea was made himself a curse for us. There was that in his death which never attended the death of any other; he had upon him the sins of the whole world, was not only made a sin- offering, but treated in his substitutionary character as if all sin was identified in him, and concentrated in his own person. Romans 8:3, 2 Corinthians 5:21. All this too he endured, not for friends, but for enemies, not after we were reconciled, but while we were yet sinners, yet ungodly. Romans 5:6-10.

Hereby indeed perceive we the love of God. We may believe that God is good, but it is in the actual displays of his beneficence that we perceive it; and it is the same with his immeasurable love. Other expressions of it are given, in the pardon of sin, in the promise of salvation to them that believe; but all these are abundantly surpassed in the gift of Christ, and his laying down his life for us, as much as the cause exceeds the effect, and that which is infinite what is only finite. Romans 8:32. “Herein is love,” says the enraptured apostle; “not that we loved God,” we were far enough from that, “but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins:” chap. 1 John 4:10.

REFLECTIONS.
The glory of our adoption is built on the great love with which God has loved us, even when we were dead in trespasses and sins; he hath raised up to the Messiah, a progeny numerous as the drops on the pearly lawn. It is a love which transports the soul with admiration. “Behold, what manner of love the Father bestowed on us, that we should be called the sons of God!”

This love is designed to support a suffering people, who were not the less but the more beloved because of the cross. This love surpasses example, in regard of our baseness on the one hand; and of God’s wondrous grace on the other. We whose mean birth is described, Ezekiel 16, are made to sit in heaven with Christ. The kindness of our Father to his children surpasses that of earthly fathers as much as he surpasses them in excellence and power. Hence the inference: “it doth not appear what we shall be.” This is a time of minority, of warfare, and of affliction; shortly we shall make a triumphant entrance into glory, be in all things like our Head.

We have here the character of the children of God. They do not, and they cannot sin, because they are born of God, and because divine grace reigns in their hearts. He who has the hope of appearing in the likeness of Christ, and of seeing him as he is, purifieth himself as Christ is pure. Seeing we look for such things, says the apostle, what manner of persons ought we to be in all manner of conversation and godliness. How shall we that are dead to sin live any longer therein?

These texts however do not mean an impossibility of sinning, because St. John says, If any man sin, we have an advocate with the Father. He also cautions the saints to abide in Christ, and to keep themselves from idols. They mean that a man so holy cannot sin without first dallying with temptation, quenching the Spirit, and wilfully giving way; for wilful sin is in every view incompatible with our sonship. But the common infirmities of our nature are not incompatible with the comforts of the Holy Ghost.

Being the children of God, we must love as brethren; and the duty of brotherly love will be best felt by the consideration of the strong and frequent repetition of this injunction. When we see a brother hungry, we must follow our feelings, the first and purest dictates of nature; and not let a wary covetousness contract our hearts. Shall I take this meat, said Nabal, which I have dressed for my servants, and give it to David? He died as a fool, while the liberality of his wife made her a queen. Let us do what God would have us do, and when we come to want bread, or health, or counsel, God will do as we would have him do. Psalms 41:1. 

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-21
1 John 4:1-3. Believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God. Whether those teachers believe that Christ is come in the flesh, which to the present hour the unbelieving jews deny. Try them by the faith of all the holy apostles and confessors, whether they confess that Christ is the Son of the living God. Whether he be the glory that shone in the ancient church, and dwelt on the mercyseat. The Eternal Son, the Word, the Wisdom of God, crucified for sinners. False teachers will neither follow the crucified Redeemer, nor suffer for his sake. The cross offers no charms to the concupiscence of such apostles.

1 John 4:6. Hereby know we the spirit of truth, and the spirit of error. The one preaches and confesses Christ: the other, which denies him, is the spirit of antichrist, a lying spirit, which deceives the world as the serpent beguiled Eve.

1 John 4:8. He that loveth not, knoweth not God, for God is love. If he knew God he could not but love his brother, for the knowledge of God would inspire him with that sentiment and feeling, and make him a happy partaker of the divine benevolence. Love would kindle his heart into a flame of pure desire, and of godlike charity towards all mankind.

1 John 4:10. Herein is love, the free and unmerited love of God to fallen man. The apostles are uniform in these declarations. Grace is grace. God so loved the world that he gave his only-begotten Son. Our songs are to him that hath loved us, and washed us from our sins in his own blood. Love was the sphere in which John moved, before he went to bathe his soul in the ocean of divine charity. He indeed could truly say, he that dwelleth in love dwelleth in God, and God in him.

1 John 4:16-18. God is love in all his works, in all his ways, and even the stroke of death is in unison with his lovingkindness in the gift of life. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casteth out fear. This is the love of confessors in the day of trial, when put to the bar of Roman tribunals. John admits here, that there are degrees of love. The pious archbishop Fenelon traces five degrees of this holy affection. — I translate his words almost verbatim. “1. We may love God, not for himself, but for the good things he confers; gifts which depend on his pleasure, and which we hope to obtain. Such was the love of the carnal jews, who kept the law because he gave them harvests and rain.

2. There is also a mercenary love of God, when we regard him merely as the instrument of our happiness, and happiness which we can find in no other object. This may be regarded as loving ourselves, rather than God.

3. We may love God, if we may so call it, with a love of hope. This is mixed with a degree of loving God for himself, yet the motive is the reigning principle of self-love. And such is the love we feel in the commencement of our conversion.

4. There is a love of charity, which is mixed with some remains of self- love, but which nevertheless is the true regenerating love, because its predominating motive is disinterested. Sales says, Le souverain amour n’est qu’en la charite. Supreme love consists wholly in charity. This love can regenerate the heart, because it prefers God and his glory to our own interest.

5. We may love God with a love of pure charity, and without any mixture of the motives of self-love. When we love God in the midst of sufferings, and in such sort that we could not love him more, even when he loads the soul with divine consolations. In this love, neither the fear of chastisement, nor the desire of recompense, has any share. The purity of love consists in desiring nothing for ones-self; and in looking solely at the good pleasure of God.”

In short, true love to God consists in a supreme affection for his character, in a ravishing delight in his transcendent purity and benevolence, exclaiming with the prophet, How great is his goodness, and how great is his beauty! Zechariah 9:17. That which fills all heaven with ceaseless praise and adoration is the infinite and unapproachable purity of the divine nature. Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord of hosts: the whole earth is full of his glory! Isaiah 6:3. Revelation 4:8. A love like this, which is centred in God himself, is that alone which can meeten us for the society above, and to join in their adorations before the throne. 

1 John 4:19. We love him, because he first loved us. His love, as in 1 John 4:12, being “perfected in us,” constrains us to love him in return. There is an entire harmony between the regenerate heart and the law of love. “Draw me, and I will run after thee.” Grace reigns in the hearts of all those who are thus sanctified, and made perfect in love. He loves us in all the work of redemption, in all the alarms of conscience, and the terrors of a fiery law. He loves us by opening his arms to receive sinners, and by unfolding wide the gates of glory to call us home.

1 John 4:20-21. He that loveth not his brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God whom he hath not seen? Our poor brother was made in the image of God, is the special object of redeeming love, and is praying, working, and warring with us in the same pilgrimage. He shall by and bye be with Christ in his kingdom, and probably higher in glory than we. Let us then love him as a brother beloved of the Lord.

REFLECTIONS.
St. John, anxious to see his children established in grace, and perfected in love, was equally cautious that they should be nourished by a holy ministry. He would have ministers tried (and the life will manifest the heart) by all the marks of grace laid down in this epistle, and especially by this test, their preaching the godhead and glory of Christ made manifest in the flesh. This would prove that they were neither judaizing teachers, nor the wily disciples of Cerinthus. This caution is of equal force at this day, and of equal necessity. We have had boys dressed as for the theatre, who have stood up in the pulpits of our puritan fathers, and pledged themselves to prove the doctrine of the Trinity to be untrue, by a species of reasoning both impious and absurd. Adorable mystery, profaned by ignorance and presumption. Of such the Lord might complain as he did by the prophet, I have nourished and brought up children, and by going to the seminaries of philosophical hypocrites, they have rebelled against me. Children that have gone backward — a seed of evil doers. They feed the people with wind, with sophistries which their fathers knew not, instead of the wholesome milk of evangelical truth.

False teachers are destitute of love, and they will never stand in the day of trial, when called to suffer for Christ. True teachers have eternal life in Christ, and have Christ formed in their hearts; and though they have not seen God, they love his image seen in their brother. They love God perfectly, and by a reaction of his own love to them. They go on to that degree of love which casts out fear of exile, of stripes, of martyrdom. Their confidence is founded on purity; because as he is, so are we in this world. So St. John had proved before the jewish council, and before the heathens. Believer, love is the end and consummation of religion. He that loveth not, knoweth not God, for God is love. Go on to perfection; go on to a perfect faith, a perfect love, and a perfect resignation, that thy heart may always triumphantly decide for God; and still grow in grace, for the perfection taught in the new testament always admits of growth and encrease. 

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-21
1 John 5:1-5. Whosoever believeth that Jesus is the Christ, is born of God. The faith which embraces him as the Lord of glory, has a regenerating influence on the heart. The immediate fruit is love to God, and to his children; love is the test of the change, for before conversion we regarded them with indifference or contempt. And this is the proof and demonstration of our love to God, that we keep his commandments, which to the regenerate are not grievous; for then we delight in the law of God after the inward man. Another mark of our adoption is, victory over the world; for he that committeth sin is of the devil. Where grace reigns, concupiscence is vanquished; and every sacrifice is made for religion, which religion itself requires. Oh christians, your souls are not safe unless you fully enter into the spirit of all the doctrines taught here. Nor can you overcome the world, unless your faith be built upon the Godhead of Christ. The conquerors are those who believe that Jesus is the Son of God. And whosoever confesses this fundamental truth, God dwelleth in him, and he in God: 1 John 4:15. This is the sure foundation, the stone which God hath laid in Zion. This is the pillar and ground of truth, — God was manifest in the flesh. 1 Timothy 3:15-16. This is the foundation which supported the believing Hebrews, as demonstrated by eight arguments in the first chapter of the epistle to the Hebrews.

1 John 5:6. This is he that came by water and blood. — It is the Spirit that beareth witness, because the Spirit is truth. The water alludes to our Lord’s baptism, as in Matthew 3:17; and John lays great emphasis on this sacred ordinance. The water also designates the sanctifying graces of the Spirit. Ezekiel 36:25. The blood of atonement was presignified by the ancient types. Numbers 19:4.

1 John 5:7. There are three that bare record [the Greek is witness] in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost, and these three are one. The three celestial witnesses attest that Jesus, come in the flesh, is the Son of God, and that those who believe in him with the heart unto righteousness, are the children of God. Of these witnesses let us speak distinctly, following the learned Erasmus.

The Father, who testified at his baptism, with a voice from heaven, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” The Word witnessed his own divine person and godhead by his ministry, his miracles, and by his death and resurrection, thus declaring himself to be the true God and eternal life. The Holy Ghost coincides in evidence by descending like a dove, and lighting upon him at the Jordan; and afterwards by anointing the holy apostles, and enduing them with power from on high. He testifies our adoption, inspiring us to cry, Abba, Father. John lays an emphasis on what he saw at the crucifixion, the issuing of water from the pericardium, and the blood which followed, figurative of sanctification, and of the price paid for our redemption. John 19:34-35.

We must now put on the whole armour of God, and be strengthened by the girdle of truth. Dr. Mill, the learned editor of a Greek Testament, and defender of the authenticity of this text, admits that it is not found in the Coptic, the Arabic, and the Syriac versions. But Du Pin, the most voluminous of ecclesiastical historians, and whose work is now before me, says, that the three last versions were made from the Syriac; and he adds, that there are doubts whether the Syriac be of earlier date than the fifth or the sixth century, because it contains modern words, as eucharist for bread, &c. Il y a même lieu de douter si elle est plus ancienne que le cinquieme ou le sixieme sïecle. At the bar of criticism those editions can have but little weight, being all productions of the seat of Arianism.

On the three heavenly witnesses, father Jerome, whose veracity was never impeached, ought to be heard in self-defence against the Arians. In the preface to his catholic epistles, he says, Hunc septimum versum ab infidelitus; id est, Arianis translatoribus, &c. That “this seventh verse, which very openly comprises the mystery of the Holy Trinity, and the Divinity of Christ, was erased from some copies of the Greek by faithless Arian translators.” He then adds, that it was extant in all the Greek copies that he had.
Tertullian, who wrote to Praxeas about the year two hundred, alludes to this verse, as contained in what he calls authenticæ literae, the autographs of the apostles, then preserved in the churches to whom the apostles had written. This reference, like a pillar, stands unrebutted.

Cyprian, in 240, and seventy years before Arius, wrote a Latin work, which is now before me, on the unity of the church, and which has these words, Et hi tres unum sunt; and these three are one. By consequence, the text existed before any suspicion could arise. Du Pin mentions Erpenitus, who possessed an ancient Greek manuscript which contained this seventh verse of the three heavenly witnesses, a man whom our modern unitarians call “a fellow of no credit.”

Erasmus, whom we all regard as a father in biblical criticism, on becoming acquainted with the Irish manuscript which came into the possession of archbishop Usher, and is now in Trinity college, Dublin, put this text into the third edition of his Latin testament; and the argument which weighed with him cannot but weigh with others. His words are, “Truly without dissembling, it is found in one English Greek copy which contains what is wanting in the Vulgate.” His remarks extend to fifty lines.

To this we add the testimony of Professor F. Turrentine of Swisserland, who has left a compendium of theology in Latin. Replying to the Arian objection, that this verse is wanting in various copies, and adulterated in others, he says, “Nay, it is extant in the most ancient Greek copies, as Jerome testifies, in his prologue to his canonical epistles. Erasmus also confesses it is extant in the most ancient copies of Britain, and in the most laudable editions of the Greek testament, as the Complute, and the Antwerp editions, and those of Montanus and of Valton, which all have the above text.” He might have added, that the Russian bibles likewise contain those words; a strong argument, and less known.

To these he adds the words which require this verse, otherwise they have no meaning. “And there are three that bear witness in earth.” Unless we suppose that there are three that bear witness in heaven, we have lost the chain of argument.

How strange then it is that Mr. T. H. Horne should say, “That this clause is not to be found in a single Greek manuscript written before the sixteenth century.” On the contrary, it was in all St. Jerome’s copies. Tertullian, the most polished of writers, refers to it; and Cyprian cites the last clause. What do I say, St. John only repeats here the words of Christ, that the Father bore witness of him, and that the works wrought by the Holy Spirit testified that the Father had sent him. John 5:32; John 5:36; John 10:17; John 10:30.

These facts being fairly and historically stated, that Jerome’s copies contained it; that Tertullian refers to it; that St. Cyprian quotes the latter clause, “and these three are one;” that the Irish copies had it, for Turrentine uses the plural number; that all the Spanish editions contain it, as well as those of Russia; that Erpenitus had a copy which possessed it; that the sense of the passage is confused without it, — what are the conclusions we ought to draw? Certainly, that the testimony of Jerome is true; that the orthodox could have no motives to interpolate it, seeing they have the same three witnesses in St. John’s gospel; and that his charge against the Arians for erasing the text is a clear assertion, for in the controversy it was alleged that some Arians had cited the text.

Now to concede the three heavenly witnesses to the Arians, the strong foundation stone, as the reward for depraving the sacred text, would be great injustice to Jerome and two other fathers, and the foulest injustice also to the faith. It would equally throw an odium on all the councils who have adopted the text, and complete the triumph of those who have an undeviating aim to substitute philosophy for revelation. — See Hammond’s defence of this text.

1 John 5:8. There are three that bear witness in earth. The Spirit, shed on Christ and his apostles; the water of baptism, when a voice came from heaven; and the blood which flowed on the cross. And this threefold testimony was sealed by the blood of the martyrs. See notes on the eighth chapter of John.

1 John 5:10. He that believeth on the Son of God hath the witness in himself. The Father, the Word, and the Spirit are one. Beholding as in a glass, a speculum, or a pool of water, the glory of the Lord, he is changed into the same image. Light, and life, and love, the emanations of deity, shine into his heart, as is the comment on John 1:4; John 17:3. This is the inward witness of christianity: the grace we receive on earth in answer to the prayers addressed in the name of Christ, are to us proofs that he is glorified in heaven; and proofs that Christ dwells in our hearts, in all the quickening influences of eternal life.

1 John 5:11. This is the record, that God hath given to us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. The apostle had just been speaking of indubitable witnesses to the truth of the gospel, of three in heaven and three on earth; to this he adds another species of evidence, from what is written in the scriptures of truth, and which admits of no controversy. God hath placed it on record, on infallible record, both in the old and new testament, especially in the apostolic epistles, that he hath given eternal life to all that believe in the name of his beloved Son. This being the free gift of God implies that we have forfeited all by sin, and that eternal life cannot be obtained by our own personal obedience or desert, but that we must be wholly indebted to the riches of divine grace. This life being in his Son shows us the way in which it is bestowed, and that it is wholly through the mediation of Christ, which includes all that he did and suffered for our salvation. This is the distinguishing peculiarity of the gospel, which rendered the doctrine of the cross a stumbling-block to the jews, and to the greeks foolishness, but which is the power of God to all them that believe. These sententious words of John are in effect an epitome of the whole gospel, a record never to he forgotten or erased.

The concern we have in it is of unutterable importance. We are sinners, who must be saved or lost to all eternity. We cannot go back into nonexistence, we must go forward, immortality is impressed upon our nature. There is but one way of escape from the wrath to come. Having had the written word, we cannot now occupy the place of unenlightened heathen; we must embrace Christ, in whom alone there is life and salvation, or perish everlastingly. The record that God has written can never be disannulled, it is engraven in the rock for ever, and shall survive when the earth and the heavens are no more.

1 John 5:12. He that hath the Son hath life, he that hath not the Son of God hath not life. The adoring views which John had of the Saviour induced him more frequently than any other writer to denominate him the Son of God, the beloved of the Father, in whom his soul delighteth; and careful is he on every occasion to make the whole of true religion to consist in a supreme affection for Christ. He is the unspeakable gift of God, the great depositary of the divine fulness, all the blessings of eternal life are treasured up in him; whosoever therefore receive and believe in him inherits all things. Having not only the promise of everlasting life, but the possession of it, the earnest of that which is to come. John 3:36.

He that hath not the Son of God hath not life. The Saviour is God’s first gift, and therefore must be first received, or we can have no part in him. John 1:14. The branch must be united to the vine, or it can derive from it neither fruit nor nourishment. In the order of things, union with Christ must presede every other blessing. 1 Corinthians 1:30. The Father loves to bestow the riches of his grace on those who believe in his well-beloved Son, but we must go to Christ for all, for it hath pleased the Father that in him should all fulness dwell, that we may all receive, and grace for grace. But where he is rejected, or lightly esteemed, the sinner has nothing to expect. He that hath not the Son hath not life: he alone is the Lord, the Prince and giver of life, there is no other fountain to which we can repair. He that believeth not the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abideth on him. John 3:36.

1 John 5:14. If we ask any thing according to his will, he heareth us. He will give grace and glory, as promised in the new covenant, and no good thing, if it be suited to our state and condition, will he withhold from those that walk uprightly. Psalms 84:11. John 16:23. St. Paul lays great emphasis on the prayers of the church, as the means of obtaining the richest blessings.

1 John 5:16. There is a sin unto death. This is no doubt the abjuration of the faith, that Jesus is the Son of God, which stands foremost in the class of crimes. The Israelites perished in the wilderness through unbelief. Hebrews 10:28. He that despised the law of Moses died without mercy. But as we are not the judges, we should lean all we can to charity, and pray for the fallen.

1 John 5:19. We know that we are of God, and the whole world lieth in wickedness. The apostle here addresses such as are believers in Christ, called to be saints, and who are here contradistinguished, not only from the unbelieving world around them, but from those false teachers who sought to bring in another gospel, delaying both the incarnation and the deity of Christ. Those who walk in the light can discern their own path, and also that of others who are walking in darkness. He that is spiritual judgeth all things, yet he himself is judged of no man; he is placed in an advantageous position for observing the way that others are going, while he himself is unobserved.

All real christians are of God, are born of God, and separated from the world and sin. They have embraced the truth, and know it to be the truth. All human speculations are uncertain, often dangerous, but the faith of Christ is being sure. All who are of God are on God’s side, in the great controversy that is going on with the powers of darkness. They are attached to his righteous government, they deprecate every principle that would impugn its equity, or weaken our obligations to obedience. Those who are of God are of God’s mind, they think of things as he thinks and speaks in his holy word, and so are spiritually-minded. They think of the Saviour as he thinks, who being chosen of God and precious, is precious also to them that believe. Seeing themselves as sinners, utterly ruined and undone, they feel an entire and exclusive dependence on Christ for salvation, and reject with abhorrence whatever derogates from his infinite dignity, or the richness and freeness of his grace.

All the rest, even the whole world, are lying in wickedness, folded in the arms of the wicked one, and under his dominion. Men may talk about respectable individuals, and of virtuous heathens at home and abroad; but after all there are but two classes in the world, believers and unbelievers, those who are of God, and those who are of the world. This is the grand distinction made in the scriptures, and which will finally be made in the day of judgment. There may be various degrees of sin and shades of character, some foul, and some fair, but the turning point of salvation and the foundation of all real goodness is, faith in the Son of God, and a humble reliance upon him for eternal life. Virtue, as it is called, will not grow in any other soil.

1 John 5:20-21. We know that the Son of God is come — this is the true God, and eternal life. He is very God of very God. He has also given us an understanding, that we may know him, and that in him dwells all the fulness of the Godhead bodily. This is the eternal, the uncreated, the incarnate deity that we adore. There can be no idolatry, no misplaced worship, for when we call on the name of the Lord Jesus, we worship him, and only him that created all things. In death, we surrender our spirit to him, because he gave us breath, and delivered us from the wrath to come. Therefore, little children, keep yourselves from idols, and the inordinate love of the present world.

REFLECTIONS.
“If there be in our gospels,” says Saurin, “a doctrine concerning which a good logician has cause to exclaim, it is this, a God who has but one essence, and yet three persons; the Son, and the Holy Spirit who is God; and these three but one. The Father, who is with the Son, does not become incarnate when the Son becomes incarnate. The Son, who is with the Father, no longer maintains the rights of justice in Gethsemane, when the Father maintains them. The Holy Spirit, who is with the Father and the Son, proceeding from both in a manner ineffable: and the Father and the Son, who is with the Holy Spirit, not proceeding in this manner. Are not these ideas contradictory? No, my brethren. If we should say that God has but one essence, and that he has three essences in the same sense as we maintain he has but one; if we should say that God is three in the same sense he is one, it would be a contradiction. But this is not our thesis. We believe on the faith of a divine book in the sense for which we give the confused name of essence. We believe that he is three in a sense for which we give the confused name of persons. We determine neither what is this essence, nor what is this personality. That surpasses reason, but does not revolt it. If we should say that God, in the sense we have called essence, is become incarnate, and at the same time this notion is not incarnate, we should advance a contradiction. But this is not our thesis. We believe on the faith of a divine book, that what is called the person of the Son in the Godhead, and of which we know that we have not a distinct idea, is united to the humanity in a manner we cannot determine, because it has not pleased God to reveal it. This surpasses reason, but does not revolt it. If we should advance that God, in the sense we have considered essence, proceeds from the Father and the Son, while the Father and the Son do not proceed, we should advance a contradiction. But this is not our thesis. We believe on the credit of a divine book that what is called the Holy Spirit in the Godhead, and of which we confess we have no distinct idea, because it has not pleased God to give it, has a procession ineffable, while what is called the Father and the Son, differing from the Holy Spirit in that respect, does not proceed. This also surpasses reason, but does not revolt it.

We go even farther. We maintain not only that there is no contradiction in those doctrines, but that a contradiction is impossible. What is a contradiction in regard to us? It is an evident opposition between two known ideas. For instance, I have no idea of this pulpit and of this wall. I see an essential difference between the two. Consequently, I find a contradiction in the proposition, that this wall and this pulpit are the same thing. Such being the nature of the contradiction, I say it is impossible that any should be found in this proposition, that there is one divine essence in three persons. To find a contradiction, it is requisite to have a distinct idea of what I call essence, and of what I call person; and as I profess to be perfectly ignorant of the one and the other, it is impossible I should find absurdity. When therefore I affirm that there is a divine Essence in three Persons, I do not pretend to explain either the nature of the Unity, nor the nature of the Trinity. I pretend to advance only, that there is something in God which surpasses me, and which is the basis of this proposition: viz. there is a Father, a Son, and a Holy Spirit. If we say that there are three Persons in the divine Essence, it is to make you conceive that all which is in God is interested for our salvation, and to enkindle our zeal by the thought. If we say that the Word was made flesh, and that the Son of God died on the cross, it is to make you hate sin, by the recollection of what it cost him to expiate it.” — See Saurin’s sermons, translated by J. S. 

