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Introduction

R. Alan Culpepper and Paul N. Anderson

The Epistles of John involve only seven chapters of the New Testament, 
but they offer one of the most interesting windows into the life of the early 
church available, with extensive implications for understanding (and mis-
understanding) a host of interpretive issues. First John does not identify its 
audience, and the author does not introduce himself. The author of 2 John 
and 3 John refers to himself as “the Elder” (ὁ πρεσβύτερος in Greek). Were 
all three texts written by the same author? If so, then why the differences 
in the author’s self-identification? And the audiences of 2 and 3 John are 
specified as “the elect lady and her children” (2 John 1) and “the beloved 
Gaius” (3 John 1). Why the differences in declared audiences? Further, 
there is a considerable difference in length between the letters: the five 
chapters of 1 John are five times as long as 2 and 3 John combined. How 
are these facts to be understood and thus interpreted?

Another set of issues emerges also at the start: the relation of the 
Johannine Epistles to the Johannine Gospel and Apocalypse. While Rev-
elation is the most distinctive among the five Johannine writings (and the 
only one to assert the name of its author, indirectly and directly: “John,” 
Rev 1:1, 4, 9; 22:8), its style and form are considerably different from the 
other Johannine writings. That is why most scholars feel it is safer to leave 
it out of discussions related to the Gospel and Epistles of John, despite a 
number of Johannine similarities. The relation of the Gospel to the Epis-
tles of John, however, cannot be ignored, and questions range from which 
was earlier and later, whether they represent a similar setting, whether 
their authorship was common, and whether purposes were similar or 
different. It could even be that a multiplicity of authorial and editorial 
hands were involved in the production of the Johannine corpus, and such 
a likelihood is bolstered by the inclusion of first-person plural language 
(“we,” “us,” and “our”—in the Gospel and the Epistles), raising doubts that 
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2	 Communities in Dispute: the Johannine Epistles

a single individual was responsible for all of these writings or that they 
were written to the same situation.

As a result, understanding the content of the Johannine Epistles hinges 
directly upon solid inferences of the contexts in which they were written, 
the concerns of their authors and editors, the relations of these writings 
to other contemporary literature (especially the Johannine), and the liter-
ary features of each composition. As Raymond Brown has made us aware, 
while the Johannine “eagle,” representing the elevated perspective of the 
Fourth Gospel, soars above the ground it surveys, the Johannine Epistles 
betray eaglets fighting over their place in the nest, with schisms, rejections, 
embraces, and invective language—all showing a far less tidy portraiture 
of early Christianity than more romanticized views have allowed.

If the Johannine leadership and its adversaries reflect communities in 
dispute, however, what about Johannine scholarship over the last several 
decades? Indeed, as this collection of incisive essays by leading Johannine 
scholars shows, some points of convergence are evident, but top schol-
ars also take issue with each other as to how this material came together, 
what was going on within the Johannine situation, and what its content 
implies for both theological and ethical interpretations of the New Testa-
ment. Therefore, today’s “Johannine School”—the international commu-
nity of Johannine scholars today—also finds itself in dispute about impor-
tant issues, not simply tangential ones, and this collection of essays throws 
some of those similarities and differences into sharp relief.

These papers were invited and delivered at the Symposium on the 
Johannine Epistles at the McAfee School of Theology at Mercer University 
in Atlanta, Georgia, November 17–19, 2010, and they are gathered into 
three sections within the present volume. Part 1 deals with “The Relation-
ship between the Gospel and the Epistles”; Part 2 addresses “The Church 
in the Johannine Epistles”; Part 3 concludes, then, with “The Theology and 
Ethics of the Epistles.” Alan Culpepper introduces the volume by setting 
the stage for the conversation, providing terse summaries of the papers’ 
contributions, and Paul Anderson introduces each section by outlining 
some of the key issues in each part and concludes with an overview of the 
collection—moving the discussion forward regarding emerging aspects of 
consensus as well as continuing, open questions.

So, regarding state-of-the-art discussions of earlier communities in dis-
pute and the texts by which they are illumined … let the conversation begin!SBL P
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