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Conquering the World: The Countercultural Victory of 1 John
in Greco-Roman Context

By Ah Reum Kim

Summary/Abstract: Many scholars have interpreted the central issue in the First Letter of John
to be a concern over budding heresies which created a sectarian divide among members of the
Johannine community. While there is little doubt that there has been some intra-Johannine
conflict, it is questionable as to whether the author of 1 John is simply addressing heresy when
he repeatedly asserts that the young men of the community have “conquered the evil one” (2:13,
14), or even more prominently, that the Johannine believer “conquers the world” (5:4-5). This
thesis reexamines the contention expressed through the conquering language in 1 John within
the context of the Greco-Roman world. The approach to this study is both exegetical and
contextual, with a philological analysis of the First Letter of John, and an attempt to understand
possible cultural implications by drawing on classical sources, extant material culture, and
secondary scholarly literature. This study demonstrates that the contention in 1 John extends
beyond the Johannine community and that the writer is presenting a consistent countercultural
narrative: he is identifying the Johannine community as separate and counter to the
predominant customs and norms of the broader Greco-Roman culture. The analysis will show
that the writer is concerned about the influences of the Greco-Roman world, and that he exhorts
his audience to hold onto the countercultural victory of the Johannine pistis (belief/faith) over

and against the prevailing polytheism of the Greco-Roman culture.
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Introduction

The First Letter of John, though brief in content, has prompted volumes of exegetical
and theological scholarship addressing the contention which permeates the rhetoric of the
Letter. The sense of conflict is apparent not only in the Johannine author naming several
opponents who must be ‘“conquered,” including the evil one (2:13, 14; 3:12; 5:18, 19),
antichrists (2:18, 22; 4:3), false prophets (4:1), and the world itself (5:4, 5), but also in the way
he concludes with the warning: “little children, keep yourselves from idols” (5:21).! Many
twentieth-century scholars including Rudolf Bultmann and Rudolf Schnackenburg interpreted
the central issue in 1 John to be a concern over proper theology;? they presumed that the
Johannine author is writing out of a concern for budding heresies which have created a
sectarian divide among the members of the Johannine community. Indeed, a schism has
apparently already taken place as the antichrists “went out” from the community (2:18). While
there has been significant debate over what specific heresies these opponents might represent,
the general consensus has been that the conflict in 1 John is primarily an intra-Johannine one
contending over different understandings of Jesus.

The reference to the antichrists who “went out” offers little doubt that there has been
some intra-Johannine conflict; it is questionable, however, whether the author of 1 John
repeatedly asserts that the young men of the community have “conquered the evil one” (2:13,
14), or even more prominently, that the Johannine believer “conquers the world” (5:4-5) out
of a desire to address heresy. The writer’s many references to “the world”3 and the evil one,
antichrist, and false prophets being associated with “the world” (4:1-5; 5:19) suggest that the
contention referenced in the Letter is more than an internal issue limited to theological disputes
between current and former Johannine members.

The tendency toward this sectarian view of 1 John seems to be influenced by the

presumption of a schism in the Fourth Gospel. Because of literary similarities, the First Letter

! All English translations of biblical writings are taken from the New Revised Standard Version
(NRSV) with minor adjustments where appropriate. Abbreviations are taken from the SBL Handbook (Society
of Biblical Literature, The SBL Handbook of Style, 2™ ed. (Atlanta, Georgia: SBL Press, 2014)), and the Oxford
Classical Dictionary (Simon Hornblower, Antony Spawforth, and Esther Eidinow, ed., The Oxford Classical
Dictionary, 4" ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012)).

2 See for example Rudolf Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, tr. by R. Philip O’Hara with Lane C.
McGaughy and Robert Funk (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1973); Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Johannine
Epistles (Tunbridge Wells: Burns & Oates, 1992); cf. I. Howard Marshall, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1978), 14-22; Stephen Smalley, /, 2, 3 John (Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1984), xxiv—xxv.

3Cf. 1 John 2:2, 15 (3x), 16 (2x), 17; 3:1, 13, 17; 4:1, 3, 4,5 (3x), 9, 14, 17; 5:4 (2x), 5, 19, cf. 2 John
7.



has often been interpreted based on the premise that it presupposes the Gospel. While I do not
dispute this, scholarship on the First Letter appears to have been skewed by assumptions from
John’s Gospel. J. Louis Martyn has been influential to much of twentieth-century Johannine
scholarship* as one of the first to draw attention to the specific historical and social context of
the Johannine community. He worked primarily on the Gospel of John, cautioning against any
“timeless and placeless” reading of the text,> and his monograph, History and Theology in the
Fourth Gospel, framed future Johannine scholarship with its emphasis on the expulsion of
Jewish Christians from the synagogue.® Martyn worked closely with fellow Union Theological
Seminary scholar Raymond Brown,” who further engrained a sectarian view not only in
relation to the Jews and Jewish Christians in John’s Gospel but also in the Johannine Letters
by grouping the antichrists, false prophets, and liars together as “hostile secessionists” who left
the Johannine community.® In his extensive scholarship on both the Gospel and the Letters,
Brown postulated complex theories about the Johannine community and how it developed, for
which he was criticized and led to his later simplifying his ideas.’ Yet, the sectarian approach
established by Martyn and Brown prevailed, and subsequent scholarship has read the
contention in 1 John as an intra-Johannine issue over opposing theological views of Jesus, even
suggesting that the antichrists who “went out” from the community were those who decided to
go back to the synagogue.!°

This thesis reconsiders the contention of the First Letter, following increasing twenty-
first century scholarship which examines New Testament texts in light of their broader cultural

context.!! In Pauline literature, the religious and political influence of the Roman empire has

4 See examples of Martyn’s influence in John Ashton, Understanding the Fourth Gospel (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2007), 6; Paul Anderson “Beyond the Shade of the Oak Tree: Recent Growth in
Johannine Studies,” Expository Times 119, no. 8 (2008): 367-8.

3 J. Louis Martyn, “The Salvation-History Perspective in the Fourth Gospel,” PhD diss (Yale
University, 1957), 87.

¢ J. Louis Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel, 3" ed. (Louisville, Kentucky; London:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2003), 46—66.

7 Serene Jones, “Union Mourns Professor Lou Martyn,” Union News, 10 June 2015,
https://utsnyc.edu/union-mourns-professor-lou-martyn.

8 Raymond Brown, The Epistles of John, (The Anchor Bible. London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1982), 127.

° Anderson, “Beyond the Shade of the Oak Tree,” 366.

10 Paul Anderson, “The Community that Raymond Brown Left Behind: Reflections on the Johannine
Dialectical Situation,” Faculty Publications—College of Christian Studies (2013): 275; Paul Anderson,
“Antichristic Crises: Proselytization Back into Jewish Religious Certainty—The Threat of Schismatic
Abandonment” in Text and Community: Essays in Commemoration of Bruce M. Metzger, Vol. 1, ed. J. Harold
Ellens (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2007), 217-40.

!1'See for example, Stanley E. Porter and Andrew W. Pitts, ed., Christian Origins and Greco-Roman
Culture (Leiden: Brill, 2013); David E. Aune and Frederick E. Brenk, ed., Greco-Roman Culture and the New
Testament (Leiden: Brill, 2012); Teresa Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2015).



been addressed by scholars such as Richard Horsley!? and N. T. Wright,!3 with respondents
such as John Barclay insisting that the imperial cult is not so prominent to the social, political,
and religious context of the early Christian churches as the imperial cult was no single entity
but a large range of practices by various kinds of people across the empire!# and therefore not
making so forceful an impression on the cities’ inhabitants as Wright suggests.!> While I agree
that Wright takes things a step too far, Barclay is rightly criticized by Christoph Heilig as “too
pessimistic” regarding the value of background.!® The imperial cult being an integral part of
the cultural context across the empire, including the late first and early second centuries when
1 John is likely written, is precisely the point. The religious and political culture of the Greco-
Roman world was as prevalent and integral as the internet is in most cities on the planet today.
Any letter at any time can hardly be divorced from the cultural context within which it is written,
and this thesis attempts to draw attention to the context to further illuminate what the writer of
the First Letter might have intended and how the audience would have received its message,
and reexamines the contention expressed through the conquering language in 1 John within the
context of the Greco-Roman world.!”

When referring to the “culture” of the Greco-Roman world, I mean “the distinctive
ideas, customs, social behavior, products, or way of life of a particular nation, society, people,
or period.”'® Every writer comes from a culture, and thus, every text—possibly every word—
can have cultural connotations. As an example, the word “trump” was an everyday part of my
vernacular until 2015 when the word acquired an indelible cultural attachment to a specific

person, which would provoke an image and even strong emotions whenever this word was

12 See Richard A. Horsley, ed., Paul and Empire: Religion and Power in Roman Imperial Society
(Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 1997).

13 See N. T. Wright, “Paul’s Gospel and Caesar’s Empire,” in Paul and Politics: Ekklesia, Israel,
Imperium, Interpretation: Essays in Honor of Krister Stendahl, ed. Richard A. Horsley, 160-83 (Harrisburg,
PA: Trinity Press International, 2000). Wright detects “echoes of Caesar” in Paul (N. T. Wright, Paul: Fresh
Perspectives (London: SPCK, 2005), 61-62, 70-71), drawing on the method of Richard Hays (Richard Hays,
Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1989)).

14 John M. Barclay, Pauline Churches and Diaspora Jews (Tiibingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 345.

15 Barclay, Pauline Churches, 368.

16 Christoph Heilig, Hidden Criticism?: The Methodology and Plausibility of the Search for a Counter-
Imperial Subtext in Paul (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 158.

17 The term “Greco-Roman” is admittedly problematic in that there are elements that are unique to the
Greeks and to the Romans. However, the term is applicable to the culture of the early centuries CE which
adopted a Hellenistic culture but existed under Roman rule. In that sense, it is both Greek and Roman, and the
term Greco-Roman includes these attributes. There is also a convergence in the religion of the time in the deities
which had Greek and Roman equivalents, and in the worship of the emperor, which was an expected part of the
culture under the Roman Empire. Just as an overarching culture might be attributed to the United States or the
United Kingdom which are made up of distinct cultures, the term “Greco-Roman” is applied to refer to the
general religious and political culture of the time.

18 OED s.v. “culture.”



used. For twenty-first century readers to truly understand the language and message of 1 John,
the letter should be read within its cultural context. Thus, the approach to this study is both
exegetical and contextual, with a philological analysis of the First Letter of John, and an
attempt to understand possible cultural implications by drawing on classical sources, extant
material culture, and secondary scholarly literature. Determining cultural connotations is
admittedly limited by the material available and by the perspectives and biases of the sources
themselves. Despite these limitations, however, the attempt to analyze the language of 1 John
within its cultural context helps construct a better picture of what the Johannine writer is indeed
trying to convey and how the audience may have responded.

When Christianity was still in its nascent stages, the audience to the First Letter of John
would have been a small minority in the largely polytheistic culture of the Greco-Roman world.
While there may have been some insular form of “Johannine culture,” many would have had
to work and interact with those who did not prescribe to the same pistis (belief/faith)'® that had
formed the Johannine community. For those who did not come from a Jewish background and
were raised in an environment that regarded polytheistic worship and worship of the Roman
emperor as the norm, the shift to the Johannine pistis may have been particularly challenging.

When examining the conquering the language of 1 John, I was particularly intrigued by
the distinct, substantive use of pistis (belief/faith) and niké (victory) in the final chapter: “For
everyone who is born of God conquers the world. And this is the victory that has conquered
the world, our faith” (5:4). It prompted me to question: what does it mean to “conquer the
world,” and how can this victory be “our pistis”? Moreover, because the conquered evil one,
antichrists, and false prophets are all affiliated with “the world” (4:1-5; 5:19), I began to
question previous scholarship which presumed that the conflict of the letter was primarily an
intra-Johannine, theological debate.

Through this study, I will demonstrate that the contention in 1 John extends beyond the
Johannine community and that the writer is presenting a consistent countercultural narrative:?°
he is identifying the Johannine community as separate and counter to the predominant customs

and norms of the broader Greco-Roman culture. Thus, he uses conquering language to reflect

191n 1 John 5:4, pistis is usually translated as “faith” in English (e.g. NIV, ESV, NLT, NKJV, NASB,
CEV, NRSV), but could generally be translated as “belief,” “faithfulness,” “trust,” or a combination of these.
The challenges of defining pistis will be addressed in section 4.2, but I will broadly connote “belief” when
referring to pistis.

20 April DeConick identifies the Gnostics as “countercultural” because they challenged religious
convention in their orientation toward a transcendent God (April DeConick, The Gnostic Age: How a
Countercultural Spirituality Revolutionized Religion from Antiquity to Today (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2016), 4-5). The countercultural character of the Gnostics and the Johannine community may explain
why some have aligned the two.



the battle of the Johannine pistis against the pistis of the Greco-Roman world and proclaims
the niké of pistis for those who believe in Jesus as the true Son of God. The first chapter will
look at the nike of 1 John in light of the associations of niké in the Greco-Roman culture in
order to have a better framework for the type of victory that the Johannine author is trying to
convey. The most obvious cultural niké is the goddess Nike, the personification of victory who
appears frequently in the contexts of competition and war. Athletic and artistic competitions
known as the agones were popularized from the early fifth century BCE but continued to
flourish under the Roman Empire. If the niké in 1 John is referring to a competition-based
victory, then the writer would be like many other New Testament authors who use the popular
metaphor. The chapter will then look at the cultural association of niké in the context of war,
and the military victories that were attributed to the victory goddess. The chapter will show
that the combative language of the Johannine letter seems to align more closely with this type
of victory.

Having identified the more militaristic undertones in 1 John, the second chapter will
examine the nuances of the conflict with each of the opponents of the letter: the evil one, the
antichrists, the false prophets, and the world. The chapter will identify what their monikers
signify, whether these opponents are spiritual or literal, and how they are (or are not) being
conquered by the Johannine believers. Because all of the opponents are related with “the world,”
and the world itself is conquered by the Johannine believers in the victory proclamation (5:4),
identifying “the world” is an integral part of this analysis. The discussion will include a helpful
point of comparison in the conquering language of the Gospel of John. Jesus uses conquering
language that is similar to that of 1 John when he tells his disciples that he has conquered the
world (John 16:33, cf. 1 John 5:4). The allusions to violence in both Johannine battles suggest
that the conflict with “the world” is not simply spiritual. This analysis will show that the
conquering of the world in both John’s Gospel and 1 John involves conquering the literal
Greco-Roman world as well.

Although the Johannine author proclaims that his readers are victorious conquerors
(5:4-5), his language indicates that he has some concerns about the culture. The third chapter
will look at two examples that reveal his countercultural narrative: the allusion to fear (4:18)
and the warning at the close of the letter to “keep yourselves from idols” (5:21). Both references
indicate that the writer is aware of the Greco-Roman culture and how it may affect his audience.
This chapter will demonstrate that the reference to fear in direct opposition to love (4:18) is
not referring to the positive Jewish conception of fear that includes a reverence for God. Instead,

it suggests the more negative fear of the divine, which is discussed in the writings of historians



and philosophers in the Greco-Roman culture. Another indication of his countercultural
narrative is the warning in the final verse to “keep yourselves from idols” (5:21). Because his
underlying concern is the pistis of the Johannine community, the author gives a warning to be
vigilant against any influences that might threaten their pistis. His final word i1s a
countercultural message to avoid the idolatry of the polytheistic Greco-Roman world.

Finally, the fourth chapter will focus on the victory of pistis both in the Greco-Roman
culture and in the letter of 1 John. In the culture, Roman soldiers achieve victory by
encouraging their opposition to submit in a pistis to the Romans, and there are deliberate
attempts by emperors to foster loyalty from their subjects by aligning themselves with the
goddesses of Pistis/Fides and Nike/Victoria.?! This chapter will demonstrate that the writer of
1 John intentionally counters the culture of pistis to the emperor, who was often known as the
divi filius (the son of god), with a repeated emphasis on Jesus as the #7ue Son of God. The
analysis will show that the writer is concerned about the influences of the Greco-Roman world,
and that he is proclaiming a countercultural victory because he considers the prevailing culture
to be a threat. Thus, the author emphasizes the true pistis that is proven through the testimony
from people and from God, and he conveys the gravity of this battle against the culture by

emphasizing the result of their pistis: eternal life.

2 For the sake of consistency, I will mostly refer to the gods and goddesses by their Greek names but
will also include the Roman names when appropriate.



1. Victory in the Greco-Roman World

For the modern-day audience reading the letter of 1 John in English, the proclamation
of victory in the final chapter would probably be received quite differently in comparison to its
original audience. Firstly, readers today may not notice the distinct substantive of the noun
“victory,” niké (vikn), which only appears once in the letter (and indeed in all the New

Testament)?? (5:4):

For everyone who is born of God conquers the world. And this is the victory
that has conquered the world, our faith.

Ot iV 10 yeyevvnuévov ék tod Beod ViKQ TOV KOGUOV: Kol abTn €0TIV N

viKkn 1 viknoaca TOvV KOGHOV, 1 TOTIC UDV.
The declaration of niké in the final chapter builds upon the verbal forms throughout the letter,
but the nuances in English are lost because the verbal forms tend to look and sound quite

99 ¢¢

different from the noun. A person does not “victor” over someone; they “conquer,” “overcome,”
or perhaps, “defeat.” For the original Johannine audience, however, the word niké would have
stood out, not only because of its distinct usage in the letter, but also because there was a strong
association of the word niké with the victory goddess in the surrounding culture.

Nike (Roman: Victoria) is the personification of victory which was reinforced in
literature and material culture from about the sixth century BCE to well into the fourth century
CE. The goddess often appears in the context of athletic and artistic competition, indicating
whom she favors by crowning wreaths on the victors. She also appears to be a significant figure
in war as both military and political leaders attribute their victories to her regardless of their
resources and strength. This chapter will consider the niké of 1 John in the context of the
cultural associations of the goddess Nike in order to identify more closely with the original

Johannine community. This background can illuminate the nuances of the niké that is

proclaimed by the Johannine author including how he intends this victory to be achieved.

22 The noun vikog (conquest), a later form for vikn, appears four times in the New Testament, three of
which reference LXX passages: Matt 12:20 (cf. Isa 42:3); 1 Cor 15:54-55 (cf. Isa 25:8; Hos 13:14), 57. However,
the word vikog does not appear in the LXX passages themselves. The passage in Matthew (12:20) may be a
conflation of the Isaiah passage (42:3-4) to indicate that justice is being put forth “successfully” rather than “to
victory.” In 1 Corinthians (15:54-55), the emphasis on victory is likely to emphasize the triumph over death as a
result of the resurrection. Cf. Robert Kraft, “Eis nikos = Permanently/Successfully: 1 Cor 15.54, Matt 12.20,” in
Septuagintal Lexicography, ed. Robert Kraft (Missoula, Montana: Scholars Press, 1975): 153—156; Richard B.
Hays, First Corinthians, Interpretation, a Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville, Kentucky:
John Knox Press, 1997), 276-277. See also LSJ s.v. “vikdw” and “vikoc.” The word vikog is often translated
“victory” in English (cf. NIV, NRSV, ESV, NKJV, NASB). Thus, even though the words are indeed related, the
distinctiveness of the vikn in 1 John (5:4), and its cultural association to the goddess of the same name, would be
lost to English readers of the NT.



1.1 Victory in Competition
The Agones

When referring to niké in the Greco-Roman world, one likely context was the athletic
and artistic competitions or festivals known as the agones (Gy®veg).?® In its earliest forms,
before the eighth century BCE, the events were smaller and centered around a shrine or
sanctuary, but by the sixth and fifth centuries, the competitions became popularized
Panhellenic events.?* Some of the Panhellenic agones, like the Pythian Games, included music
and art events,?’ but many, like the Olympic Games, were more oriented toward athletic
competition. Each agon, whether local or Panhellenic, was dedicated to a deity, but the
Panhellenic festivals were especially momentous as they brought together people from multiple
cities. Seeking niké in the agones may have become increasingly popular because the
competitions were a way to assert dominance and attain victory without the extreme losses of
seeking victory in battle.?6

Although the agones had started with the Greeks, the Romans became just as passionate
about the competitions.?’” The emperor Domitian established a regular agon in Rome itself, the
Capitoline Games, which was included in the list of Sacred Games that celebrated a deity, and
was considered to be second only to the Olympics.?® Herod the Great had also fostered the

popularity of athletic competition in Judea with his building a hippodrome stadium in Caesarea

23 The agénes referred to athletic and artistic competitions, but the term agén (dydv) and its derivates
could also denote the general struggle for survival and success, rivalry in philosophical and legal debates,
opposition in war, and medical disputes. E.g. Hesiod, Opera et Dies 11-26, Polybius 9.32.4; Thucydides 2.89.
Cf. LSJ s.v. “ayov.”

24 Cf. Thomas Francis Scanlon, Eros and Greek Athletics, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 25;
Stephen Instone and Antony Spawforth, “agones” in OCD.

%5 Pliny (the Elder), Naturalis historia 35.58; Plutarch, Moralia 674D-675B.

26 Cf. Donald G. Kyle, Sport and Spectacle in the Ancient World (Chichester, West Sussex, UK: John
Wiley and Sons, 2015), 6. Ironically, intense, violent fighting could be seen in the agones, notably in the
pancration (maykpdtiov) event in which every form of power possible was allowed to defeat the other
contestant. Like the ultimate fighting championships of the modern day, pancration contestants battled with a
combination of wrestling, boxing and street fighting until one of the contestants could no longer continue or
would formally indicate defeat. Cf. Xenophanes, Fragments 2.5; Pindar, Nemean Odes 5.52; Herodotus 9.105;
David C. Young, 4 Brief History (Malden, Massachusetts; Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), 43. Another irony is that
the Romans found a way to assert dominance in war without the need for bloodshed in the pistis to the Romans
(see section 4.1).

27 The Greeks tried to affirm their ethnic superiority by limiting participation to Greeks, but the
festivals became a popular and active part of the Roman world as well. Cf. Kyle, Sport and Spectacle, 7.

28 Cf. Suetonius, Domitian 4.4; IG XIV, 747 (an inscription about a first-century CE athlete winning at
the Capitoline Games); cf. Stephen G. Miller, ed., Arete: Greek Sports from Ancient Sources (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2004), 166, 171.



Maritima in the first century BCE.?° Victory in the athletic context could therefore be seen
amongst Greeks, Romans, and Jews.

When the agones victories were represented in literature and material culture, the
depictions frequently included the goddess Nike with the winners. She can be seen, for example,
in victory odes (§émwikio)3® from the fifth century BCE when the agones were gaining in
popularity. These commissioned poems celebrated the winners by glorifying the events of the
victory. The poems could then be set to music and performed at the victory party.?! The odes
were a way for the champions to receive a more lasting glory through the Greek poets, “for the
word lives longer than deeds.”*?

The lyric poet Pindar includes Nike in his descriptions of the winners of the agénes. In

a poem about the Nemean Games, one of the most prestigious Panhellenic festivals, Nike

appears to embrace the winner:

Inherited Destiny decides the outcome of all deeds. Euthymenes, twice from
Aegina did you fall into Nike’s arms and enjoy elaborate hymns.33

[To6tpog 8¢ Kpivel cuyyevig Epymv mépt Tavtwv. TO & Alyivade dig,

EvOopevec, Nikog v dykdvesot mitvov mokilov dyavcag Huvmv.>
Pindar poetically describes how the athlete Euthymenes was victorious in two different games
and fell into the arms of the goddess. Similarly, in a victory ode about the Isthmian Games,
Pindar depicts a winner falling on the knees of Nike.*> The inclusion of the goddess reflects
much of the culture of the Greco-Roman world, in which religion is interwoven into every
activity; in the context of athletics, the competitors may have the physical ability to win, but
they cannot be victorious without the favor of the gods, and of Nike in particular.3¢

Bacchylides, a contemporary of Pindar, describes Nike at the start of a victory ode

about a winner from the Pythian Games:

2 Josephus, 4J 15.341. Herod also constructed most of the public buildings at Nicopolis, the city
founded to commemorate Augustus’ victory at Actium (Josephus, BJ 1.425; 4J 16.137); see Joseph Patrich,
“Herod’s Hippodrome-Stadium at Caesarea and the Games Conducted Therein,” in What Athens has to do with
Jerusalem: Essays on Classical, Jewish, and Early Christian Art and Archaeology in Honor of Gideon Foerster,
ed. Leonard V. Rutgers (Leuven: Peeters, 2002), 29—68.

30 Cf. LSJ s.v. “émwviktoc.”

3'Young, A Brief History, 67.

32 Pindar, Nemean Odes 4.6; cf. Young, A Brief History, 74.

33 All English translations of classical literature are taken from the (digital) Loeb Classical Library with
minor adjustments where appropriate.

34 Pindar, Nemean Odes 5.42.

33 Pindar, Isthmian Odes 2.26.

36 Cf. Pindar, Isthmian Odes 5.8—11.



Nike, giver of sweetness, to you the father (son of Uranus) on his high bench
(has granted glorious honor), so that in gold-rich Olympus you stand beside
Zeus and judge the outcome of prowess for immortals and mortals: be
gracious, daughter of thick-tressed, right-judging Styx; it is thanks to you
that Metapontion, the god-honored city, is now filled with the celebrations
and festivities of strong-limbed youths, and they sing the praises of the
Pythian victor, the marvelous son of Phaiscus.

Niko ylok0dmpe: KAvtav yapcool mathp Twav &Edwkev  Vyiluyog
Ovpavidacév morvypvcmt T OAdunor Znvi mapiotapéve Kpivels tTé€log
aBavdroiciv te kol Bvatoic dpetdc EAAaOL, Pabvumiokdpov kovpa XTuyog
o0pBodikov: cébev & Ekatt kol vOV METOmOVTIOV EDYLIMV KOTEYOVOL VEDV

kdpol te Kol edppocvvar Bedtipov dotv: uvedot 6¢ TTvBdvikov moida

Bomtov aickov.?’

Before any other proclamation in the poem, Nike is honored first. She is not simply present
when the athletes compete;>® she can play the role of judge, determining which person will be
victorious. She is more than an umpire; Nike decides the victory, and it is because of Aer that
even a city, like the city of Metapontion above, will receive honor.**

Extant material culture supports the descriptions of Nike in the victory odes. Just as the
poems allude to her role in athletic victory, the visual depictions of winners in the agones
include Nike’s presence as well. A fifth century BCE Athenian stamnos (liquid container), for
example, depicts victorious athletes offering sacrifices in honor of the gods, and a winged Nike
hovering above them.*® Similarly, on a Rhegium silver coin from the fifth century BCE, Nike
is seen flying over Anaxilas, the tyrant of the city, and crowning him with a wreath after he
wins a race at the Olympics.*! Finally, a terracotta amphora (jug) from c. 363 BCE shows Nike
crowning a winner of a boxing match.*> Nike seems to have been the popular icon of victory
associated with the games, and this fostered the popularity of the goddess among the Romans
as well, who built their own temple to Nike/Victoria in 294 BCE.** According to Livy, people
would throng to the temple at Palatine Hill bearing gifts for the goddess, and they would attend

a banquet and games held in honor of the gods.** In the following year, the Romans wore laurel

37 Bacchylides, Victory Odes 11.1.

38 Cf. Bacchylides 3.5.

3 Cf. also Bacchylides 12.5.

40 British Museum no. 1839,0214.68; cf. descriptions of festival sacrifices in Pausanias 5.13.8-5.14.2.

41 J. Paul Getty Museum 93.AE.55.

42 Richard Rawles, “Early epinician: Ibycus and Simonides,” in Reading the Victory Ode, ed. Peter
Agocs, Chris Carey, and Richard Rawles (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 22.

4 Livy 10.33.9; cf. Stefan Weinstock, “Victor and Invictus,” The Harvard Theological Review 50, no.
1 (1957): 215-218; Michael McCormick, Eternal Victory: Triumphal Rulership in Late Antiquity, Byzantium,
and the Early Medieval West, Past and Present Publications (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986),
12.

4 Livy 29.14.13.

10



wreaths for the first time at the games and presented each victor with a palm branch, another
symbol of victory.*> The crowns and palm branches that victors received at the agones were

made of perishable leaves,* but they became a prize, which even the emperor would covet.*’

An Iconic Nike

The association of Nike with the agones was likely solidified through one of her most
iconic images in material culture: the Statue of Zeus at Olympia, which showed Zeus seated
on a throne with Nike uplifted in his right hand. The massive chryselephantine sculpture was
a prominent representation of victory for several centuries in the city which hosted the Olympic
Games, and was so impressive that it was later considered to be one of the Seven Wonders of
the Ancient World.*® Pausanias describes the Nike who was prominently displayed not only in

Zeus’s right hand, but also in four more images of her around his throne:

The god sits on a throne, and he 1s made of gold and ivory. On his head lies
a crown which is a copy of olive shoots. In his right hand he carries a Nike,
which, like the statue, is of ivory and gold; she wears a ribbon and—on her
head—a crown...The throne is adorned with gold and with jewels, to say
nothing of ebony and ivory. Upon it are painted figures and wrought images.
There are four Nikes, represented as dancing women, one at each foot of the
throne, and two others at the base of each foot.

Kobéletar pév omn 6 0ed¢ &v Bpoéve ypvcod memonuévog Kol EAEQAVTOS
oTEQOVOG 08 Emikertal ol Tf) KEQOAT] LELUMUEVOG EAaiag KADVAG. &V PEV O
™ &8 @épel Nikny €& €lépavtog kol TNV Kal xpucod, towviav Te
&yovoav Kai £ml T KEQUAT] 6TEQAVOV...0 € BpOVOog TOKIAOG HEV YPLGD Kol
AMBotg, mowkidog d¢ kol EBéve te kol EAépavti ot Kol (DG e € avTOD
YPOPT LepUNpéEVa Kol ayaApatd oty eipyacuéva. Nikot pev on t€ccapeg
YOPELOLG AV TTAPEXOUEVAL TYNLLO KOTA EKAGTOV TOD BpOdVoL TOV OO, dVO
8¢ elov B TpoOg Ekdotov TN 0866+

4 Livy 10.47.3.

46 Cf. Lucian, Anacharsis, or Athletics 9.

47 Nero in 67 CE supposedly “won” at least 1,808 crowns of victory at multiple agénes, cf. Suetonius,
Nero 22-25; Miller, Arete, 165.

48 Cf. Martin Price, “The Statue of Zeus at Olympia,” in The Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, ed.
Peter A. Clayton and Martin J. Price, (New York: Dorset, 1989), 59-77.

49 Pausanias 5.11.1-2. An imagined etching and watercolor version of Pheidias’ celebrated statue at
Olympia can be seen in the frontispiece of Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremeére de Quincy’s book, Le Jupiter
Olympien, Ou, L'art De La Sculpture Antique Considéré Sous Un Nouveau Point De Vue: Ouvrage Qui
Comprend Un Essai Sur Le Goiit De La Sculpture Polychorme, L'analyse Explicative De La Toreutique, Et
L'histoire De La Statuaire En or Et Ivoire Chez Les Grecs Et Les Romains: Avec La Restitution Des Principaux
Monuments De Cet Art Et La Démonstration Pratique Ou Le Renouvellement De Ses Procédés Mécaniques
(Paris: Firmin Didot, 1814). The work is entitled “Le Jupiter Olympien vu dans son trone.”
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Seeing five Nike images on this statue alone would suggest the significance with which the
Olympians regarded her, and the gold and ivory Nike in Zeus’s right hand seems to offer a
focal point for viewers to see the uplifted personification of victory. Notably both Nike and
Zeus also wear crowns on their heads to symbolize their victory, and this may have contributed
to the icon of crowns being attached to both Nike and to the agones.>

The statue of Nike and Zeus in Olympia became an iconic image because of the
popularity of the competitions in the city, which were originally held in honor of Zeus. During
the Golden Olympic decade of the 470s BCE, a new temple was built in Olympia in honor of
the deity,’! and in c. 435 BCE, the Eleans, the custodians of the Olympic Games,>? hired
Phidias to design and install a cult statue within the temple because he was one of the most
well-known Greek sculptors of the time. He had completed the impressive Athena Parthenos
statue which also highlighted the goddess Nike in Athens a few years before (see more on this
statue in the next section), and the Eleans seemingly wanted him to do an even greater work in
Olympia.>? Phidias seems to have satisfied his clients as he almost doubled his previous efforts,
constructing a nearly 20-meter (65 ft.) display that was placed inside the immense new temple
which was about 70 x 30 x 21 meters (230 x 98 x 69 ft.).>* The sight was so grandiose that
Strabo centuries later noted that the statue gave “the impression that if Zeus arose and stood
erect he would unroof the temple.”>

The sheer expense and effort spent for the statue leave no question as to why it might
be considered one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, but it was also an apparently
beautiful and inspiring sight. In a discourse before the immense Olympic statue in 97 CE, Dio
Chrysostom proclaimed, “Of all the statues which are upon the earth [it is] the most beautiful
and the most dear to the gods,” and he thought that whoever “stood before this image, would
forget all the terrors and hardships that fall to our human lot.”>® According to Epictetus, some
believed that it was “a misfortune to die without seeing [it],” and Quintilian commented, “This

beautiful statue is even thought to have added something to the accepted religion.”>’

59 See more on Nike with crowns in section 1.2 and 4.1.

1 Ulrich Sinn, Olympia: Cult, Sport, and Ancient Festival, tr. Thomas Thornton (Princeton, New
Jersey: M. Wiener, 2000), 56.

52 Cf. Thomas James Dunbabin, Robert J. Hopper, and Antony Spawforth, “Elis” in OCD.

33 Cf. Rashna Taraporewalla, “Size Matters: The Statue of Zeus at Olympia and Competitive
Emulation,” in Statue of Zeus at Olympia: New Approaches, ed. Janette McWilliam et. al. (Newcastle upon
Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011), 42.

% Young, 4 Brief History, 60.

55 Strabo, Geography 8.3.30.

%6 Dio Chrysostom, Discourses 12.25, 51-52.

37 Epictetus Discourses 1.6.24; Quintilian 12.10.9.
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Based on the writers above, there was a high regard for the Nike and Zeus at Olympia,
and many people probably did see the statue as the Olympics were considered to be the most
prestigious of the Panhellenic games, and competitors and spectators from both in and outside
of the city would have had access to it. However, it seems doubtful that it would have been as
inspiring and beautiful if the goddess were not there. In the male-dominated society, desirable
abstract values such as victory were personified as beautiful female figures.>® Thus, Nike is a
source of inspiration toward the ideal, and the muscular, staid Zeus is representative of the
power needed to reach it.

One can imagine the message she might convey: the god is literally holding victory in
his hand. Nike is like the seal of assurance that Zeus holds power and victory over his
opponents, and all who honor him will likewise have favor with him, and with Nike, to be
victorious in their endeavors. Though the main figure of the statue is Zeus, Nike seems to be a
major focus as it is the winged goddess who serves as a source of inspiration, conveying the
image of victory and success that one can achieve. She is certainly a major reason, if not the
primary reason, why the statue is revered so highly as “beautiful,” and causing people to “forget
their hardships,” just as Quintilian and Dio Chrysostom suggested above.

The Nike images within the temple would be enough to convey the significance that
was attributed to the goddess, but additional figures of her outside the temple further
demonstrate her prominence. Pausanias comments that a golden Nike crowned the west
pediment peak of the temple,* and a marble statue of the goddess was excavated at Olympia
in 1875-76 along with parts of the base and an inscription. Known today as the Nike of
Paionios, the statue dates to around 425-420 BCE, and it originally stood near the temple of
Zeus on a triangular six-meter-high pillar. ®° The accompanying inscription says, “The
Messanians and the Naupaktians dedicated this statue to Zeus Olympios from the spoils of the
wars. Paionios of Mende made it, who also won the competition to make the akroteria of the
temple.”®! The specific note that the sculptor Paionios won a competition seems appropriate in
a city known for its competitions, and there is poetic logic in a victor sculpting the victory

goddess.

8 Emma Stafford suggests that, in the male-dominated society, extremes such as the Fates were
represented in female form as “the other,” and desirable abstract values such as victory were represented as the
desirable female. Cf. Emma Stafford, “Masculine Values, Feminine Forms: On the Gender of Personified
Abstractions,” in Thinking Men: Masculinity and Its Self-representation in the Classical Tradition, ed. Lin
Foxhall and John Salmon (London: Routledge, 1998), 53.

%9 Pausanias 5.10.4.

60 Cf. Pausanias 5.26.1.

61 “Nike of Paionios,” University of Cambridge Museum of Classical Archaeology Databases, accessed
24 May 2021, https://museum.classics.cam.ac.uk/collections/casts/nike-paionios.
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From the multiple Nikes placed in noteworthy places, one can see why someone would
think of the goddess first when discussing niké in the city of Olympia in fifth century BCE.
Nike would have been a visible representation of victory, not only for the everyday resident of
the city, but also for visiting competitors and spectators from all over the Greco-Roman world.
She served as a source of inspiration, and her image ingrained the sense of the importance of
victory to the culture. However, the prominence of Nike was not limited to one location or time
period. The Statue of Zeus with Nike lasted for over 800 years,? and it was probably as iconic
and well-known as the Eiffel Tower in Paris or the Statue of Liberty in New York, both of
which have stood for less than 150 years.

As with many iconic statues both in antiquity and the modern-day, copies were made,
and Pausanias notes a bronze image of Zeus holding a figure of Nike as one of the most
noteworthy sights in the port city of Piraeus.®® Another copy was found during a nineteenth-
century excavation of a villa of the emperor Domitian from the first century CE in Rome, which
is on display at the State Heritage Museum in St. Petersburg, Russia.®* It is not surprising that
the emperor would have made a copy, as he seems to have been fond of the agones (as
mentioned above). Even this smaller version of the original is still an impressive sight at almost
three-and-a-half meters (11.4 ft) tall. It likely represents the power of Zeus and the triumph of
Nike that the emperor wanted to display and foster in his home.

The many references to Nike in material culture and literature seem to indicate that she
had a close association with athletic, competitive victory for several centuries. Indeed, her

connection was so solidified that she is still associated with athletic victory and success today. %

Johannine Competition?

Because of the prevalence and popularity of the agones, it is understandable as to why
the author of 1 John might want to allude to a competitive niké. Several New Testament letters

make references to the competitions as they were a palpable metaphor for the readers of the

2 1n 475 CE, it was carried off to Constantinople by Emperor Theodosius I, where it was destroyed by
a fire. Cf. Tom Stevenson, “The Fate of the Statue of Zeus at Olympia,” in Statue of Zeus at Olympia, 167.

6 Pausanias 1.1.3.

64 “Statue of Jupiter,” The State Heritage Museum, accessed 25 May 2021, https://bit.ly/3fiH79x.

% Nike has appeared on almost every Summer Olympics medal since 1896 (“Olympic Medals,”
Olympics, accessed 16 June 2021, https://olympics.com/en/olympic-games/olympic-medals). Nike is also in the
name of a company known for athletic footwear, and it has produced sneakers that reference the goddess
specifically (“Women’s Air Force 1 Shadow: Goddess of Victory,” Nike, accessed 16 June 2021,
https://www.nike.com/my/launch/t/womens-air-force-1-goddess-of-victory; Ellie Abraham, “Nike Trainers
Mocked Over Incorrect Use of Greek Lettering,” The Independent, 9 June 2021,
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/fashion/nike-trainers-greek-letter-mythology-b1862636.html).
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time. The most obvious perhaps is the metaphor of running and boxing in 1 Corinthians (9:24—

26):

Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the
prize? Run in such a way that you may win it. Every athlete exercises self-
control in all things; they do it to receive a perishable crown, but we an
imperishable one. So I do not run aimlessly, nor do I box as though beating
the air.

Ovk ofdate 81t ol &v otodie TPéYovieC MAvVTEC PEV TPEYOVGLY, £i¢ 88

happaver 10 Ppapeiov; oVtmg tpeyete tva lcadeBms. mag o8¢ O

AyoVILOEVOG TAVTA EYKPOTEVETAL, EKETVOL LEV OVV Tva @OAPTOV GTEPAVOV

MPooty, Nuelc d¢ dpbaptov. &yd Tolvuv 0VTOG TPEX® MG OVK AdNAMG,

0UTME TUKTEH® MG OVK AEPA SEPOV.

Corinth was the city that hosted the Isthmian Games, and so the Corinthians would have found
the references to the agones to be familiar and compelling.®® They would have recognized the
language of agonizomai (dyoviCopot) alluding to the struggle of the agones, and the individual
competitors training for months, exerting tremendous effort for a victory that was represented
by a perishable crown made of leaves (otépavog, 1 Cor 9:25).%7 The metaphor emphasized the
point about winning a prize as a result of discipline and self-control (similarly in 2 Tim 2:5).68
References to running races and fighting appear in many other epistles as well (e.g. Gal 2:2,
5:7; Phil 2:16; 3:12—14; 2 Tim 4:7; Heb 12:1), indicating the popularity and relevance of the
agones at the time.

The author of 1 John may have considered using an agones metaphor as well to declare
his victory in the final chapter of the letter. However, the language he uses does not seem to
relate with athletic and artistic competition. There is no reference to agonizomai
(dyoviCopar),® and there is no mention of running (tpéy®),’® a prize (Bpafeiov),”! or a crown

(ctépavog).”? Instead, the language in the Johannine letter suggests a different sort of victory.

% Hays, First Corinthians, 155.

7 Cf. Lucian, Anacharsis, or Athletics, 9; Hays, First Corinthians, 156; F.W. Grosheide, Commentary
on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1972), 214-215; Leon Morris, The First Epistle of Paul to the
Corinthians.: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (London: Tyndale
Press, 1969), 139.

8 Jerome H. Neyrey, Paul, in Other Words: A Cultural Reading of His Letters (Louisville, Kentucky:
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1990), 144.

% The word &yaviCopon occurs at Luke 13:24; John 18:36; 1 Cor 9:25; Col 1:29; 4:12; 1 Tim 4:10;
6:12;2 Tim 4:7.

70 Cf. Gal 2:2; Phil 2:16; Heb 12:1.

7! The noun for “prize,” BpoPeiov, occurs only at 1 Cor 9:24 and Phil 3:14 in the NT.

72 The word otépavog appears 25 times in the NT and can be translated “wreath” or “crown;” cf. LSJ
s.v. “otépavoc.” See e.g. 1 Cor 9:25; 2 Tim 4:8; James 1:12; cf. 2 Tim 2:5; Rev 2:10. There is also the more
ominous crown of thorns in Matt 27:29; Mark 15:17; John 19:2, 5.
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Although the noun niké appears only once in 1 John (5:4), the verbal cognate occurs several
times.”3 In each case, there is a distinct opponent: the evil one (2:13, 14); false prophets and
antichrists (4:4; cf. 4:1-3); and the world (5:4-5). (These opponents will be examined further
in sections 2.1-2.3.) The Johannine audience does not seem to be in competition with these
opponents, racing against the false prophets or boxing the antichrists. Instead, the conquering
language with these opponents, and especially with the evil one in 1 John,”* suggests a
combative fight that is more akin to the context of victory in military battle. We will now
examine the concept of niké in war, which was also represented in the Greco-Roman world by

the victory goddess.

1.2 Victory in War
Nike with Artemis, Ares, and Athena

In addition to her association with the agones, the Nike who personified victory in the
Greco-Roman culture also appeared frequently in the context of war. This is perhaps
unsurprising as one of the earliest known references to the goddess is in reference to a battle.”
In Hesiod’s Theogony, the goddess is described as the daughter of Pallas and Styx, and she is
honored alongside her sisters Zelus, Cratos, and Bia (Rivalry, Supremacy, and Force,
respectively) for siding with Zeus in the battle against the Titans.”® As the god of thunder and
lightning, Zeus has significant of power on his own, but the depiction of Nike taking his side
seems to imply an assured victory.”” In the context of war, surely everyone would want victory
to be on their side, and this may explain why Nike was also affiliated with the cult of other
deities related to violence and warfare, most notably Artemis, Ares, and Athena.

The oldest extant sculpture of Nike shows her connection to Artemis, the goddess of
the hunt. The sculpture, believed to date as early as 570 BCE, was found in 1887 on the Greek
island of Delos, in front of the Temple of Artemis.”® The inscription on the base of the sculpture

attributes the work to “Archermos,” who appears to have been one of the first to depict the

73 The verb vikéw (conquer) appears only in the first letter of John among the Johannine letters at 2:13,
14; 4:4; 5:4 (2x); 5:5 cf. the sole occurrence in John’s Gospel at 16:33 (see more on John 16:33 in section 2.3).

74 See references to the evil one at 1 John 2:13, 14; 3:12; 5:18, 19; cf. references to evil at 1 John 3:12;
2 John 11; 3 John 11.

75> Hesiod, Theogony 383-403.

76 Hesiod, Theogony 383-403.

77 The early association of the two deities may also explain why Zeus and Nike were depicted together
in the Statue of Zeus at Olympia; they were already seen as a team.

78 “Nike of Delos,” University of Cambridge Museum of Classical Archaeology Databases, accessed
27 May 2021, https://museum.classics.cam.ac.uk/collections/casts/nike-delos.
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winged Nike.” The statue being found outside the Temple of Artemis shows that Nike was
likely connected with the huntress goddess, who was known as a death-bringing deity.? If the
audience of 1 John was in Ephesus, as is traditionally thought,®! then this connection may be
especially relevant as the citizens of Ephesus in the first centuries CE believed that the key to
understanding their city lay in the cult of the huntress goddess.®? There are inscriptions
thanking Nike in Ephesus dating to the second and third centuries.®? This could offer support
for the connection between the goddesses and support Nike being significant to the culture.

The victory goddess appears to have had an even closer affiliation with Ares, the god
of war. One Homeric hymn even calls Nike the daughter of Ares.3* Their connection is
understandable given that soldiers would want to achieve a victory in war, and both Greeks
and Romans honored Nike alongside Ares and associated them together in their expeditions.®’
In the British Museum, a richly decorated scabbard called the “Sword of Tiberius” (c. 14-16
CE) shows the reigning Tiberius in divine guise enthroned and flanked by Nike and Ares.3¢
Tiberius is shown receiving a statuette of Nike, symbolizing military successes in Germany,
from Germanicus, his adopted son. The image celebrates concord in the imperial family and
stable succession in leadership.

The association of the Nike and Ares can also be seen today in the Villa of Orbe-
Boscéaz in Switzerland,®” in which a series of second-century CE mosaics portray the days of
the week. The mosaic for “Tuesday” displays a strong, muscular Ares sitting with spear, helmet,
and shield and flanked on either side by the victory goddess Nike and Phobos, the god of fear.
The imagery is appropriate because the Latin name for Tuesday, dies Martis, (literally “day of
Mars”), is in honor of the war god Mars, the Roman equivalent of Ares. However, it is also a

triumphant message to place Nike alongside Ares (and Phobos) in the mosaic. The image seems

79 Cf. Aristophanes, Birds 573.

80 Cf. Homer, Odyssey 11.171-173.

81 Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, xxxii; cf. Robert W. Yarbrough, /-3 John, Baker Exegetical Commentary on
the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2009), 17-19.

82 Mary Beard, John North, and S. R. F. Price, Religions of Rome, vol. I (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), 360. The book of Acts also refers to fierce passion of the Ephesians to the goddess
Artemis (Acts 19:24-41).

$IE IV 1069.2; 1077.2; cf. Guy MacLean Rogers, The Mysteries of Artemis of Ephesos Cult, Polis,
and Change in the Graeco-Roman World (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2012), 306, 435 n.
26.

8 Homer, Homeric Hymns 8.4.

8 E.g. Plutarch, Sulla 19.5; Moralia 9.873B; Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters 6.243e¢.

86 British Museum no. 1866,0806.1.

87 Cf. Sophie Bujard, “La Mosaique aux Divinités d’Orbe-Bosceaz (Suisse): une lecture a choix
multiples,” in La Mosaique Gréco-romaine, 9, Collection De L'Ecole Francaise de Rome, 352, ed. Héléne
Morlier (Rome: Ecole Frangaise de Rome, 2005), 227-234.

17



to portray a victorious Tuesday, one that inspires and conveys a sense of success over others
(enemies) who are warned to fear this victory.

One of the most impressive displays of Nike in antiquity, especially before the Statue
of Zeus was erected in Olympia, was the Nike housed in the Parthenon in Athens. The Athena
Parthenos, a now lost gold and ivory sculpture, showed Nike’s association with Athena, the

goddess of wisdom and warfare. The immense statue is described by Pausanias:

The statue of Athena is upright, with a tunic reaching to the feet, and on her
breast the head of Medusa is worked in ivory. She holds a statue of Nike
about four cubits high, and in the other hand a spear; at her feet lies a shield
and near the spear is a serpent.

10 0¢ dyoipo thg ABnvac 6pBov oty &v yrt@vi modnpel Kol ol Katd 1O

oTEPVOV 1] KEQOAT Medovong EAEPavTOc €0ty Eumemotnuévn” Kol Niknv te

OG0V TEGGAPOV TNYAV, £V O Ti] £TEPQ YEPL SOV EYEL, Kol 01 TPOG TOTC TOGTV

domic te ket kai TAnciov Tod ddpatog dpdkwv otiv-8
The statue of Athena was probably about 12.7 meters tall (41.6 ft) with a 1.8 meter (6 ft) Nike
in her hand.® As the patron goddess of the city of Athens, Athena was valued and honored for
her protection, but the Athenians’ need to show that Nike was also on their side reveals her
value. The towering figures undoubtedly left a lasting impression, and it is yet another visual
display of the good fortune and success that the culture placed with Nike. The Athenians
honored Athena as a goddess who knew warfare, having fought in many battles including the
battle in which she sided with Zeus and Nike.?® She was the patron saint and warrior, who
would protect Athens and keep peace in the city.”!

Like Olympia, Athens seems to have had several representations of Nike over the years,
as a second-century CE marble head of Nike was found in a 1970 excavation on the slope of
the Areopagus, just south of the Athens Agora.®”? It may have been a copy of the Nike of
Paionios (as discussed in the previous section) or a copy of the Nike from the Athena Parthenos.

The inclusion of the victory goddess in the prodigious statue at Athens conveys a different

8 Pausanias 1.24.7.

8 Taraporewalla, “Size Matters,” 41; Judy Barringer, “The Legacy of the Phidian Zeus at Olympia,” in
Statue of Zeus at Olympia, 63.

%0 Hesiod, Theogony 383—403. The depiction of this battle, including Zeus, Athena, and Nike fighting
alongside one another, can be seen on the East frieze of the second-century BCE gigantomachy frieze from the
Great Altar, which was excavated at Pergamum in the nineteenth century, and now resides at the Pergamon
Museum in Berlin; cf. Pausanias 1.25.2; Evamaria Schmidt, The Great Altar of Pergamon, tr. Lana Jaeck
(London: Owen, 1965), 5-6, 29.

91 Cf. Erika Simon, The Gods of the Greeks, tr. Jakob Zeyl, ed. Alan Shapiro (Madison, Wisconsin:
The University of Wisconsin Press, 2021) 199-232.

92 Agora Museum, Athens. Inv. No. S 2354.

18



message to the viewers of the statue in comparison to the statue at Olympia. The Nike in Athens
is a victory of war, which may offer greater confidence and reassurance to the Athenians and
serve as a threat or warning to those who may try to attack the city. The message is that Nike
is on the side of Athens, and so opponents should beware.

The Athena Parthenos did not survive antiquity, but remnants of the iconic image
remain as it was copied to reflect power and victory in war for many years after. A silver coin
from King Lysimachus (r. 305-281 BCE) of Thrace in Northern Greece, for example, which
commemorates his conquests in Asia Minor, shows the Athena Parthenos with Nike crowning
a wreath on the inscription of his name.”® Coins from Domitian show Athena (Roman: Minerva)
holding Nike,’* and a one-meter version from third century CE called the Varvakeion Athena
Parthenos indicates the popularity with which Athena and Nike continued for several
centuries.”> The smaller figures seem to act like “good luck charms” for individuals who desire
good fortune and success in their homes and businesses,’ but they may also have functioned

as protection against enemies as the original Athena Parthenos did.

Nike in Battle

While Nike appeared alongside other deities such as Zeus, Artemis, Ares, and Athena,
she also appears in material culture and literature as an icon of her own in the context of military
battle. As with the agones, Nike became so associated with military victory that her image is
still used in the modern day to represent victory in war.®” One of the most well-known extant
representations of Nike in war is the Nike of Samothrace, sometimes referred to as the Winged
Victory of Samothrace, which is displayed in the Louvre Museum in Paris. The marble statue,
which was discovered in the 19" century on the Greek island of Samothrace, dates to around

250-150 BCE and sits atop a base in the shape of the front of a ship, standing on a low pedestal,

3 British Museum no. 1919, 0820.1.

% E.g. RIC IP, Part I Domitian 61.

% “Varvakeion Athena Parthenos,” University of Cambridge Museum of Classical Archaeology
Databases, accessed 27 May 2021, https://museum.classics.cam.ac.uk/collections/casts/varvakeion-athena-
parthenos.

% Images of Nike appear to represent such fortune and success today. For example, the “Spirit of
Ecstasy” ornament on the luxury Rolls Royce car bears a strong resemblance with the goddess.

7 More recent statues of Nike can be seen all over the world today to represent victory in the United
States, Canada, England, Germany, India and China. In San Francisco, she is part of the Dewey Monument that
celebrates an 1898 victory of the Spanish-American war. In downtown Mexico City, an immense Nike covered
in 24 karat gold overlooks bustling traffic as a part of the Monumento a la Independencia, which was built in
1910 to commemorate the centennial of the beginning of Mexico’s War of Independence.
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totaling 5.6 meters (18.4 ft) high.”® There were numerous naval battles during the Hellenistic
period in the fight for control of the Aegean Sea, and thus battle fleets were a vital military
resource. The monumental Nike was one of the offerings made at the sanctuary for the Great
Gods of Samothrace,” to invoke protection against the threat of shipwreck or battle.

Nike is not portrayed as a violent goddess herself, fighting alongside soldiers. She is
more akin to a figure of fate than to the many other deities who are brutal figures of war.!'%
Nike is often portrayed in Greco-Roman literature as a silent portent, a sign in the midst of
battle that either inspires soldiers to courage and assurance of victory, or ironically, drives them
to gripping fear and assumed defeat. In Parallel Lives, Plutarch gives several accounts in which
the victory goddess plays a defining portent in the context of war. In Plutarch’s account of the
life of Brutus, Nike is a portent that signals victory, but it is a victory for his enemies. In the
Battle of Philippi in 42 BCE, Brutus and Cassius are about to fight Octavius and Antony. They
all make their respective ceremonial purification rituals before battle, but Cassius is said to

have signs of his downfall during his rites that relate specifically with the goddess Nike:

However, it was thought that Cassius had a baleful sign during the lustration;
for the lictor brought him his wreath turned upside down. And it is said that
before this, also, in a procession at some festival, a golden Nike belonging
to Cassius, which was being borne along, fell to the ground, its bearer
having slipped. And besides, many carrion birds hovered over the camp
daily, and swarms of bees were seen clustering at a certain place inside the
camp; this place the soothsayers shut off from the rest of the camp, in order
to avert by their rites the superstitious fears which were gradually carrying
even Cassius himself away from his Epicurean doctrines, and which had
altogether subjugated his soldiers.

oV unv aAAd onueiov €v T kabapud poxdnpov £6o&e Kaooim yevésOat.
TOV YOP GTEPAVOV OVTD KATESTPAUUEVOV O PaPooDy0g TpoonveyKe. AEyeTan
0¢ kol mpotepov €v Bég Tvi kai moumi] ypvoflv Kaooiov Niknv
dopePOpEVV TEGETV, OMGOGVTOC TOD PEPOVTOG. £TL ™ dpVEQ TE GOPKOPHYQ
TOAAY KO  Muépav Emepaiveto 1@ oTpATOTEd®, Kol LeEMGTOY dPOncav
£ol0l ocuvioTdpEevol mepi TOTOV TVOL TOD YApaKog Evtog, Ov eE€kAelcay ol
navtelg dpoactovpevol Ty dstctdotpoviay atpépa koi tov Kdooov adtov
vroeépovoay €K TV Emkovpov Adymv, ToVG 0& OTPATIOTIS TAUVTATAGL
dedovimpévny. 1

%8 Cf. Andrew F. Stewart, Art in the Hellenistic World: An Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014), 83—84.

9 Cf. Hugh Bowden, Mystery Cults in the Ancient World (London: Thames & Hudson, 2010), 49-67.

100 E.g. Zeus with his thunderbolt, Poseidon with his trident, and Ares with his spear were all feared for
their violent power.

101 Plutarch, Brutus 39.3—6.

20



Interestingly, Cassius has tried to adopt Epicurean doctrines that negated the idea of the
afterlife, presumably in response to the superstitious fear permeating the culture (see more in
section 3.1), and to likely assuage his own personal fears in battle. Yet, he has his own golden
statue of Nike brought into war to help foster success, and when it falls to the ground, it is seen
as a sign that Cassius will not acquire victory. Cassius and the soldiers are overtaken by the
fear that they will lose because of the negative portent which indicates that Nike is not on their
side. Note that the wreath or crown (otépavoc), which was usually connected to victory, was
also turned upside down, indicating another negative sign of their impending defeat.

In the Battle of Pharsalus in 48 BCE, the goddess Nike appears to give a more active
sign than the one in Philippi in which the bearer dropped a statue. Both Plutarch and Roman
historian Cassius Dio mention the portents of victory surrounding the battle because of the
unlikely win of Julius Caesar against Pompey the Great. Caesar was in the much weaker
position with fewer soldiers and limited provisions, but in the temple of Nike at Tralles (now
modern-day Turkey), a palm-tree is said to have shot up at the base of Caesar’s statue. !> The
palm tree appearing in Nike’s temple is seen as a portent that Caesar will win the battle, and
indeed he does. In Cassius Dio’s account, the goddess is even recorded as having turned toward
the image of Caesar, indicating his impending victory. The sign from Nike serves as the
explanation as to how Caesar could have succeeded, when by all physical appearances, he
would presumably have lost. Nike becomes the indicator of who will win the war.

In a similar account of Nike indicating the victor, Cassius Dio reports on the Battle of

Teutoburg Forest in 9 CE, when Germanic tribes decimated the Roman legions under Augustus:

For a catastrophe so great and sudden as this, it seemed to him, could have
been due to nothing else than the wrath of some divinity; moreover, by
reason of the portents which occurred both before the defeat and afterwards,
he was strongly inclined to suspect some superhuman agency. For the
temple of Ares in the field of the same name was struck by lightning...and
a statue of Nike that was in the province of Germany and faced the enemy’s
territory turned about to face Italy.

16 1€ YOap mhB0G 0VK GveL dapoviov Tvog 0pyTic Kol péya obtw Kol dfpdov
€00KeL 01 yeyovéval Kal TPOoETL Kol VIO TMV TEPATOV T®V TP TE THG HTTNG
Kol petd tadta suuPavtov dwvnyv vroyiav £¢ o Ogiov Eoyev. & 1€ yap TOD
Apemg vaog 0 €v T@ Tedim avTtod WV Ekepavvabn...kal Nikng Tt dyoipa &v
te 1] [eppovig Ov kol mpog v moAepiav PAémov mpodg thv TraAiov
ueteotpbon.'

102 plutarch, Caesar 47.1; Cassius Dio, Roman History 41.61.4.
103 Cassius Dio, Roman History 56.24.3-5.
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Up until that point, Augustus had been a very successful emperor, annexing many regions and
enlarging the Roman Empire. Yet, his failure to secure the region of Germania left him fearful
that his enemies would come all the way to the city of Rome. The victory of his enemies,
Augustus reasoned, was certainly related to the deities of Ares and Nike. Her statue had turned
around to come against Italy, and this portent was an indication that there were supernatural
forces at work.

Oftentimes the portents from the goddess Nike are more influential than the strength or
skill of the soldiers themselves. Indeed, the morale of the presumed winners can completely
shift to assumed losers simply based on a sign from her, as seen in Plutarch’s biography of

Sulla.

And it is said that about the time when Sulla was moving his armament from
Italy, Mithridates, who was staying at Pergamum, was visited with many
other portents from Heaven, and that a Nike with a crown in her hand, which
the Pergamenians were lowering towards him by machinery of some sort,
was broken to pieces just as she was about to touch his head, and the crown
went tumbling from her hand to the ground in the midst of the theatre, and
was shattered, whereat the people shuddered, and Mithridates was greatly
dejected, although at that time his affairs were prospering beyond his hopes.

Aéyetan §& vmd Tag Muépoag éxeivac &v oig 6 TvAkac dmd tiig Traiiag dkivet

OV 0TOAOV, GAAO Te mOAAD MiBpddtn dwtpifovit mepl 10 [I€pyapov

Emokfyor daipudvia, kol Niknv ote@avneopov Kabepévny HIo TV

[epyopunvdv €n’ avtov &K Tveov opydvov dvabev 6cov obnw THg KEQUATC

yovovsav cuvtpPival, Kol TOV 6TéQavoV EKTecOVTO Kot ToD OedTpov

@épecbon yapdale dwbpumtdpevov, HoTte EPIKNY HEV TA INU®, dOvpiay O&

TOAATVY M1Bpuddrtn mapacyelv, kaimep avtd 101 TOV TPAYUATOV EATIOO0G

Tépa TPOYWPOHVTIOV. '
Plutarch is describing Nike’s role as Sulla planned an attack against Mithridates VI of Pontus
during the First Mithridatic War in early first century BCE. Before Sulla became dictator of
the Roman Republic, he was a consul who was assigned to quell insurgents like Mithridates.
Although Mithridates had a strong army, the support of many locals, and substantial riches to
sustain his cause, his soldiers shuddered and lost all hope because of the portent from Nike.
Mithridates was completely despondent, and he lost the war to Sulla. They all believed that the
Romans retained their power because Nike indicated that they would win.

Though Sulla was a strong military leader, he did not ascribe his successes simply to

his abilities. When he later won the Battle of Chaeronea in 86 BCE against Archelaus,

194 Plutarch, Sulla 11.1.
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Mithridates’ general, Sulla “inscribed upon his trophies the names of Mars, Victory and Venus
[Ares, Nike, and Aphrodite], in the belief that his success in the war was due no less to good
fortune than to military skill and strength.”!% Like many others of the time, Sulla associated

victory in battle with favor from the supernatural gods, and of Nike especially.

Nike in Power

Nike functioned as a quiet, ominous portent in Greco-Roman wars, but she was not a
deity who was altogether devoid of power. She did not cast down lightning bolts like Zeus or
shoot arrows like Artemis. Yet, the Greeks and Romans believed that Nike still had the power
to affect their lives, and they therefore made sure to honor her lest they lose her favor. They
honored her because they knew that she had the power to assign great victories or hand them
over to death. An inscription on an altar of Zeus Eleutherios'% shows the honor attributed to

Nike and the distinction between her power and the work of Ares, the god of war:

When Greeks by Nike’s power and work of Ares’ hand
Drove forth the Medes, this common altar here they raised
Of Zeus, the god of Freedom, for Free Greece.

t6vde o0 "ElAnvec Nikng kpdret, Epyw Apnog,

[Iépoag eEehdoavtec, EAevBépg EALGOL KOWVOV 1dphoavVTO

AWG Bopodv ‘Erevdepiov.'?’
Plutarch was critical of this account regarding the Greco-Persian wars (5% ¢. BCE) from the
historian Herodotus, and he doubted the timing and motives for this inscription. However, the
message within the inscription still indicates that the Greeks attributed military victory to the
gods Nike and Ares. It is by her power and his hand that they were able to conquer their enemies.
She was responsible for the Greek victory and thus deserved recognition.

Cassius Dio offers his perspective of history including the role that Nike played as a
source of power to Roman leaders. In one description of Augustus Caesar, Cassius Dio writes
about a statue of Nike that was taken from Tarentum which Augustus placed in the Curia Iulia,

the Senate House in the city of Rome:

After finishing this celebration Caesar dedicated the temple of Minerva,
called also the Chalcidicum, and the Curia Iulia, which had been built in

105 Plutarch, Sulla 19.5.

106 The altar of Zeus Eleutherios was at the center of the Festival of Freedom, a celebration held every
four years to honor the Greek triumph over the Persians in fifth century BCE.

107 Plutarch, Moralia 9.873B; cf. Herodotus, The Persian Wars 8.77.
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honor of his father. In the latter he set up the statue of Nike which is still in
existence, thus signifying probably that it was from her that he had received
the empire.

‘Entel 8¢ tadta dietéleoe, 16 1€ AOvatov 10 XaAKIOIKOV OVOLOGUEVOV Kol
10 BovAevtiplov to TovAiglov, 10 £xl T ToD TOTPOG AHTOD TIUT YEVOUEVOV,
KabEpwoev. véotnoe 08 €6 avtd 10 dyoipa 10 Thg Nikng to kai viv dv,
drdv, o otkev, St map” adThg TV dpynVv ékticato- %

Having been built in his father’s honor, the Curia was a very significant place for Augustus, '

and according to Cassius Dio, the Roman leader placed a statue of Nike there because he
attributed the goddess with his having won control of the Roman Empire. Augustus saw her
power as the reason for why he won the battles; despite putting much of his own effort and
skill into these wars, he regarded his victory as having come from her and through her. It was
Nike who granted the empire, and so Augustus felt the need to have a statue set up in her honor
in his most valued place. Cassius Dio mentions that the Nike statue was still existing in his
time, demonstrating that well into the second century CE, the visual reminder of this important
victory in Greco-Roman history remained for all to see.

Some Greco-Roman leaders took advantage of the power associated with Nike. Gaius
Caesar, also known as Caligula, reigned as emperor from 37—41 CE, but as Cassius Dio reports,
Caligula was seemingly more manipulative than his predecessor. Caligula exploited the

people’s fear of Nike’s power to attain unrestrained personal power for himself.

Indeed, even before this he had been demanding that he be regarded as more
than a human being, and was wont to claim that he had intercourse with the
Moon, that Nike put a crown upon him, and to pretend that he was Zeus,
and he made this a pretext for seducing numerous women, particularly his
sisters

nélov pev yap kai mpotepov vmep dvOpomov vopilechar, kol Th ZeAnvn
ovyyiyveoBar kol vmo tig¢ Nikng otepavodcBor &heye, Zedc 1€ givan
EMAATTETO, Kol Kot ToUTO Kol yovon&iv dALog e TOALOIS Kol Toig AdeAPaig
uéAoTa cvveivol tpoegacicoto! !0

The image of Nike bestowing a crown appears again as a symbol of victory and success from

the goddess. By insisting that he had the favor of the gods and that Nike especially had

bestowed power to him, Caligula tried to garner approval from the people and further their

108 Cassius Dio, Roman History 51.22.1-2.

109 Cf. the inscription called the Fasti Maffeiani that reports Augustus dedicating an altar of Victory in
the senate house (Dessau, /LS 8744).

119 Cassius Dio, Roman History 59.26.5.
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inclination to see him as a demi-god or god himself (see more on divine rulers in section 4.1),
even though he was a wicked and corrupt leader.

If Nike had the power to win wars and assign seemingly unexpected leaders to rule,
then the people of the Greco-Roman world surely had to submit to her whims. It is no wonder
that she was simultaneously pursued and feared by soldiers engaged in battle and politicians
who sought to rule. Those who were able to curry her favor could expect great military victory
and immense political power, while those without Nike on their side suffered powerlessness

and even the consequence of death in battle.

The Johannine Battle

Nike as the representation of victory in the Greco-Roman world was clearly well-
established in the context of war. She was seemingly so well-regarded that both military leaders
and emperors attributed their victories to her. In the pursuit of niké in 1 John, the writer seems
to allude to a similar context of victory in war in which the readers are engaged in a type of
Johannine battle. The readers are portrayed as conquerors facing several opponents including
“the evil one” (2:13, 14; 3:12; 5:18, 19), antichrists (2:18, 22; 4:3), false prophets (4:1) and
even the world itself (5:4-5). The militaristic undertone is particularly evident in the first

appearance of the verbal cognate viké (conquer, 2:13b):!!!

I am writing to you, young men, because you have conquered the evil
one.

YPAP® VUV vEavioKol, OTL VEVIKNIKOTE TOV TOVIPOV

It is specifically the young men (veavickot), who have conquered “the evil one” (6 movnpdc),
and the designation suggests some sort of combat as the “young men” would be those of
military age.''? More of this battle will be explored in the next section.

One challenge to understanding the nature of the battle is that the niké of 1 John is
identified with pistis (5:4):

For everyone who is born of God conquers the world. And this is the victory
that has conquered the world, our faith.

"I Cf. the recapitulation in the succeeding verse.
112 Judith Lieu, 1, II, & I1l John: A Commentary (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox, 2008),
90.
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Ot v 10 yeyevvnuévov ék tod Beod vikd TOV KOGUOV: Kol avtn €0Tiv i

ViKkn 1 viknoooa TOV KOGHOV, 1| GTIS NUDV.

One might presume that a fight related with pistis might involve a mental or spiritual battle
over what the combatants believe. Indeed, references to the word “spirit” (mvedua)'!? in the
letter do support that there is a spiritual element to the Johannine conflict. However, there are
also several references to murder!!'* and death!'!> which may suggest that there is a more literal
cost involved.

The severity of these references indicates the extreme nature of the battle that is being
fought in 1 John. Although the writer offers assurances that the Johannine community are
ultimately triumphant over their opponents (2:13—14; 5:4-5), he also gives several warnings
throughout his letter (e.g. 2:15-18; 4:1; 5:21) which evoke a sense of foreboding and caution
that this victory is not easily won or sustained. The confrontational and conquering language
throughout 1 John suggests that there is indeed a battle that the Johannine community must
face to achieve their niké of pistis. Therefore, like a general to his soldiers, the Johannine
teacher writes to his spiritual children to point out the underlying threats and to suggest the

proper response when they encounter their opponents.

13 Cf, 3:24; 4:1, 2, 3, 6, 13; 5:6, 8.
14 Cf. 3:12 (2), 15 (2%).
15 Cf. 3:14 (2x); 5:16 (3x), 17.
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2. The Conquered

The sense of battle in 1 John is clearly demonstrated through the many opponents that
the Johannine community must face: the evil one (2:13, 14; 3:12; 5:18, 19), antichrists (2:18,
22; 4:3; cf. 2 John 7), false prophets (4:1), and the world itself (2:15-17; 3:1, 13; 5:4, 5, 19).
While the nature of the battle with each opponent differs in the level of physical or spiritual
conflict that they have with the Johannine community, all of the opponents appear to be
associated with the “world” (x6cpog, 4:1, 3; 5:19), suggesting that the fundamental battle of 1
John is ultimately between the Johannine believers and the world. This chapter will examine
the identity of these opponents, the nuances of each fight, and the battle overall that is taking

place in 1 John in order to fully understand the nature and implications of the Johannine victory.

2.1 The Evil One

The first named opponent in 1 John is “the evil one” (6 movnpdg) who is described in
three different chapters as a significant enemy to the Johannine believers (2:13, 14; 3:12; 5:18,
19).116 The specific identity of the evil one is not readily obvious at first, as the concept of “the
evil one” including the Greek article does not appear in many books of the New Testament, !’
and there are sometimes no definitive referents for clarification.!!® It is possible that the evil
one is simply a personification of evil.''” However, the evil one is likely to be representative
of the spiritual archopponent of God, who is part of a longstanding biblical tradition of the
devil or Satan operating as a source of opposition (e.g. 1 Chron. 21; Job 1-2; Zech 3).'2° The
First Letter of John has the most frequent references to “the evil one” in the New Testament,
and so the sense of spiritual battle would be prominent if the identity of the opposing figure is
indeed the archopponent of God.

Although the words “demon” (doupdviov) and “Satan” (Xartavac) are absent from the
Johannine epistles, the references to the “devil” (d1dforog, 1 John 3:8, 10) and the Genesis 4

allusion to Cain and his having come from the evil one (3:12) seem to indicate that the identity

116 Byil is also mentioned in the context of evil deeds in 1 John 3:12 and 2 John 11.

7 Tlovnpog as a singular substantive with the article occurs 16 times, of which three are obviously not
Satan (Luke 6:45; Rom 12:9; 1 Cor 5:13). Matt 5:39 suggests a more generic “evil person.” The remaining may
be referring to Satan or the devil: Matt 5:37; 6:13; 13:19, 38; John 17:15; Eph 6:16; 2 Thess 3:3; 1 John 2:13,
14; 3:12; 5:18, 19. Cf. Thomas Farrar and Guy Williams, “Diabolical Data: A Critical Inventory of New
Testament Satanology,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 39, no. 1 (2016): 43—44.

18 One possible exception might be Matt 13:38 which is closely aligned with “the devil” (6 S16Borog)
inv. 39.

19 Smalley, I, 2, 3 John, 75.

120 L jeu, I, II, & IIl John, 89.
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of the evil one is likely not a human being currently living in the Greco-Roman world. Like
the majority of other references to “the evil one,” the most likely identity of this enemy in 1
John is the spiritual archopponent known as “the devil.” In examining the battle of 1 John, one
objective is to determine why the writer feels it necessary to mention this figure multiple times.
The analysis below will demonstrate that the writer is warning about the evil one throughout
the letter to ensure that the readers are vigilant about the opposing spiritual force that is
operating in the world. He does not want them to respond in fear; the author reassures his

readers that they are conquerors of the evil one with their pistis.

The Young Men Conquer the Evil One

The first clear indication of battle in 1 John is the writer’s declaration of decisive victory
over the evil one (see Figure I). The Johannine author repeats: “you have conquered the evil
one” (veviknkate 1OV movnpov, 2:13, 14), using the perfect tense, suggesting that the enemy
has been defeated already and is therefore no longer any cause for concern. The evil one is not
portrayed as a domineering and fearsome figure. On the contrary, there are no details about
him here. Instead, the first mention of the evil one seems to function as an assurance that the
Johannine believers are already on the victorious side. He repeats: “you have conquered the
evil one” (veviknkate OV Tovnpov) to convey a definitive victory which is intended to provoke
confidence in his readers.

As mentioned in the previous section, the assurance of the conquered evil one is
addressed specifically to the “young men” (veavickot), 2! who are the first conquerors
mentioned in the letter, with subsequent named conquerors being the “little children” (texvia,
4:4), “everyone who is born of God” (ndv 10 yeyevvnuévov €k tod Beod, 5:4), and “the one
who believes that Jesus is the Son of God” (0 motev®V 811 Incodg EoTiv 6 VIOG TOD Be0D, 5:5).
The first conquerors of the Johannine letter being the “young men” is appropriate in that the
young men would be of military age and would be the ones most associated with fighting if it
were a literal battle with the evil one.!?? Despite the specific address, however, the writer is not
trying to say that the younger members of the community are the on/y ones who have conquered

the evil one. In a three-part rhetorical address (2:12—14), the author uses cyclical and poetic

121 In Johannine literature, veaviokog appears only at 1 John 2:13, 14. Other references occur at Matt
19:20, 22; Mark 14:51, 16:5 (interestingly in reference to a spiritual figure, an angel at Jesus’ tomb); Luke 7:14;
Acts 2:17, 5:10, 23:18, 22. Cf. also veaviag at Acts 7:58, 20:9, 23:17.

122 Lieu, I, II, & III John, 90. Cf. Herodotus, The Persian Wars, 4.72; Plutarch, Moralia 237.
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language that acts like a lyrical poem,!? to build an emphatic recapitulation of having
conquered the evil one (vv. 13—14) as a result of knowing Jesus (vv. 12, 13) and knowing the

Father (v. 14).

Figure 1

1 John 2:12-14

12. T am writing to you, little children, because Ipbow duiv, tekvia, 6Tt dpé@vTol VLAV ai apoaption St
your sins have been forgiven on account of his 70 dvopo avTov.

name.

13. T am writing to you, fathers, because you YPao® VUiV, ToTépeg OTL Eyvokate TOV A’ ApyiS.

have known him who is from the beginning. YPAO® VULV VEAVIGKOL, OTL VEVIKI|KATE TOV TOVI|POV.

I am writing to you, young men,'?* because
you have conquered the evil one.

14. wrote to you, children, because you have gypaya VLAV, madia, 6Tl EyvOKATE TOV TOTEPQ.

known the Father. gypaya VLIV, Tatépeg, OTL Eyvakate TOV AT Apyis.

I wrote to you, fathers, because you have gypaya VUiv, veavickot, Ot ioyvpol éote Kol 0 AOYOG
known him who is from the beginning. 70D 020D &v HUIV PEVEL KOl VEVIKIIKATE TOV TTOVI|POV.

I wrote to you, young men, because you are
strong and the word of God remains in you,
and you have conquered the evil one.

In the first part of the address (v. 12), the relational teacher speaks to his “little children”
(texvia), a vocative form seen almost exclusively in 1 John,!?® to help explain why he is writing
this letter!?® and to draw attention to what he is about to say.'?” At first glance, it appears to be
a tripartite address to the children (texvio/maudic), fathers (matépec), and young men
(veaviokol). However, the address of texvia is more likely referring to the entire community
as the writer has already utilized it at the start of the chapter (2:1). The specific address to the

fathers and young men are speaking to the older and younger generations respectively. In this

123 Although not technically a poem, the lyrical language prompts many English translations to present
the three-part address in verse form (cf. NIV, ESV, NRSV, NLT, NKJV, ISV, CEV).

124 Some versions (e.g. NRSV, CEV) translate veavickot as the more inclusive “young people,” and
although the writer probably does not intend to exclude female members, “young men” is a better counterpart to
“fathers.” It also complements the “you are strong” (ioyvpoi €ote, 2:14), reflecting the sense of military
conquering (although a literal violent military conquering is not intended by the author).

125 The vocative texviov occurs only eight times in the New Testament: seven times in 1 John (2:1, 12,
28;3:7, 18; 4:4; 5:21) and once when Jesus is addressing his disciples in John 13:33. There are notable
similarities with 1 John in that the teacher of John’s Gospel is speaking with a sense of urgency to his disciples
about a new command and of the importance of loving one another (John 13:34-35; cf. 1 John 2:8, 10). The
writer of the letter appears to prefer tekviov to moudiov (child), which is much more common in the New
Testament (appears 52 times), but in 1 John appears only twice in the vocative neutral plural (moudia, 2:14, 18).
(Cf. moudiov in John 4:49; 16:21; 21:5). Other relational terms of address in 1 John include ddeAgoi (brothers) in
3:13 and dyamntoi (beloved) at 1 John 2:7; 3:2, 21; 4:1, 7, 11. Cf. 3 John 2, 5, 11.

126 Cf. the references to the present tense “I am writing to you” (ypéew Opiv) in 2:1, 7, 8, 12, 13; and
the aorist “I wrote/I have written to you” (¢ypoya OUiv) in 2:14 (3x), 21, 26; 5:13.

127 This is especially true the last verse of the letter (5:21), which starts with the vocative texvia to alert
the audience to his final warning.
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series of assurances, the author’s first assurance to the general community is that their sins are
forgiven because of Christ, which he has already alluded to previously (1:7-9; 2:1-2) and is
clearly a concern later in the letter (3:4-9; 4:10; 5:16—18) because sin is involved in the battle
that they face (cf. 3:8; 5:18-19). Just as he addressed his tekvia in 2:1, the writer wants to
remind them to avoid sin, and to recognize that, if they do sin, they are able to be forgiven
because of Christ’s sacrifice. The forgiveness for sin that they enjoy is not on account of their
own efforts but on account of Jesus and his deeds (cf. 3:23; 5:13).

As is often the case with little children, the readers are passive recipients of what has
been done for them, and the forgiving in the perfect tense indicates that this is a completed past
act.!?® His children can be confident that, because of what Christ has done, and because they
have entered into a relationship with Christ already through their pistis, they can be secure in
knowing that their sins are forgiven. Thus, a Johannine believer should not “walk in darkness”
(v 11} okotig mepimatel, 2:11), but walk in the light, behaving like Jesus in their words and
actions (2:8-11; cf. 1:5, 7).

When addressing the community for the second time in v. 14, the writer switches from
tekvia (v. 12) to maudia (v. 14), a common New Testament term for “children,”'?® further
supporting the idea that he is speaking to the community as a whole. This time, he does not
address the issue of sin (as v. 12) but chooses instead to say: “you have known the Father”
(éyvoxate Tov Tatépa). The language transitions well as it continues the theme of “knowing”
from the previous verse and seamlessly transitions to the recapitulation to the fathers.

When the writer addresses the “fathers” (matépeg), he says the same phrase (vv. 13, 14):
“you have known him who is from the beginning” (éyvaxote tov an' dpyfg). Addressing the
fathers separately aligns with the hierarchical values of both Jewish and Greco-Roman culture
which divide communities by age,'*? and he follows the typical household code of addressing
the older or more senior group first.!3! It is possible that the “fathers” are a specific group of

people, such as the elders (mpesPotepor) of the community. !> However, the writer has been

128 Lieu, I, II, & Il John, 88.

129 ' While the general noun nondiov appears in several places in the NT (e.g. Matt 2:13, 20; Mark 5:39,
40; Luke 1:59, 66; 1 Cor 14:20; Heb 2:13, 14), the vocative moidio appears exclusively in Johannine literature:
John 21:5; 1 John 2:14, 18.

130 See distinctions between older and younger people in 1 Kings 12; Ps 148:12; Prov 20:29; Lam 5:14;
Ezek 9:6; Joel 2:28; Zech 8:4-5. In the NT: Acts 2:17 (quoting Joel 2:28); 1 Tim 5:1-2; Titus 2:1-6; 1 Pet 5:1—
5. Cf. Aristotle, Politics 1.3; Plutarch, Moralia 237D; Cassius Dio, Roman History 21.3; Josephus, BJ, 1.25.1;
Philo, On the Account of the World’s Creation, 103—105.

131 Cf. James Rives, Religion in the Roman Empire, Blackwell Ancient Religions, (Malden,
Massachusetts; Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 117. Interestingly, some New Testament writers list the
junior group first: Col 3:18—4:1; Eph 5:22-6:9.

132 Cf. elders mentioned in other letters: 1 Tim 5:17; Titus 1:5; James 5:14; 1 Pet 5:1, 5.
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speaking quite generally throughout the letter to his “little children” (2:1, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4; 5:21),
and the letter does not imply any gradation of seniority and experience (cf. 2:20, 27).'33 Indeed,
the word “elder” in the Johannine epistles is only used for the writer himself.!3* Thus, it seems
likely that the “fathers” is referring to the older members of the Johannine community. The
writer does not designate the different age groups to reinforce division and hierarchy as
proliferated in the culture and tradition at large. On the contrary, he is trying to promote
cohesion in recognizing what would normally be clear divisions according to cultural
background, but seeing them collectively as his children, one community. '3

The repeated address to the fathers is almost identical (vv. 13, 14) with the only
difference being the present tense “I am writing” (Yypaoo, 2:13), and the aorist tense “I wrote”
(8ypawya, 2:14) in the recapitulation to emphasize confidence in the knowledge of a secure
relationship with “him who is from the beginning” (tov an' dpyfg). The reference to knowing
him who is “from the beginning” (&n' dpyfic, vv. 13, 14) hearkens back to the start of the letter
(1:1) and the earlier reference to the command that they had from the beginning (2:7), the
command to love one another (cf. 3:11) which was given by Jesus at the start of their Johannine
pistis (John 13:34),136

The declaration to the fathers is even more personal in using the masculine pronoun (1
John 2:13, 14) in contrast to the neuter (1:1) or the command they had from the beginning (2:7).
The message that the older generation have definitively known “Aim who is from the beginning”
places emphasis on the person. That person is likely referencing God or Jesus, but more likely
refers to Jesus because the writer has already addressed all of the “children” as having known
the Father (v. 14) and then establishes the fathers as knowing Jesus. The verb “you have known”
(éyvoxoare) in the perfect tense in both verses (vv. 13, 14) underscores the confident possession
and relationship which is rooted in the past.!3” This is appropriate to the older community who
may have had an earlier pistis in Jesus as the son of God, and therefore, have had a longer
relationship with him.

To complete the three-part address, the Johannine leader asserts to the young men, the
first named victors of 1 John, that they have conquered the evil one (vv. 13, 14). As

representatives of the “soldiers” of the Johannine community in their twenties and thirties, they

133 Lieu, 1, II, & 11l John, 87.

134 Cf. 2 John 1; 3 John 1.

135 Cf. Lieu, L, I, & Il John, 87.

136 Marshall, The Epistles of John, 129. Cf. later in 1 John when the theme of “sin” and “beginning”
also come together in reference to the devil who has been sinning from the beginning (3:8).

137 Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 77.
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may be the fighters who are “on the front lines of battle” in the sense that they face more
conflicts related with the evil one (see more in section 2.3). Despite the militaristic message,
their conquering is not meant to be a physically violent victory. The emphasis is on knowing.
“You have known” (éyvaokarte) is declared three times (once in v. 13, twice in v. 14). Knowing
“him who is from the beginning” (tov an' dpyig, vv. 13, 14) that was addressed to the fathers,
and the children knowing the Father (v. 14), underlines that the thematic importance has been
on relationship with God. The implication here is that this relationship leads to conquering the
evil one, and this is addressed to the young men, not because victory can only be achieved by
the younger generation, but because they are the age group that embodies those who would be
soldiers if they were in a literal battle. Later in the letter, we see that every member of the
Johannine community, the tekvia, are addressed in conquering the opposition (4:4 cf. 5:4-5),
and thus, the fight is not simply for the “young men.” They are the initial named conquerors
given to reinforce the sense of Johannine battle.'3*

The author of 1 John does not explain what it means to conquer the evil one. However,
the variations in the recapitulation (v. 14) offer some indication of the nature of the battle
against him. The variations are more than just for rhetorical interest, as has been suggested. '3
In the final word to the “young men,” the author adds that they are “strong” (ioyvp0dg) and that
“the word of God remains in you” (6 Adyog 10D Begod &v vuiv pével). The second variation
would be an especially unusual addition to “strong” if it were there to simply avoid tedium.

The writer of 1 John uses the word “strong” only once (v. 14),'4? which seems a little
surprising as it might be expected to appear more frequently in a letter that involves Johannine
conquerors and several significant adversaries. The word has been used as a title (0 ioyvp6g)
for God,'#! and as a reference to Satan (Luke 11:21, cf. 11:18). Although we cannot definitively
say that the Johannine author is trying to convey a specific point with the declaration “you are
strong” (ioyvpoi €ote), the reference to the strength of the conquerors may indicate the strength

and endurance needed in the spiritual fight against the evil one,!*> who presumably has

138 However, there may also be the implication that the young ones face more challenges because of
their greater engagement with “the world.” See more in section 2.3.

199 E.g. Lieu, I, II, & III John, 90.

140 The word ioyvpodc does not appear elsewhere in the Epistles or Gospel, but elsewhere can refer to
physical (e.g. Matt 12:29; Luke 11:21, 22) or abstract strength (e.g. Mark 1:7; 2 Cor 10:10, Heb 6:18) in the NT.

141 In the LXX, ioyvpdg appears some 160 times to refer to strength and power in nature, people or
armies, and also to describe the might of God (e.g. Deut 10:17; Josh 4:24; Neh 1:5; 2 Macc 1:24; Dan 9:4). It is
also used substantively as a title for the Lord (6 ioyvpog, e.g. 2 Sam 22:31, 32, 33; 23:5; Job 22:13; 33:29;
34:31).

142 Cf. Yarbrough, 1-3 John, 122.
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significant strength of his own, and is therefore not an easy enemy to defeat.'*} In an
encouragement appropriate from the Johannine mentor to his spiritual children, he is indicating
that it is because of their spiritual strength that they had a decisive victory against the evil one,
and the encouraging implication is that they continue to have that strength now for current and
future battles (as we will discuss further below).

The second additional variation, “the word of God remains in you” (6 A6yoc o0 00D
&v LUIv péver), suggests the way in which the Johannine conquerors are able to fight their
enemy. They know that the word of God is Jesus who remains in them (cf. 1:1, 10; 2:24, 27;
3:9, 24; 4:13, 15), and it is through their pistis in Jesus that they are able to defeat the evil one.
When they embraced pistis in Jesus, the word of God remained in them, and they were able to
conquer the evil one. There is an inner strength, having internalized the word of God that has

allowed them to be victorious.

The Evil One and the Murderer

Although the perfect tense in chapter two (veviknkore, 2:13—14) suggests that the evil
one has already been conquered, the next reference to this opponent seems to indicate that there
is still some sort of threat attached to him. This time, the Johannine believers are not fighting

against the evil one, but potentially becoming like him (3:11-12):

For this is the message you have heard from the beginning, that we should
love one another. Not like Cain who was from the evil one and murdered
his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his deeds were evil and
his brother’s righteous.

‘Ot avtn €otiv 1] dyyeria fjv nKovoate an' apyiis, tva dyondpey dGAARAoLG,

oV kabag Kdiv €k tod movnpod nv kol Eopaéev 1OV AdeA@OV avTod Kol

xapwv Tivog Epaev anToV; OTL TA EPya adTOD TOVNPA NV TA 0E TOD AOEAPOD

avTod diKoua.
The language seems extreme as the writer stresses the importance of loving one another and
then gives the severe counterexample of murdering another. This indicates the immense gravity

of what the writer is trying to convey to his readers about the Johannine battle in which they

are engaged.

143 Jesus himself did not have easy encounters with the devil (cf. Matt 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; Luke
4:1-13).
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The author reminds his audience about what they have heard “from the beginning” (&n'
apyne, 3:11), language that he used earlier in the letter to refer to their pistis (1:1; 2:7, 24), and
in relation to their conquering the evil one (2:13, 14). He has also previously alluded to the
importance of loving others (2:10; 3:10), but the writer now declares that their loving one
another is central to the message of their pistis.'** As a counterexample, he tells the Johannine
believers that they should not be like Cain, who “was from the evil one and murdered his
brother” (§k T0D movnpod fv kai Ecpatev OV adedpov ovtod, 3:12). In other places in the
letter, exhortations are followed by positive examples that are introduced with kaBwmg (2:6, 27;
3:3, 7; cf. John 15:12), but here the writer alludes to the extreme negative example of the
Genesis narrative of fratricide (Gen 4).

The language describing Cain who was “from the evil one” (¢ tod movnpod) and doing

evil deeds (¢pya movnpa) parallels the language a few verses before (see Figure 2):

Figure 2

1 John 3:8

1 John 3:11-12

The one who commits sin is from the devil; for
the devil has been sinning from the beginning.
The Son of God was revealed for this purpose, to
destroy the works of the devil.

0 oLV TV apaptioy €k Tod draporov Eotiy, Tt
an' apyils 0 S1aPorog apoptdvel &ic todTo
Epavepmbn o viog Tod Beod, tva Avor Th Epya
700 oL férov.

For this is the message you have heard from the
beginning, that we should love one another. Not
like Cain who was from the evil one and
murdered his brother. And why did he murder
him? Because his works were evil and his
brother’s righteous.

‘Ot abt éotiv 1 ayyedia fjv nxovoate am'
apyis, iva ayamdpev dAiniovg, oo kabng Kdiv
¢k 10D movnpod NV kol Ecpatev TOV ASEAPOV
avTod Kol yapwv tivog Eopaev adtdv; OTL T
£pya avTod Tovnpd v &t 88 10D 4SeAPoD adTod
dikona.

The message and personhood of Jesus is “from the beginning” (an' dpyig, 3:11, cf. 1:1; 2:7,
13, 14, 24), which contrasts the devil who has been sinning “from the beginning” (&n' dpyic,
3:8). However, Cain who was “from the evil one” (€k 10D movnpo?, 3:12), is representative of
the sinner who is “from the devil” (éx T0D dwafforov, 3:8, cf. 3:10). Cain committed murder
because “his works were evil” (t& &pyo avtod movnpd fv, 3:12), and this is similar to “the
works of the devil” (ta €pya tod dwwforov, 3:8). The language suggests that “the evil one” is

at least connected to “the devil,” and that they are likely to be synonymous with one another. 43

144 Cf. John Painter, I, 2, and 3 John, Sacra Pagina Series 18 (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical
Press, 2002), 233; Yarbrough, /-3 John, 197.
145 Smalley, I, 2, 3 John, 168, 184; Marshall, The Epistles of John, 189.
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If the evil one is indeed referring to the devil, the sense of contention between the

Johannine community and the evil one is clear (3:10):

The children of God and the children of the devil are revealed in this way:
everyone who does not do what is right is not from God, nor the one who
does not love his brother.

&V T00T® QavePA £0TV TO TEKVa ToD 00D Kal T Tékva ToD S1afOAov: Tag

0 un mowdv dtKaooHLNY oVK 6TV €K ToD Beod, kol O Ui dyomdv Tov

AOEAPOV aTOD.

The parallel of the “children of God” (ta tékva Tod OeoD) versus the “children of the devil” (ta
Tékva Tod o BoAov) not only underscores the relational language that the Johannine teacher
uses in addressing his audience as texvia (children, 3:7), but also further reinforces the sense
of opposition and conflict in the letter. The writer refers to the Johannine readers, who are the
children of God, and contrasts them to the children of the devil, which includes Cain who was
from the evil one/devil (3:12; cf. 3:8, 10).

God’s children are to parallel Cain’s brother who did righteous deeds (3:12). The deeds
of Cain’s brother being identified as righteous (dikatog) acts as a contrasting parallel to the
language in the verses prior in which the children of the devil do not do what is righteous
(d0wkawoovvn, 3:7-10). This theme of righteousness is evident throughout this section (2:29—
3:12) especially, as it starts and ends with the emphasis on what is “right” (dikaog). Moreover,
the emphasis on “the children” (ta tékva) of God as distinct from “the children” of the devil
simultaneously reminds the audience that children naturally resemble their father. They have
a filial likeness and derive their character and values from their parent. If they are truly children
of God, their actions should reflect God’s love and justice (3:7, 10—12, 14—18).

The emphasis of the writer is now clear: the Johannine children should reflect God’s
character. However, the allusion to Cain specifically is a curious one. Of all possible examples,
the writer chooses to mention Cain as the one who is “from the evil one.” Certainly, the story
about Cain and his brother would have been well-known to those of a Jewish background.
However, it was also probably familiar to members of the Johannine community who came
from a non-Jewish background as well, considering that the story is one of the first scriptural

narratives.!46

146 Smalley says that the allusion to Cain and Abel is unusual because it is the only direct reference to
the Jewish scriptures in a work that is so close to the Fourth Gospel where more allusions are apparent. He
admits that the reason for this is that there were likely more pagan influences at this time (Smalley, I, 2, 3 John,
183—184). Indeed, the sole clear reference to the Jewish scriptures indicates that the Greco-Roman culture is
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One might expect that the writer of 1 John would take a more victorious stance while
mentioning the evil one, as he did in the earlier references (2:12—14), and focus on 4bel as the
righteous one!4” while pointing to Cain as the example of greed or unbelief (cf. Jude 11).
However, Abel’s name is not mentioned, and thus he does not seem to be the primary focus.
Instead, Cain who is “from the evil one” and his evil deeds are the center of attention in
comparison to his brother’s righteous deeds (3:12). Therefore, the writer seems to have chosen
this illustration for a specific purpose.

The Johannine author may have thought this to be the ideal narrative for two main
reasons: one is that Cain and Abel are literal brothers, and the other is that the “evil” brother
chooses to murder. In the context of exhorting the audience to love one another, the
counterexample being the murder of a familial brother may seem extreme. However, it may
shed some light on what kind of issues the audience was facing in terms of conflict between
family members and what temptations they may have had in resorting to violence.

The writer reinforces the severity of the conflict in the succeeding verse (3:13):

Do not be astonished, brothers, if the world hates you.

un Oavpdlete, 4dedoi, el pioel vuac 6 koopoc. '+

The author prepares the readers to expect the world (k6cpo0g) around them to hate (céw) them,
and the example of Cain might imply that this hate from the world could include hatred from
family members. Yet, the Johannine audience is exhorted not to be like Cain who was from
the evil one (3:12). Thus, the emphasis is not that other brothers in the world might hate the
Johannine believer. The emphasis is that the Johannine believer may be like the murderous
brother.

The writer repeats the issue of hate once more, as a contrast to loving others, to

underscore his point (3:14-15):

We know that we have passed from death to life because we love one
another. The one who does not love remains in death. Everyone who hates

more prevalent, and that this illustration was probably carefully chosen to indicate a specific point about
fratricide.

147 Cf. similarly in other places such as 4 Macc 18:11; Matt 23:35; Heb 11:4 (Lieu, /, II, & III John,
144).

148 See similar language of the world hating the disciples (John 15:18-19), and when Jesus in praying
for his disciples: “the world has hated them because they do not belong to the world” (6 kdopog Epionoev
adTOVvG, 8TL OVK giolv €k Tod kdopov, John 17:14). Such anticipation in the New Testament elsewhere implies
eschatological expectation of persecution (e.g. Matt 10:22; 24:9). However, there is no suggestion of literal
persecution from the world in 1 John, except perhaps here from a specific family member (3:11-15). This verse
will be further explored in section 2.3.
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a brother is a murderer, and you know that every murderer does not have
eternal life remaining in them.

Nuelg otdapev Ot petoPePrkapey €k 1od Bavatov eic v Conv, Ot

AYOTAUEV TOVG AOEAPOVS: O UN Ayam®dV péVeL €V T@ Bovate. Tag 6 pIe@V

TOV  G0eAQOV  avTod AavOpomokTOvog €oTiv. Kol oidate 6Tl TAG

avBpomokTOVOg 0VK Exel LNV aidVIOV &V aDTd LEVOLGOV.
What would cause a Johannine reader to hate so much that they might become like Cain, a
murderer to his own family member? Because the Johannine members see one another as
siblings (3:13), perhaps the author is addressing hatred toward another member of the
Johannine community. The example of Cain murdering his brother was rooted in jealousy
because the brother’s deeds were righteous and received favor from God (3:12, cf. Gen 4:4—
5). This may imply that there could be jealousy in the Johannine community that is so severe
that it could even lead someone to violence. Another possibility is that, if the world is inclined
to hate them (3:13), a mutual hatred has developed out of the distance felt when Johannine
members chose pistis in Jesus over the pistis of the world around them.

While all of the above could be of concern to the author, the context of the passage
seems to suggest still another possible answer. The hatred between family members may be

related to finances and charitable compassion (3:17):

But whoever has a worldly livelihood and may see his brother in need and
closes his heart against him, how does the love of God remain in him?

0g &' av &ym tov Plov ToD KOGUOL Kol BewpT) TOV AdEAPOV avTOD Ypeiov

&yovta kol KAeion td omAdyyva avtod an' avtod TS 1) dydnn tod Bgod

HEVEL &V QTR
Those who have a “worldly livelihood” (tov Biov 10D kdcpov, literally “the life of the world”)
are expected to demonstrate God’s love by helping others, and probably referring especially to
those within the Johannine community. Earlier in the letter, he had mentioned this worldly life
(Biog, 2:16) in reference to the problem of worldly pride, which will be explored in section 2.3.
Both references suggest that money should not be a source of pride or covetousness.

What the Johannine readers are actually expected to do with the livelihood that they
have is to extend it graciously to others. Supporting the poor and vulnerable was already deeply
ingrained in scriptural tradition (eg. Lev 25; Deut 15), and thus, those of a Jewish background

would have been familiar with this value. Moreover, most people during the first and second
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centuries in the Roman Empire were living close to the breadline, but it would not require
extravagant wealth for someone to help another through finances or food.'*

A person who did not have pistis in Jesus may not have appreciated a Johannine family
member giving away their hard-earned food and money to another person. They would likely
resent, hate, and maybe even resort to violence against their own family members. The repeated
reference to murder (cpdlm, twice in 3:12) or murderers (dvOpomoktovoc, twice in 3:15)1°
underscores the extremity with which the world around them, including family members,
might hate the Johannine believers when they act in the love and compassion of God because
those who are from the evil one live by a different standard. The Johannine audience might
want to be “like Cain” (3:12) and feel inclined to respond to violence with violence.

However, the author reminds his readers of the countercultural message to love one
another (3:11), which is fundamental to their pistis. This includes sharing their livelihood.
Indeed, they should be willing to lay down their lives for one another (tifnp v yoyny, 3:16),
language that is exclusive to 1 John and the Fourth Gospel.'! In other Greek usage, it means
to put oneself on the line and not sacrifice it,'3? but here we can see that both can apply as one
is expected to put themselves on the line to financially sacrifice for others. The Johannine
community should almost expect for the world to hate them (3:13), and some people may even
want to kill them, but they are not to retaliate in kind and be like Cain themselves (3:12). Cain
is the counterexample of how they are to live, as he is representative of those in the world who
are from the evil one and may be inclined to violence. However, the Johannine community are
expected to reflect the central message of their pistis in Jesus, and reflect God’s character with

the countercultural response of generosity and love (3:10, 11, 13, 16, 17).

The Evil One Threatens Pistis

The evil one is not mentioned again until almost the very close of 1 John. As the writer
makes his concluding remarks, he alludes to the evil one, indicating his concerns for the
Johannine community. In an emphatic three-fold series of “we know” declarations (5:18-20),

the writer appears to use the first-person plural to join in as part of the community of Johannine

9 Lieu, I, II, & Il John, 151.

150 Cf. similarities with John 8:44 in which Jesus accuses the Jews of coming from their father, the
devil (cf. 1 John 3:8-10), who is a murderer (cf. 1 John 3:15) and their choosing to do his desires (cf. 1 John
2:16).

151 Cf. John 10:11, 15, 17; 13:37, 38; 15:13; 1 John 3:16.

152 Lieu, I, Il, & Il John, 149.
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believers. In a sense of solidarity, he proclaims again what they all know together as part of
their victorious pistis against the world (cf. 5:4), and against the evil one (cf. 2:13—-14).
The reference to the evil one in the concluding chapter is initially presented like the

first references in chapter two, from a more positive, victorious stance (5:18):

We know that those who are born of God do not sin, but the one who was
born of God protects them, and the evil one does not touch them.

Otdapev 6t wig 6 yeyevvnuévog €k Tod Ogod ovy apaptavel, AL O

vevvnBeig €k 10D 00D TPEl O TOV Kal 0 TOoVNPOG 0VY ArTeTal ADTOD.

The believers are seemingly untouchable by the evil one, but the fact that they need protection
indicates that the threat of the evil one is a reality. Their protector is “the one who was born of
God” (0 yevvnbeic éx tod 0Ocol), presumably Jesus himself. 133 Jesus could be directly
protecting them with intention, or the evil one is not able to touch them because they remain
in God/Christ (2:6, 14, 24, 28; 3:6, 9, 24; 4:13, 15, 16) and the evil one only has power over
those of the world (i.e. those who do not have pistis in Jesus as the Son of God).

In John’s Gospel, the only mention of the evil one is indeed in relation to protecting his
disciples; as Jesus prays to the Father, he says in John 17:15: “I am not asking you to take them
out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the evil one” (ovk Eépwtd va dprng avTovg
€Kk 700 KOGHoL, GAL' Tva TNPMoNS o TovE €K ToD TovnpoD). In a sense, the evil one as the devil
(cf. 3:8, 10), and Jesus as “the one born of God,” as he is the Son of God (cf. 3:8; 4:15; 5:5),
are the counterparts who are in strife.!>* The evil one is part of the opposition toward the
Johannine community, but he is also the weaker counterpart to “the one who is born of God”
who is protecting them. The evil one may not be able to exert any power directly over the
Johannine believers, but the evil one’s authority extends over the world itself (5:19), and the
Johannine community still has to interact with the world as they are still surrounded by it and
living in it. Therefore, the evil one still poses a threat, and they still have to contend with this
enemy.

The fact that the author brings up the evil one several times throughout the letter
indicates that the evil one who exerts power over the world is still a concern. More than a literal
threat, the evil one is a threat to their pistis, as seen through the emphasis of what the Johannine

audience “knows” in the second chapter: they know the Father and know Jesus who is “from

133 Cf. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 303; Marshall, The Epistles of John, 252.
154 Cf. the temptation narrative in which Jesus and the devil are opponents: Matt 4:1—-11; Mark 1:12—
13; Luke 4:1-13.
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the beginning” (2:13—14). This emphasis on what they “know” is recapitulated in the final
three-fold rhetorical declaration at the conclusion of the letter. As seen above, the first “we
know” (otdapev; 5:18) mirrors the emphasis on sin (cf. 2:12) and offers a sense of assurance
to the Johannine community.

The second “we know” then delineates the Johannine community from the rest of the

world around them (5:19):

We know that we are God’s children, and that the whole world lies under
the power!> of the evil one.

oidapev 011 €k 10D B0 Eopev Kal 0 KOGHOG OAOG €V T TOVNPEH KETTOL.

The writer asserts that the Johannine members are God’s children, echoing the battle of the
children of God versus the children of the devil (3:10) and Cain who was representative of the
devil (3:12). However, this second “we know” is less reassuring than the first (cf. 5:18). The
author acknowledges that the whole world lies under the power of the evil one, and this
statement serves to caution the Johannine audience and call them to a greater awareness of
what separates them from the world. Although the evil one has been conquered through their
pistis in Jesus (2:13—14), the evil one is not powerless and seems to persist with some authority
and control in the world.

The final “we know” reflects the author’s central message, that the Johannine believers

must hold onto the victory they have already attained over the evil one by holding onto their

pistis (5:20):156

And we know that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding
so that we may know him who is true; and we are in him who is true, in
his Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal life.

oidapev 6& OtL 0 vVIOG TOoD Oeod Tikel Kol d€dwKev MUV didvolay Tva
YWOOKOUEV TOV GANOWVOV, Kai EGpLeV €V T AANOVD £V 1D VID avToD Tncod
Xp1otd. 000G 0Tty 6 aAn0Ivdg 0dg Kol {on aidviog.

155 Translated literally, this could read “the whole world lies in the evil one,” but the author is more
likely trying to convey the authority and control that the evil one has over the entire world (cf. Yarbrough, /-3
John, 317; Lieu, I, II, & Il John, 231).

156 Cf. 1 John 2:13-14; 5:4-5.
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Although the word pistis is not used here, the emphasis that the true God is Jesus, the Son of
God, in contrast to the world around them that does not believe this as true, is something that
the writer has reiterated throughout the epistle. !>’

There is a clear sense of battle between truth and lie in the letter (cf. 1:6; 2:27), and a

stark sense of division between the two (2:21):

I have written to you not because you do not know the truth, but because
you know it, and [know] that every lie is not from the truth.'8

oVK &ypayoa LUV 0Tt 00K oidaTe TNV aABgay dAL' OTL 010G TE QOTV Kol

Ot milv Wweboog £k Tijg dAndeiag ovk EoTv.

In contrast to the truth (dAn0siwa), the words “lie” (ywevdopar, 1:6), “liar” (yevotg, 1:10; 2:4,
22;4:20; 5:10) and “deceive, lead astray” (mAavdom, 1:8; 2:26; 3:7) permeate the letter. Indeed,
the word “liar” (yevotng) is used more frequently in 1 John than elsewhere in the New
Testament, !> emphasizing the writer’s main concern that pistis in the truth is his main concern,
and that he does not want to see his “little children” to succumb to the world and its desires
which are under the power of the evil one (cf. 2:15-17; 5:19). The “liar” is the one who does
not obey God’s commands (2:4), denies that Jesus is the Christ (2:22), does not love their
fellow Johannine brothers and sisters (4:20), and is equated with the antichrist (2:22).

The writer draws hard lines in the dichotomy between truth versus lie as they cannot
be compromised. He knows what is at stake if the Johannine audience succumbs to the
polytheistic culture that subscribes to the fundamental lie, which is that the concept of the
“divine son” is more affiliated with the emperor than with Jesus (see more in 4.1 and 4.2). The
Johannine community is to retain their pistis, which is counter to the world that is under the
power of the devil, the evil one. The people who do not have the same pistis in Jesus as the
Son of God and acknowledge him as the true God may be hostile to them (3:13), but they must
not be like Cain and follow the evil one (3:12). As they hold onto the victory that they have
already achieved by remain in the word, that is Jesus (2:14), he protects them, and they are
untouchable to the world and to the powers of the devil (5:20).

Yet, the Johannine readers should not be complacent as the final warning to “keep
themselves from idols” (5:21) suggests. The evil one is still a threat, as they can seemingly still

act like Cain who was from the evil one (3:12). Though the evil one has been conquered

157 See “true” (6An0vog) at 1 John 2:8; 5:20 and “truth” (4An0sia) at 1:6, 8; 2:4, 21; 3:18, 19; 4:6; 5:6;
cf. 2 John 1-4; 3 John 1, 3, 4, 8, 12.

158 The word in brackets helps to smooth out the translation in English.

139 Cf. John 8:44, 55; Rom 3:4; 1 Tim 1:10; Titus 1:12.
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through their pistis in Jesus (2:13, 14), who protects them (5:18), the Johannine writer
throughout his letter indicates that the idols of the world are still under the power of the evil
one, and the believers must therefore remain vigilant and contend with this persistent
underlying threat in their words and actions of loving others rather than resorting to hate and
violence (cf. 3:11-15). The author warns the community not to act like Cain who was of the
evil one, and a child of the devil (3:8—10, 12), but to hold onto their pistis in Jesus and allow
their character to reflect their identity as children of God (3:10).

2.2 The Antichrists and False Prophets

The previous section discussed the first named enemy in 1 John, the evil one, who is
the spiritual archopponent pervading the culture and threatening to undermine the pistis of the
Johannine community. The second opponent is named soon after the first: the antichrist
(avtiyprotog). The term “antichrist” appears only within the Johannine letters (1 John 2:18, 22;
4:3; 2 John 7) in the New Testament,'®® and this enemy is often presumed to be a spiritual
figure who may be synonymous with the devil, Satan, and the beast in Revelation 13.'6! Indeed,
the reference to “the spirit of the antichrist” (t0 [mvedpa] Tod avtiypiotov, 1 John 4:3) might
seem to support this view; perhaps the antichrist is a spiritual figure embodied in a physical
form, an idea which has certainly been proliferated in subsequent writings beyond the New

Testament! %2

and has entered the modern-day culture in which political figures are accused of
being “the antichrist.”'®3 However, the contexts around the discussion of the antichrist in 1
John seem to indicate that this opponent is not really a spiritual demon, or even the counter
figure of Jesus Christ. The term “antichrist” might appear to imply that this enemy is somehow
at a comparable level to Jesus Christ, and that the battle is between Jesus and the antichrist. 64
However, the way in which the writer is warning about antichrists whom the Johannine

audience have encountered in the past, and may continue to encounter in the future, suggests

that these opponents are more likely the human counter figures to the Johannine believers.

160 Later writers utilized the term “antichrist;” for example, the earliest patristic reference comes from
Polycarp, Letter to the Philippians 7.1, which depends on 1 John (4:2-3).

161 painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 210; cf. discussion in Brown, The Epistles of John, 333-336.

162 Cf. Sibylline Oracles 3.63—-74; Ascension of Isaiah 4.1-18.

163 Cf. “One in Four Americans Think Obama May Be the Antichrist,” The Guardian, 2 Apr 2013,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/apr/02/americans-obama-anti-christ-conspiracy-theories, and Sarah
Jones, “Here’s How We’d Really Know that Trump is the Antichrist,” New York Magazine, 21 Aug 2019,
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/08/heres-how-wed-really-know-that-trump-is-the-antichrist.html.

164 As with the evil one, the relationship between the antichrist and Jesus might appear to be
comparable to the confrontations between the devil and Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels (Matt 4:1-11; Mark 1:12—
13; Luke 4:1-13).
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As discussed in the previous section, the writer of 1 John has been concerned that the
members of the Johannine community may succumb to the temptations that surround them in
the world (see more on the identity of the world in the next section). After the exhortation to
not love the world (2:15-17), he writes with even greater urgency, employing the vocative
“Children” (IToudia) once again (cf. 2:14) to call his disciples to attention, and to caution them

about another foe in addition to the evil one (2:18):

Children, it is the last hour! As you have heard that antichrist is coming, so
now many antichrists have come. From this we know that it is the last hour.

[Moudia, éoyd dpa €otv Kol kabmg NKovoaTE OTL AVTiXPLETOC EPYETOL KO
VOV AvTiyplototl moAlol yeyovacty, 60gv yiviookouey Ot Eoydtn dpa oTiv.

The writer warns that it is the “last hour” (doydtn ®dpa),'® a phrase that he repeats, and one
that is mentioned only in this verse within the Johannine letters, and indeed, only in the New
Testament with this exact phrasing. Because the “last hour” does not have the definite article,
it could be referring to the general character of the period, or perhaps some short period of time.
However, given the eschatological associations with “hour” (dpa, e.g. John 2:4; 4:23; 16:2; cf.
Luke 22:53), and the similar associations elsewhere in the New Testament about the
prophesied “last days” (éoydton nuépat, e.g. Acts 2:17 quoting Joel 2:28; cf. Heb 1:2; 1 Pet
1:20), many scholars adopt the view that “last hour” is referring to an eschatological period of
time.'%® The Johannine leader indicates that his audience is already familiar with the concept
of an antichrist coming in the last hour or is at least familiar with the idea that an antichrist
exists and that it has been foretold as a figure that will come. The writer confirms that many
antichrists have indeed come, and this is considered to be the proof that the last hour is here.
The undertone of the warning is urgent and ominous with the declaration of the last
hour and the confirmation that the anticipated antichrists have already come. !¢’ Because of the
reference to the “evil one” a few verses before (2:13, 14), one might assume that the antichrist
is either a similar spiritual being or that “antichrist” is perhaps another word to identify “the

evil one.” However, the word “antichrist” does not always appear with the definite article

165 «“The last hour” does not have the article in Greek but could be translated with the definite article;
cf. Brooke Foss Westcott, The Epistles of St. John: The Greek Text with Notes, 2" ed, ed. F. F. Bruce
(Abingdon: Marcham Manor Press, 1966), 69; Marshall, The Epistles of John, 148 n. 1.

166 Cf. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 95-96; Marshall, The Epistles of John, 148; Lieu, I, 1I, & Il John, 99;
Ruben Zimmerman, “Eschatology and Time in the Gospel of John,” in The Oxford Handbook of Johannine
Studies, ed. Judith M. Lieu and Martinus C. de Boer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018): 298.

167 The perfect tense for “have come” (yeydvootv), indicates the past completed event. At the time that
the author is writing, several antichrists have already appeared.
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(2:18), and the succeeding plural of “antichrists” seems to indicate that the anticipated
antichrist is not a specific spiritual enemy like the devil or Satan who could be considered the
evil counterpart to Jesus Christ.

If there was any confusion about the identity of the antichrists, the writer in the next
verse makes clear that the antichrists that he is talking about are not spiritual figures but people

who used to be a part of the Johannine community (2:19):

They went out from us, but they were not from us; for if they were from
us, they would have remained with us. But by going out they made known
that none of them are from us.

$E U@V ERMOav GAL' ok foav & U@V &l yop £& fudv noov,

pepevinkeloay av ped' nuav: aAl tva eavepwbdotv 81t 00k giciv mavteg €€

NUOv.
The sense of conflict is clear as the author draws a line between the believers in Christ and the
antichrists, the people who left the Johannine community. The repeated acknowledgment that
the antichrists are those who are not “from us” (¢ ju®v), which is mentioned four times in the
single verse, emphasizes the distinction between the two groups. The antichrists did not remain
in the community, and their leaving was evidence that they are fundamentally different from
the Johannine community. To designate the people who left as “antichrists” may seem extreme,
as they could have been called “deserters” or “abandoners.” However, the nomenclature
reveals the concerns of the writer, who would deem the title appropriate for those who tout a
message that counters the Johannine belief in Jesus as the Son of God. These antichrists may
have been friends and perhaps even relatives, but they are no longer simply ex-members of the
community. They are the opposition who left because they deny the pistis of Jesus as the Son
of God. The author of 1 John calls them “antichrists”!% to demonstrate the severity of the
difference between these opponents and the Johannine believers: they do not believe in Jesus
as the Christ, and they are therefore representative of what is against Christ.

The antichrists are not just those who abandoned the group, or those who passively
believe in something different. They are described as an active threat against the truth, and
therefore a threat to the group, as the writer continues in his concerns about the antichrists

(2:20-23):

168 The prefix anti- usually means opposite or against; cf. LSJ s.v. “avti.” Other similar examples:

speak against or contradict (dvtiAéyw; cf. Herodotus, The Persian Wars 9.42); withstand or resist (dvtifaive; cf.
Demosthenes, On the Crown 18.186); and opposing force to force (avtiprog; Homer, lliad 1.304.)
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But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you have known.
I have written to you not because you do not know the truth, but because
you know it, and [know] that every lie is not from the truth. Who is the liar
but the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the antichrist, the
one who denies the Father and the Son. No one who denies the Son has the
Father; the one who confesses the Son has the Father also.

Kol DUETG ypiopa Eyete amd Tod aylov: oidate mhvteg. ovK Eypaya VUV OTL
ovK oidate v @ABgray GAL' 611 oidote aO TNV Koi &L ThV YeDOO0G €K TG
ainOseiog ovk Eotwv. Tic éotiv 6 Wevotng €l Ui 6 dpvovpevog &1t Incode
o0k éotiv 6 Xpi1oTdg; 00TOG 0TV 6 GVTIXPIGTOG 6 GPVOVPEVOG TOV
TaTEPO KOl TOV LIOV. TAC 6 GPVOVUEVOG TOV VIOV OVOE TOV TTOTEPA EXEL, O
OLOAOY@V TOV VIOV Kol TOV TaTépa ExEL.

The sense of contention is amplified as the author of 1 John distinguishes the Johannine
believers from the antichrists. The believers are those who know the truth while the antichrist
is identified as the one who lies (6 yebotg) and the one who denies (0 dpvovpevoc) that Jesus
is the Christ. This time (2:22) the definite article is used to demonstrate the defining character
of an antichrist; the antichrist is a title that can be given to anyone who lies and denies the truth
about Jesus. “The one who denies” (0 dpvovupevog) is particularly emphasized, as the
designation appears three times within two verses (2:22, 23), demonstrating the writer’s
concern about the active role that the antichrist can play.

The one who denies Jesus as the Christ is a threat, and the Johannine teacher wants to

ensure that his disciples do not succumb to the lies of the antichrists who deny the truth about

Jesus. He explains (2:26-28):

I'have written these things to you concerning those who would deceive you.
As for you, the anointing that you received from him remains in you, and
so you do not need anyone to teach you. But as his anointing teaches you
about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you,
remain in him. And now, little children, remain in him, so that when he is
revealed we may have confidence and not be put to shame before him at his
coming.

Tadta Eypaya DUV TEPL TAOV TAAVOVTOV VUGS Kol DUES TO ypiopo O
ElaPete am' avtod, péver v LUV Kol ov ypeiav Eyete Tva TG 61060KN LUAG,
AL ®¢ TO avTod Yplopa d1dackel DUAS Tepl ThvTmv Kol aAn0£g oty Kol
o0K £oTv Yebodog, Kol Kabng £0idagev vuag pévete év avtd. Kai viv,
tekvia, pévete &v avt®, tva €av eavepwdi) oxduev moappnoiov kol un
aioyvvOd ey an' avTod €v Tf TapovGig oV ToD.

169 The literal translation would be the “one who denies that Jesus is not the Christ,” but it should be

noted that the second clause “Jesus is not the Christ” is an indirect quotation referring to what “the one who
denies” is saying. To avoid confusion in English, the verse is translated without the “not” in the latter clause.
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The writer uses yet another participle to underscore the fundamental characteristic of the
antichrists: the deceivers (mlav@vteg, v. 26).!7° The central reason for his concern is clear; he
is writing because he is worried that the antichrists will deceive the Johannine community into
believing a message that is counter to Jesus as the son of God. Because the antichrists were
formerly a part of the community, and the Johannine members may still socialize, work with,
or even live with some of the antichrist deceivers, the warning is understandably justified. The
Johannine teacher urges his disciples to resist the lies and remain (pévete, v. 27) in the truth,
an imperative which he repeats in verse 28 after using the vocative “little children” (texvia, cf.
2:1, 12) once again to call them to attention. The contention is clear in the battle of what to
believe, and the Johannine believers must maintain an active resolve in keeping in the truth
about Jesus and not allowing deceivers to sway them away from Christ and leave the
community just as the antichrists did. They must not become antichrists themselves.

The writer mentions the antichrist one final time in the letter with the additional

emphasis on the conflict between spirits (4:3):

And every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. And this is
the spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming; and
now it is already in the world.

Kol TTav tvedpa O urn Oporoyel Tov ITnoodv €k tod Bgod ovK £0TIV: Kol TODTO

€0tV TO TOV @vtiyprotov, O dxnkoate dtL Epyetat, kKol vOv &v 1@ KOGU®

€otiv fjon.
The theme of the “spirit” (mvedua) is woven throughout the letter, but especially in chapter
four, where it is mentioned eight times.!”! The writer talks about the spirit in different contexts,
framed positively in relation to God and the truth (3:24; 4:2, 6, 13; 5:6, 8), negatively in relation
to false prophets and deceit (4:1, 3, 6), or more generally as a holistic term (4:1). Seen
collectively, the term “spirit” indicates the source of the inspiration,!’? and it is unsurprising
that the writer would refer most frequently to the spirit of God because he wants the Johannine
believers to be inspired by the truth. At the same time, he does not want them to be naive.

The reality is that there is also “the spirit of the antichrist” (10 [mvedua]'” tod

avtiypiotov, 4:3), which could be referring to a specific demon, but because the antichrists are

170 The concern over deception is also seen in 1 John (1:8; 3:7), cf. deceivers similarly equated with the
antichrist (2 John 7).

17! The word “spirit” (mvedpo) appears twelve times in the letter at 3:24; 4:1 (2x), 2 (2x), 3, 6 (2x), 13;
5:6 (2x), 8.

172 Cf. Marshall, The Epistles of John, 204.

173 The mvebua appears earlier in the verse.
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human beings who have left the Johannine community, the reference to the antichrist spirit is
likely a more general statement about anything or anyone which does not inspire the truth about
the incarnation and divinity of Jesus. The spirit of the antichrist is the counter to the spirit of

God (10 nvebpo tod 0g0d)!’* mentioned previously (4:1-2):

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they
are from God; for many false prophets have gone out into the world. By
this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ
has come in the flesh is from God

Ayamntol, P TovTi TVELHOTL TIGTEVETE, OAAL dOKILALETE TO TVELpLOTO €

€k toD Beod gotv, 0Tl moAloi yevdompoiiton £EeANAV0acIy €ig TOV

KOGNOV. £V TOVT® YIVOOKETE TO IvEDPA TOD Og0D- iV mvedua 6 OLoAOYEL

‘Incodv Xpiotov €v copki EAnAvota £k Tod Beod oty
In contrast to the spirit that confesses that Jesus has come in the flesh, the spirit of the antichrist
counters this message and denies the incarnation of the divine Jesus (cf. 4:3).

The spirit of the antichrist is identified as already “in the world” (év 1® kéouw®, 4:2),
and the writer of the letter emphasizes the importance of discerning between the different
spirits that are “of God” or “of the antichrist” because there is another opponent that is against
the truth about Jesus Christ: the false prophets. Although false prophets (yevdonpooptitar, 4:1)
appears only once among the Johannine letters, the terminology is seemingly more common
than the designation of “antichrist,” as “false prophets” appear in other New Testament books,
including in the Gospels where Jesus himself warned about them.!”> In 1 John, the “many false
prophets” (moAlol yevdompooital, 4:1) relates back to the “many antichrists” (dvtiypiotot
nmoAloi) mentioned a couple chapters before (2:18). Just as antichrists “went out” (¢£NADay,
2:19) from the Johannine community and now operate in the spirit of the antichrist that is
already “in the world” (év 1® xo6cuw®, 4:2), so false prophets have “gone out into the world”
(e&eMAvbaov gic TOV kKOouov, 4:1) in a spirit that is not of God and are declaring a message
that is not from God. The positioning of the antichrists and false prophets as being out in the
world reinforces the negative view of “the world” (k6cpog) which has been alluded to in
previous verses (cf. 2:2, 15, 16, 17; 3:1, 13, 17) and builds the sense of tension between the
Johannine community and the opponents who are associated with the world (see more on “the

world” in section 2.3).

174 Cf. “spirit of God” (10 mvedpo tod Oeob) at Matt 3:16; 1 Cor 2:11; 3:16 and with the anarthrous
Beod at Rom 8:9 and 1 Cor 7:40.

175 “False prophets™ appears ten other times in Matt 7:15; 24:11, 24; Mark 13:22; Luke 6:26; Acts 13:6;
2 Pet 2:1; Rev 16:13; 19:20; 20:10.
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Conquering the Docetists?

Much scholarly discussion surrounding the antichrists and false prophets has
historically presumed that the tension in the Letter reflects an intra-Johannine conflict centered
on the issue of heresy. The polemic of 1 John has been seen to be arguing against the dualism
of gnostic teaching which separated the “spiritual” from the realities of the world.!”® Similarly,
based on the premise that 1 John presupposes the Gospel of John, the conflict has been assumed
to be related to the dispute over the common tradition of the Gospel in which the opponents
are reading the Fourth Gospel under gnostic presuppositions; the result is an intra-Johannine
schism based on docetic christology,'”” that is, seeing the human figure of Jesus as mere
appearance. Raymond Brown in his extensive commentary on the Epistles contributed
significantly to this view.!”® He refrained from identifying the antichrists specifically as
docetists, and instead referred to them as “secessionists” who caused a schism in the Johannine
community because they promoted a dualistic christology that negated the saving significance
of Jesus’ life and death and the connection between the preexistence and suffering of Jesus as
the Christ.!”

It is understandable as to why some scholars have supposed the conflict in 1 John to be
related to docetism as some of the rhetoric appears to stress the material corporeality of Jesus:
“every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God” (4:2b). The
second letter adds further support: “those who do not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the
flesh; any such person is the deceiver and the antichrist” (2 John 7). In addition to the references
about Jesus’ flesh, the initial description of the antichrists is often cited as evidence for the

Johannine writer’s argument against docetism (2:22-23):

Who is the liar but the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the
antichrist, the one who denies the Father and the Son. No one who denies
the Son has the Father; the one who confesses the Son has the Father also.

The docetists not only deny that Jesus is the Christ, but they also deny the sacraments of

Baptism and the Eucharist,'8%and so the author could be viewed as combatting docetism with

176 Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 38—41; Schnackenburg, The Johannine Epistles, 141-143.

177 Klaus Wengst, Der erste, zweite und dritte Brief des Johannes (Giitersloh: Mohn, 1978), 25; Brown,
Epistles of John, 69-71.

178 Regarding his influence, cf. Anderson, “The Community that Raymond Brown Left Behind,” 275.

1% Brown, Epistles of John, 75-85.

180 Cf. Udo Schnelle, Antidocetic Christology in the Gospel of John (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 68;
Urban C. Von Wahlde, Grosticism, Docetism, and the Judaisms of the First Century: The Search for the Wider
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references to water and blood toward the end of the letter (5:6—8). Thus, it appears that the
Johannine author is among those including Ignatius, Irenaeus and others who were combatting
docetic belief in the early centuries. '8!

One challenge to this presumption is that d6&a and dok€w are not mentioned in the First
Letter when docetism is associated with these words.!8? Though they both appear in the Fourth
Gospel,!®3 and could be read to contribute toward docetic belief, 56&a and Soxéw being absent
from the Johannine Letters makes it problematic to assume that the antichrists and false
teachers are representatives of a specific heresy or that the author’s primary purpose in

addressing the conflict is to combat the issue of docetism.!3* Moreover, the Gospel and the

185 186

Letters have been interpreted as both docetic '®> and anti-docetic, '*° suggesting that the
evidence in both the Gospel and Letters may not be so self-evident when examining the texts
alone.'®” This also explains why Brown and others are hesitant to identify the opponents as
docetists specifically. '

The confusion over the rhetoric in the Letters which appears to address some concern
over docetism is resolved when read within the cultural context. A docetic understanding of
Jesus is likely a Hellenistic syncretism which has been transmitted into the Johannine
community. !%° Particularly for those in the community who came from a non-Jewish
background, a docetic inclination would be a default understanding about Jesus as Greco-
Roman deities never became incarnate, and they would therefore struggle to imagine the
Johannine conception of divine incarnation.'®® The tendency toward docetic thinking would be

a natural extension of the more familiar concept of divine epiphany, reflected in Greco-Roman

Context of the Johannine Literature and Why It Matters (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 65 n. 10; Georg Strecker,
The Johannine Letters: A Commentary on 1, 2, and 3 John, tr. Linda M. Maloney, ed. Harold Attridge
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 73, 183.

181 Cf. Ignatius Smyrn. 5.2, Trall. 10; Irencaus Adv. Haer 1.26.1.

182 Cf. Strecker, The Johannine Letters, 75 n. 74; Stefan Mulder, “Early Christian Christology
Contextualised: The Graeco-Roman Context of ‘Christian” Docetism,” MA thesis (University of Groningen,
2016), 7.

183 §6&a appears at John 1:14 (2x); 2:11; 5:41, 44 (2x); 7:18 (2x); 8:50, 54; 9:24; 11:4, 40; 12:41, 43
(2x); 17:5, 22, 24; dokéw appears at John 5:39, 45; 11:13, 31, 56; 13:29; 16:2; 20:15.

184 Strecker, The Johannine Letters, 75 n. 74.

185 Ernst Kéisemann, The Testament of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968), 26, 66, 70.

186 Udo Schnelle, Die Johannesbriefe (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2010), 138-146.

187 Von Wahlde, Gnosticism, Docetism, and the Judaisms of the First Century, 61.

188 B g. Brown, Epistles of John 363—77; Schnackenburg, The Johannine Epistles, 22-23.

189 Strecker, The Johannine Letters, 70.

190 See further discussion in George van Kooten, “Bleeding Blood, Not Ichor—Christ the
‘Gottmensch’ in Gott: exegetische, theologische und religionswissenschaftliche Perspektiven, ed. Jan
Dochhorn, Rainer Hirsch-Luipold, and Ilinca Tanaseanu-Doebler (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2022),
forthcoming.
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art and literature in which divine beings could appear in forms that they temporarily inhabit. '°!
If the antichrists of the First Letter are being labelled as such for their inclination toward
docetism, then these antichrists who are “in the world” (4:3) and touting what is “from the
world” (4:5) have adapted the understanding of divine epiphany in the surrounding culture and
presented a Johannine christology that mirrors the view that is in the Greco-Roman world.!*?
Thus, the Johannine writer is using countercultural language to differentiate these opponents
from the community and warns his audience to distinguish between truth and error (4:6), the
error being the adaptation of the cultural norm from the Greco-Roman world to accept a docetic
Jesus.

Reading the “docetic” language of 1 John in light of the Greco-Roman world not only
helps explain the reference to Jesus’ flesh (4:2), but also helps reveal the true nature of the
overall conflict permeating the letter. If the primary conflict in 1 John were an intra-Johannine
theological dispute, and the antichrists have already left (2:19), then presumably, there should
no longer be any concern. Indeed, Paul Anderson’s suggestion of what happens to the
antichrists after they leave the Johannine community would seem to support this. Assuming
the expulsion of Jewish Christians from the synagogue in the Gospel of John,'”* Anderson
proposes that the group of seceding antichrists are Jewish family and friends who likely
returned to the local synagogue out of loyalty to “the Father” and Jewish monotheism and out
of a desire to be back among the majority of their ethnic community which had the appeal of
religious certainty over and against the fledgling community of believers in Jesus as the
Christ.!** This explanation, however, would not justify the extreme label of “antichrists” for
Jewish family and friends who wanted to return to the synagogue. Moreover, the sense of
urgency about the antichrists and false prophets who are “in the world” (4:3) does not appear
to be limited to simply “the Jewish world” or Jewish ethnic community. The contention which
began internally within the community has clearly shifted externally as the Johannine believers
continue to encounter their opponents “in the world” and will have to “test the spirits” (4:1) to

discern whether they are indeed an opponent who must be “conquered” (4:4). The following

Y1 Cf. Verity Platt, Facing the Gods: Epiphany and Representation in Graeco-Roman Art, Literature
and Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).

192 Cf. George van Kooten, “Christ and Hermes: A Religio-Historical Comparison of the Johannine
Christ-Logos with the God Hermes in Greek Mythology and Philosophy” in Im Gesprdch mit C.F. Georg
Heinrici: Beitrédge zwischen Theologie und Religionswissenschaft, ed. Marco Frenschkowski and Lena
Seehausen (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2021), 305-6.

193 Cf. Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel, 46—66.

194 Cf. Anderson, “The Community that Raymond Brown Left Behind” 275; Anderson, “Antichristic
Crises: Proselytization Back into Jewish Religious Certainty,” 217—40.
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section will examine the final opponent, “the world,” and how it reflects contention with the

Greco-Roman world.

2.3 The World

The final conquered opponent of 1 John is the one that appears most frequently in the
letter: the “world” (k6cpog). One may think that “world” is a very general term, and it would
therefore not be surprising to find it commonly used. Interestingly, out of the more than 180
occurrences of the word “world” in the New Testament, more than half are found in the Gospel
of John and Johannine letters. In the slight letter of 1 John alone, “world” appears an
unexpected 23 times within four chapters (“world” does not appear in chapter one).!> Like its
usage in the Gospel of John, “world” in 1 John appears in what could be considered positive
and neutral contexts (e.g. 4:9, 14, 17). However, the majority of references appear in a
predominantly negative context. As noted in previous sections, the world is often aligned with
the other named opponents: the evil one, antichrists, and false prophets (e.g. 4:1, 3; 5:19), but
especially in the final chapter, the world itself is portrayed as being an opponent, which the
Johannine believers must conquer (5:4, 5). This section will now look at the contention with

the world itself, and investigate the nature and necessity of conquering this opponent.

The Desires of the World

We have previously discussed the young men who were conquerors of the evil one
(2:13, 14; see section 2.1). However, the address to the young men as conquerors is
immediately followed with an exhortation not to love the world, suggesting that the address to
the young people may also be appropriate as they are those who may interact most with the
culture around them. They may need to be strong internally (2:14) to conquer the temptations

in the Greco-Roman world (2:15-17):

Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world,
the love of the Father is not in him; for all that is in the world—the desire
of the flesh and the desire of the eyes and the pride of life—is not from the
Father but from the world. And the world along with its desire is passing
away, but the one who does the will of God remains forever.

Mn) dyoamdite TOV KOGUOV UNdE Td €V TA KOCU®D. 0V TIG Ayamd TOV KOGLOV,
0VK 0TV 1) Aydmn Tod maTpog £V aNT®: OTL WAV TO &V T® KOG, 1] Embopia

195 1 John 2:2, 15 (3x), 16 (2x), 17; 3:1, 13, 17; 4:1, 3, 4, 5 (3x), 9, 14, 17; 5:4 (2x), 5, 19. cf. 2 John 7.
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Th¢S oapkog kol 1 Eémbopio TdV 0pBaiudv kol 1 draloveia tod Plov, ovk

g€otv €k 10D TTaTPOG AAL' €K TOD KOGLOV €0TIV. Kal O KOGIOG TOPAYETOL KOl

1N émBopia avtod, 6 8¢ ToV TO OEAN U TOD Og0D péVel €1 TOV aidVa.
Though the young men have conquered the evil one with their pistis in Jesus as the Son of God
(2:14), here we see that the world is on the definitively opposing side of the battle, and
subsequent references to the world are similarly in a negative context (e.g. 3:13; 4:3-5; 5:4-5,
19).

This contrasts the typical nuance of the word in the Greco-Roman culture as the root
meaning of k6cog is order and arrangement with positive overtones of coherence, beauty, and
structure.'”® For example, Herodotus uses the word kocpog to refer to people sitting in a

particular order:

When they had sat down in order one after another, Xerxes sent Mardonius
and put each to the test by questioning him if the Persian ships should offer
battle.

o¢ 0¢ Koop® Emeliic ovto, mépyoc ZépEng Mapdoviov eipota
anomelpduevog £kdotov gi vavpoyiny moéorro.
In this context, the k6cpog has a nuance of structure and arrangement. Another context of

k6opog could be in relation to ornaments, as seen in Plutarch:

Accordingly, now that it was completely finished and had received all the
ornaments that belonged to it, Publicola was ambitious to consecrate it.

®OC oDV Amelpyooto TEAEmG Kol TOV TPOCHKOVIO KOGHOV Amelyev, v 16

[Mom\korg erotipia Tpog Ty kabiépwoty.®
Finally, in Josephus, the word k6cpoc is seen in reference to items of beauty: “the bearer of
women’s apparel of great price” (kOcpov e eépmwv yovaikeiov morvteAii).!” These examples
demonstrate some of the diverse, positive connotations of k6cpog in the culture.

The positive perception of k6sLog may help explain why the author of 1 John may have
framed the world as the opposing “other.” As he explains (2:15—-17), the culture of the Greco-
Roman world lives by a different standard of values and desires which are counter to the values
and desires that the Johannine community are meant to adopt. The young people may have

been more susceptible and tempted to succumb to these worldly values, and they therefore have

196 Cf. LSJ s.v. k6cpoc.

197 Herodotus, The Persian Wars, 8.67.
198 Plutarch, Publicola, 14.

199 Josephus, 4J 1.250
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to contend “on the front lines” of the Johannine battle with the x6cpog, which appears to have
a force and character of its own.?%

When the author forbids loving the world (2:15), he is not necessarily rejecting a
comfortable life or societal success. Rather, he is pointing out that love of the world is
incompatible with love of the Father (1| dydmn tod matpoc). The Greek is ambiguous in that it
could be referring to “love from” or “love for” God (cf. 1| dydmn tod Oeod in 2:5). However,
most likely it is the objective genitive love for the Father, which parallels loving the world.
Unlike John’s Gospel, in which the disciples are “in the world” (év 1® xocpw®, 16:33; 17:11)
and are meant to go out into the world (cf. John 17:18), 1 John tends to be more ambivalent
(4:4, 17), recognizing that the Johannine community by necessity needs to have some
interaction with the world, but implies that there should also be a level of distance. The writer
warns about the dangers of the world and its values so that their pistis may not be swayed.

Like the threefold declaration just before (2:12—14), another rhetorical triple is utilized
(2:16), but in contrast to the aforementioned positive declarations, the descriptions about what
is “in the world” is wholly negative and in direct opposition to the Father. The writer of 1 John
explains that what is €v 1@ kocu® is “the desire of the flesh, and the desire of the eyes, and the
pride of life” (1] émBopia tiic capkog kai 1 Exbopia TdV 0EOaAUGY Kol 1] dAaloveia ToD Piov).
His description reflects the values sought after in the Greco-Roman world. The word “desire”
(¢mbBopia) itself is not necessarily negative; elsewhere in the New Testament, it is sometimes
seen in a positive context (Luke 22:15; Phil 1:23; 1 Thess 2:17; Titus 2:12). Far more frequently,
however, émbvpia is seen in a negative context,?! and sometimes in a more sexual one (e.g.
Rom 1:24; 6:12; 1 Thess 4:5).

The negative potential of émOvuia was acknowledged in the surrounding culture:2%?
Thucydides and Epictetus contrasted acting from desire with doing so by foresight, reflecting
the philosophical notion that desire needed to be controlled because it was a threat to the
rational mind. 2% Desire, and specifically sexual desire, in the Greco-Roman world was
associated with the goddess Aphrodite (Roman: Venus),?** and the specific designation of the

desire of the “flesh” (cap&, 1 John 2:16) suggests that he is referring to sexual desire as well.

2007 jeu, 7, I, & 11l John, 93.

201 E.g. Mark 4:19; John 8:44, Rom 7:8; Eph 4:22; Col 3:5; 1 Tim 6:9; 2 Tim 2:22; 3:6; 4:3; Titus 3:3;
Jas 1:14-15; 1 Pet 1:14; 4:3; 2 Pet 1:4; 3:3; Jude 1:16, 18.

202 Cf. also negative Jewish desire: Psalm 106 (LXX 105):14 when the Israelites tested God in the
wilderness because of their desire, and the roving desire perverting the innocent mind in Wisdom 4:12.

203 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 6.13; Epictetus, Discourses, 2.18.

204 Cf. Plutarch, Moralia, 757B; Apollodorus, The Library 3.12; Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
1149b15-16.
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This is not definitively the case, as the word cdpé, like émbBupia, is not always used in a
negative context in the New Testament,??’ including in John’s Gospel (e.g. John 1:14; 6:53;
17:2) and even in 1 John which refers to Jesus having come “in the flesh” év capxki (4:2).

However, cdp does appear in a negative context in John’s Gospel (6:63) and in the
New Testament in general.?¢ One related note is that cap€ is distinct from the word “body”
(o®dpa), which does not appear in the Johannine epistles, but does appear in John’s Gospel
(2:21; 19:31, 38, 40; 20:12), mostly in reference to Jesus’ physical body. The different nuances
of the words may complicate our understanding of what is being said in 1 John with regard to
loving the world (2:15-17), but the combination of émBupia and cap& in the New Testament
as “a desire of the flesh” (1] émBvpia thic caprog) demonstrates a clearly negative pattern (e.g.
Rom 13:14; Gal 5:16; Eph 2:3; 1 Pet 2:11; 2 Pet 2:10, 18).

In addition to his concern about the desire of the flesh, the writer notes the more
bemusing “desire of the eyes” (1] émBopio t@v 0pOaAudV). It is possible that he may have the
biblical precedents in mind such as when Eve sinfully desired to eat of the fruit that was a
delight to her eyes (Gen 3:6), or it may have a sexual connotation (as in Matt 5:28; 2 Pet 2:14).
The eyes alone are simply an organ of sense, and does not necessarily imply that a blind person,
for example, would not be able to experience a sinful temptation. Instead, the emphasis on the
gmbupio of the eyes suggests that there is a perversion®”’ and a selfishness that is not concerned
with loving others but is inspired by a love of what they see in the world for the purpose of
personal fulfillment.

Finally, the author cautions against the pride of life (] dAaloveio Tob Biov), which is
interesting, firstly, because the word dAaloveia is seen only in two books of the New Testament
(1 John 2:16; James 4:16; cf. the adjective in Rom 1:30; 2 Tim 3:2).2% It can mean pride or
arrogance, particularly in reference to feigning and giving a false pretension. 2 The
implication is that the pride in 1 John is decidedly negative, just like the desires of the flesh
and the eyes. This pride is specifically of “life” (Biog), which appears ten times in the NT,?!°

of which two are in 1 John (2:16; 3:17). It is significant that Biog, used with a negative nuance

205 E.g. Matt 16:7; Mark 10:8; Luke 3:6; 24:39; Acts 2:26; Rom 1:3; 2 Cor 4:11; Eph 2:14; 1 Tim 3:16;
Philm 16; Heb 5:7.

206 E.g. Rom 7:5; 8:6; 1 Cor 5:5; Gal 5:19; 6:8; Phil 3:3; Jas 5:3; Jude 7-8; Rev 17:16; 19:18.

207 Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 84.

208 Similar words might be “haughtiness” (Onepnoavio, Mark 7:22), or perhaps the more popular
“boasting” (kavymotig, e.g. Rom 3:27; 1 Cor 15:31; 2 Cor 1:12; 1 Thess 2:19; Jas 4:16), which can be seen in a
positive context as well.

209 LSJ s.v. dhagoveia. In the LXX, it appears as a boastful display of power and success (2 Macc 9:8;
15:6), of wisdom (Wis 17:7; 4 Macc 8:19), and of wealth (Wis 5:8).

210 Cf, Mark 12:44; Luke 8:14; 43; 15:12, 30; 21:4; 1 Tim 2:2; 2 Tim 2:4.
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in association with the world, is not the same as the {on of 1 John (1:1-2; 2:25; 3:14, 15; 5:11—
13, 16, 20), which is affiliated with eternal life in Christ. Specifically, the pride of life (1)
alaloveia oD Biov) seems to suggest the love of possessions and wealth. It is a challenge to
interpret because it may be misunderstood in light of the world’s livelihood (tov Biov oD
koopov, 3:17). However, the Johannine believers still need to survive and earn money for their
livelihood (see more below). At the same time, they should not adopt the world’s perspective
in having pride in their finances and value money in the same manner as the culture.

The writer of 1 John may not be indicating precisely that the desire of the flesh is sexual,
that the desire of the eyes is covetousness, and that the pride of life is wealth. However, it is
reasonable to say that these were all related to the Greco-Roman culture. The fact that émfopio
and aAhaloveio appear only once (2:16) while the words “flesh” (cépé), “eyes” (6pBaipor) and
“life” (Biog) appear elsewhere?!! further highlights the focus on the “desire” and “pride” which
are a part of the opposition to the world. The writer makes clear that such desire (and pride) “is
not from the Father but from the world” (o0k &€otiv £k TOD TOTPOG AAL' €K TOD KOGLOL E0TIV),
and they are therefore supposed to avoid them if they are to truly remain a part of the Johannine
community.

The world (as a collective entity) along with its desires “is passing away” (mapdyetat,
2:17), a parallel echo of the darkness passing away (1) oxotia mapdystat, 2:8). These are values
reflective of a temporary world with fleeting desires while one who does the will (6éAnua) of
God remains forever (2:17). One can see the dichotomy presented in the choice of the 8éAnua
of God versus the émBvpio of the world (cf. similar dichotomy in 1 Pet 4:2). The writer seems
to redirect the focus, to remind his readers not to dwell on worldly, selfish, and temporary
gmbupia that is passing away (mapdyetar), but to focus on the will (0éAnua) of God and remain
forever (néver gig tov ai®dva). This reinforces the sense of division between the Father and the
world (2:15) and underlines the sense of conflict between the young men and the evil one
(2:13-14), which the writer then expands in subsequent references to the opposing enemy (3:12;
5:19).

By framing the world as an “other” that is full of temptation and pride that leads to sin,
the author of 1 John is demonstrating his countercultural message against the world around the
Johannine community. He emphasizes that this polytheistic world that indulges in temporary

fulfillment of their desires is separate and distinct from the Johannine God and those of the

211 Besides 1 John 2:16, the word “cép&” appears (in reference to Jesus coming in the flesh) in 4:2, cf.
2 John 7; “0¢p0aipor” appears at 1 John 1:1; 2:11 and “Biog” appears at 3:17.
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Johannine community who are meant to reflect his will (2:17). Thus, the writer warns his
readers not to covet the Greco-Roman world (2:15) lest they begin to reflect the love of the

culture rather than the Johannine love of God.

Contention with the World

While the temptations of the Greco-Roman world may seem attractive, the writer also
indicates that the world is not simply a passive object of desire. The Johannine believers may

expect to face active contention and conflict with the world (3:13):

Do not be astonished, brothers, if the world hates you.
un Bovpdlete, adedpoi, el pioel VUGG O KOGLOC.

The world is personified as having an emotion and hating (picéw) the Johannine believers.
“Hate” appears elsewhere in the letter, but in the other three occurrences (2:11; 3:15; 4:20), the
emphasis is on the believer, who should not hate, and is instead called to love (see also section
2.1). The world itself is doing the hating (3:13), conveying a hostility, which could even lead
to murdering one’s brother (3:12, 14).

The writer seems to prepare the believers for the world to hate them. As discussed
above, the false prophets, antichrists, and the evil one are all associated with the world, and
thus, the Johannine community should not be surprised when they face contention with this
world of people who do not have the same pistis. The writer suggests that hostility may even
come from a family member who does not have a pistis in Jesus as the Son of God (cf. 3:12
and discussion in 2.1), and the Johannine believers should not be surprised if they experience
hatred from them as well.

In the following chapter, we see another personification of the world in which the world

is portrayed as part of the opposition (4:5):

They are from the world; therefore what they say is from the world, and the
world listens to them.

a0Tol €K TOD KOGUOV €iGiv, 610 TOUTO €K TOD KOGUOL AAAODGIY KOl O KOGHOGC
aOT®V AKovEL.
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The personified world listens (dkov®m)?!? to “them,” which is referring to the antichrists and
false prophets who are not a part of the Johannine community (cf. 4:1-4). The world is once
again portrayed as an enemy who is not only the source of opponents who are “from the world”
(ék 10D kOGpoL) but “what they say is from the world” (todto €k 10D K6GHOL AaroDowv), and
the broader community of the general public is swayed by the words of the antichrists and false
prophets. This Greco-Roman world listens to those who actively tout a different pistis that is
false and against Christ (anti-Christ, see also section 2.2). The author is reinforcing his point
that the Greco-Roman world and its pistis are separate from the Johannine community, and it
should therefore not be surprising when anyone from this world not only hates the Johannine
believers (3:13) but also does not listen to them (4:6).

In the final chapter, the writer of 1 John depicts the Greco-Roman world as the

conquered adversary to the Johannine believers (5:4-5):

For everyone who is born of God conquers the world. And this is the
victory that has conquered the world, our faith. Who is the one who
conquers the world except the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of
God?

OtL v TO yeyevvnuévov €k Tod 0eod VIK{E TOV KOGpov: kol adtn £6Tiv N

vikn 1] ViK6aca 10V KOGpOoV, 1 ToTIC NUAV. TG £0TV € 6 VIKAV TOV

KOopov &i un 0 motedwv 01t ITncode €6ty 0 vViOg ToD BeoD;

In the climax of the letter, which proclaims victory over the world, the Johannine believers
who are born of God and believe that Jesus is the Son of God are the conquerors, and the world
of antichrists, false prophets, and nonbelievers is the defeated enemy. Central to this victory is
the difference of pistis, of faith, or what is believed. Pistis in Jesus as the divine Son of God
(5:5) is not only what distinguishes the Johannine community from the world, but the pistis
itself seems to conquer the world (5:4).

The world as the conquered enemy makes particular sense if we acknowledge the
polytheistic culture of the Greco-Roman world that prevailed at the time of this letter in the
first and second centuries CE. The Johannine community would have been a very small
minority in this culture, and one can imagine how members might have struggled in their daily
lives at work or even at home to remain in their belief of Jesus as the Son of God when the

culture touted the emperor as the divine son and acknowledged multiple gods and goddesses

212 The verb (ko) is often translated “to hear,” but in English, the word “listens” offers a deeper
connotation of paying attention to what is heard. This verb in 1 John occurs at 1:1, 3, 5; 2:7, 18, 24 (2x); 3:11;
4:3,5, 6 (2x); 5:14, 15; cf. 2 John 6; 3 John 4.
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in every aspect of life. The sense of battle against several opponents, including the world itself,
which the writer has described throughout 1 John, becomes clear when one considers the level
with which the Johannine believers had to contend with the tendencies, temptations, and beliefs

of the culture.

Congquering the World in John’s Gospel

To better understand the contention between “the world” (k6cpog) and the Johannine
believers, it is helpful to look at John’s Gospel, which is often referenced by scholars in relation
to 1 John?!3 because of the close similarities in the language of conquering the world (1 John
5:4-5; John 16:33 (see Figure 3)). The victory proclamations are prominent within the texts
because the verb for “conquer” (vikdm), only appears once in John’s Gospel (16:33) and the

distinct substantive for “victory” (vikn) appears only once in 1 John (5:4).

Figure 3

John 16:33 1 John 5:4-5

I 'have said this to you, so that in me you may | For everyone who is born of God conquers the world.
have peace. In the world you face | And this is the victory that has conquered the world,
persecution. But take courage; I have | our faith. Who is the one who conquers the world
conquered the world! except the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of
God?

TadTo. AeAdAnKo VUiV Tva €v éupol gipivny | 6t wdv 10 yeyevwnuévov €k Tod 0god VK TOV
gmre: év 1@ KOou® OATywv Eyete AL | KOopov: Kol oabtn Eotiv 1 vikn 1] ViKijooca TOV
Oopocite, &yd veviknmka TOV KoOcpov. | Kéopov, 1 ToTIC HUDVY. TG oTv 08 6 VK@V TOV
KOopov &i un 6 miotedov 611 Incodc €otv 6 ViOG TOD
0eoD;

In John’s Gospel, Jesus is speaking to his disciples, foretelling his impending suffering and
death. In preceding chapters, Jesus has also alluded to the persecution that the disciples will
face,?!* and he tells them that some will even kill the disciples as part of their worship to God
(16:2). Now Jesus mentions their suffering again (v. 33), telling them that they will face

persecution in the world. Jesus may have been concerned with the future failure of faith by the

213 Cf. Yarbrough, 1-3 John, 276; Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 270; Marshall, The Epistles of John, 229;
Lieu, [, II, & Il John, 207 n. 132; Jorg Frey, “Dualism and the World in the Gospel and Letters of John,” in The
Oxford Handbook of Johannine Studies, 285.

214 Cf. John 14:27 and 15:20. In 15:20, the verb for “persecute” (dubkw) is akin to “pursuit,” which is
different from the noun for “persecution” (BATy1c) in 16:33, which is more akin to “pressure.” However, the
overall message of needing peace in the midst of difficulty is consistent. Cf. LSJ, s.v. “didkw” and “OAtyc.”
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disciples when they fled at his capture.?!> He knew that they would despair and perhaps assume
failure when their teacher was crucified and when they themselves would face persecution.
The disciples could easily assume defeat if Jesus had not foretold what would happen. They
had already been questioning Jesus’ divinity (16:30), and it would have appeared that he was
definitely not from God if he was captured by the Jewish leaders and Roman soldiers and killed
on the cross. It would seem that Jesus had been defeated by the Jews and the Romans, and that
he was not truly the Christ. Thus, Jesus tells them that he is saying all of these things (his
discourse, not just the things from the previous verse) so that they would have peace in the
midst of their troubles (v. 33). Though it may appear that Jesus has been defeated, they could
be confident that he has achieved victory. Much like in 1 John, the purpose of such warnings
is not to scare the disciples; on the contrary, Jesus is trying to reassure them. He tells his
disciples to take courage, knowing that he has “conquered the world.”

The context of John’s Gospel is of literal persecution, but as we have seen in previous
sections, the believers of 1 John face their own form of persecution from the evil one,
antichrists, and false prophets who are in the world. The tension between the two factions can
be so intense that it may even result in murderous violence (1 John 3:12, 15). In John’s Gospel,
Jesus is certain of a murderous outcome that is prompted by certain Jewish leaders who are
angry of his claim that he is the Son of God (John 19:7), and which will be carried out by the
Roman soldiers who are under the authority of the emperor (see more on this below). The
persecution against the disciples would also likely involve Roman soldiers. Thus, when Jesus
talks about having peace in the midst of literal persecution, and taking courage in knowing that
he has conquered the world, this opposition which he is conquering must include the Roman
imperial world. Rome is the ultimate power in the culture and would be a primary source of

fear for Jesus’ followers.

The Ruler of this World

One indication that the conquered k6cpoc includes the immediate Greco-Roman world

is with the references to “the ruler of this world” (6 dpy®v T0d kdcpov TovTOL) Iin John’s

215 Matt. 26:56 and Mark 14:50-52 explicitly refer to the disciples fleeing when Jesus is captured. Luke
22:54 cites Peter following at a distance. Unlike the Synoptic Gospels, however, the Gospel of John does not
explicitly mention the fleeing of the disciples. In John 18, Simon Peter and “another disciple” are noted as
following Jesus, and Jesus does say that the disciples will be scattered and leave him alone (John 16:32), but as
with much of John’s Gospel, the main focus is on Jesus himself.
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Gospel (12:31; 14:30; 16:11).2'® Many scholars equate this ruler with “the devil,” or “Satan,”?!”
and indeed the comparison is understandable given that the words “devil” (d1dpforog) and
“Satan” (Xatavag) are also mentioned in the Gospel of John (“devil” in 6:70; 8:44; 13:2; “Satan”
in 13:27). However, there are no direct encounters with the devil or with evil spirits in the
Fourth Gospel; ?'® all references to Jesus performing exorcisms is omitted, ?!° and the
temptation narrative is missing in the Gospel of John in comparison to each of the Synoptic
Gospels which not only include the confrontation (Matt 4:1-11; Mark 1:12—13; Luke 4:1-13),
but also mention “the devil” or “Satan” more frequently than in the Gospel of John.??°

If “the ruler” (0 &pywv) was meant to primarily refer to the devil or Satan, the
temptation narrative would be the ideal inclusion in John’s Gospel to demonstrate the tension
and ultimate loss of the ruler to Jesus. Instead, the references to the devil and Satan in John’s
Gospel are in relation to people: to Judas Iscariot (6:70; 13:2, 27) or in relation to the Jews
(8:44). Thus, “the ruler of this world” may perhaps be influenced by the devil, just as with

Judas Iscariot and the Jews, but is more likely referring directly to a human being, and

specifically a representation of the ruler of the Greco-Roman world. The emperor as the literal

216 Technically, the construction in 14:30 is slightly different (6 Tod k6cpov Epywv) as it does not
include “this.” However, many English translations (e.g. NIV, NLT, ESV, CEV, NRSV, NKJV) tend to keep
“the ruler of this world” in 14:30 for the sake of consistency with the other two occurrences.

217 E.g., Lieu, 1, II, & Il John; George Raymond Beasley-Murray, John, Word Biblical Commentary,
(Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1987); Raymond Brown, The Gospel of John I-XII, The Anchor Bible (Garden
City, New York: Doubleday, 1966); Craig Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary (Peabody,
Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 2010); Richard Bauckham, Gospel of Glory: Major Themes in
Johannine Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015). Earlier scholars like David Rensberger seem to
avoid discussing the ruler even though he himself writes about politics in John because of the overwhelming
majority at the time that identified the ruler exclusively with Satan. However, he does identify Pilate as a likely
representation of the hostile Roman state. Cf. David Rensberger, Overcoming the World: Politics and
Community in the Gospel of John (London: SPCK, 1989), 90, N. T. Wright and J. P. Davies, “John, Jesus, and
‘The Ruler of This World’: Demonic Politics in the Fourth Gospel?,” in Conception, Reception, and the Spirit:
Essays in Honor of Andrew T. Lincoln, ed. J. Gordon McConville and Lloyd K. Pietersen (Eugene, Oregon:
Cascade Books, 2015), 76 n. 21.

28 Cf. Lieu, 1, 1I, & Ill John, 136.

219 The word “demon” (Soapdviov) is used in John in the context of Jews accusing Jesus of being
possessed by a demon (7:20; 8:48, 49, 52; 10:20). In 10:21, doupdviov appears in the context of those who
believe that Jesus does not have a demon. The word “demon” does not appear in the Johannine epistles showing
further consistency between the Gospel and Letters that conflict between the conquering Jesus and evil spirits is
not the focus, but rather the more literal conflict with the Greco-Roman world.

220 Matthew mentions “the devil” or “Satan” a total of 10 times (“S14Borog” at Matt 4:1, 5, 8, 11;
13:39; 25:41; “otovag” at 4:10; 12:26 (2x); 16:23), Mark 6 times (“51dforog” does not appear, “Xotavag” at
1:13; 3:23 (2x), 26; 4:15; 8:33), and Luke 10 times (“014forog” at 4:2, 3, 6, 13; 8:12; “Taravag” at 10:18;
11:18; 13:16; 22:3, 31) in comparison to 4 times in the Gospel of John (“51aforoc” at 6:70; 8:44; 13:2;
“Yotavag” at 13:27). Cf. the Johannine epistles where the word “Zatavdc” does not appear, but “S1dforog”
appears four times at 1 John 3:8 (3x), 10, as noted in the previous section.
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ruler over the Greco-Roman world in which Jesus and his disciples live is the likely conquered
counterpart to the kingdom rule of Jesus.??!

Three times Jesus makes reference to “the ruler of this world” (6 Gpywv??*? Tod kOGO
toutov) (12:31; 14:30; 16:11) who is evidently a part of the k6cpog that Jesus is conquering
(as we shall see later in 16:33). In all three instances, Jesus is speaking in the context of internal
and external conflict, in which the ruler is the embodiment of the opposition. When Jesus first
mentions “the ruler of this world” (12:31), he is speaking to a crowd while admittedly
experiencing his own internal conflict about his impending death. He says that his “soul is
troubled” (12:27),2%* and he seems tempted to ask God to save him from his future suffering.??*

Despite his troubled soul, however, Jesus proclaims his first declaration of the ruler’s

defeat (12:31):

Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven
out.

viv kpiolg €otiv ToD KOGUOV TOOTOV, VOV O (pY®V TOD KOGUOVL TOLTOV
ExPAnOnoeton -

Modern readers familiar with New Testament texts might assume that the dpywv being “driven

out” is Satan falling from heaven in Luke (10:18), or the great dragon “who is called the Devil

221 Cf. also those who identify “the ruler of this world” as the emperor: Tom Thatcher, Greater than
Caesar: Christology and Empire in the Fourth Gospel (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Fortress, 2009), and George
van Kooten, “Bildung, Religion, and Politics in the Gospel of John: The Erastic, Philhellenic, Anti-Maccabean,
and Anti-Roman Tendencies of the Gospel of ‘the Beloved Pupil,”” in Scriptural Interpretation at the Interface
between Education and Religion, ed. Florian Wilk (Themes in Biblical Narrative 22; Leiden; Boston: Brill,
2019), 171. Wright and Davies, “John, Jesus and ‘The Ruler of This World’” identify the ruler with Satan and
the emperor. Carter views Pilate as the ruler of the world (Warren Carter, John and Empire: Initial
Explorations. New York; London: T & T Clark, 2008), 290-299), but Pilate himself is obviously not a
powerful ruler who needs to be conquered. He seems to be swayed by the crowds (John 19:12—-16) rather than
being a strong ruler over them. Pilate represents the ruler, who is the emperor and the more likely counterpart to
Jesus.

222 The word 8pywv can refer to “ruler,” “authority,” or “official.” Cf. LSJ, s.v. “8pywv.” Some
scholars prefer to translate dpywv as “prince” (e.g., Beasley-Murray, John, 213; Brown, The Gospel of John, I-
XII, 468), and draw comparisons to “the rulers of this age” (t@v dpydvtov Tod aidvog TovTov) seen for example
in 1 Corinthians (2:6, 8). Cf. the “authorities” (John 3:1, 7:26, 48; 12:42) being obvious human authorities,
giving even more support to “the ruler of this world” in the Gospel of John as referring to a human being. Cf.
Francis Moloney, who views the Jews as the representatives and slaves of a “prince of evil” (The Gospel of
John, Sacra Pagina Series 4 (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 1998), 354-355).

223 When Jesus says that his soul is “troubled,” the verb here (tapéocn) literally means “to stir” or
“disturb” (cf. LSJ, s.v. “tapdoc®”). It is used in four other instances in the Gospel of John to reference Jesus or
the disciples being troubled by their current or impending circumstances (11:33; 13:21; 14:1, 27). (The verb
Tapdoom also occurs in reference to water being “stirred up.” (5:7)) Death is related to all of these
“disturbances,” whether it is Lazarus’ death (11:33), Jesus’ death (12:27; 13:21), or the disciples’ deaths (or
possibly a combination of both Jesus and the disciples’ deaths) (14:1, 27). See also Beasley-Murray, John, 249.

224 In the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus in Gethsamane does ask the Father for his impending suffering and
death to be taken away (Matt 26:36—46; Mark 14:32-42; Luke 22:39-46).
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and Satan” being thrown down to the earth in the book of Revelation (12:9).%2?° Indeed, there
seems to be some overlap between Luke and Revelation as “the Satan” (0 Xatavag) is clearly
named in both cases. However, in Luke, Jesus is responding to some of his disciples who are
amazed that demons submit to them (10:17), and the aorist participle for “fall” (nrecdvta, 10:18)
seems to indicate that Jesus watched Satan fall in the past.

By contrast, in John’s Gospel, the verb éxpAn6noceton (will be driven out) is in the future
tense; the ruler is about to be driven out. Thus, it seems presumptive to equate “the ruler of this
world” in John with the Satan of Luke and Revelation. Jesus in John’s Gospel says that the
ruler is about to be driven out (12:31) because Jesus anticipates his suffering and death at the
hand of the Romans. Yet, he knows that his death is the reason that he came (12:27), and that
this is all a part of the judgment of the world, with its culture of polytheism and the emperor
as the divine son (divi filius)?*¢ (this will be discussed further in section 4.1). The dominant
culture which promotes a pistis in the emperor as the divine ruler of the world will be driven
out by Jesus, the true divine son, who supersedes the ruler of the Greco-Roman world with his
own kingship.??’

When Jesus mentions the ruler for a second time, it is a part of the Farewell Discourse
(chapters 14—17) in which Jesus is giving his final words to his disciples. He has previously
washed his disciples’ feet (13:1-19), and foretold Judas Iscariot’s betrayal (13:21-30) and
Peter’s denial (13:36-38), but knowing that his time with them is limited, Jesus says (14:30—
31):

I will no longer talk much with you, for the ruler of this??® world is coming.

He has no claim over me; but I do as the Father has commanded me, so that
the world may know that I love the Father. Rise, let us be on our way.

0VKETL TOAAD AaAncm ped' budv, Epyxetat yap 6 Tod KOGUOV dpywV: Koi &V
€10l 0VK Eyel 000&V, AAL tva YV® 0 KOG UG OTL Ayot®d TOV TATEP Kol KAOMG
EVTOMV E0mKeV Lot 0 ot P, oVTOG Told. £yelpeche dympuev EviedOev.
Jesus tells his disciples that their conversation will shortly come to an end because the ruler of

this world is “coming.” The use of the verb “to come” (&pyopar) gives the sense that there is

something tangible on its way, which is underlined in the fact that Jesus says immediately after,

225 Cf. Beasley-Murray, John, 213.

226 Cf. Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 208-210.

227 Jesus’ kingly entry into Jerusalem occurs just before (12:12—19) in which the Pharisees were
concerned that the culture was already shifting toward Jesus.

228 The tovtoL does not appear here in comparison to the other references to the ruler, but for the sake
of consistency, I will retain the “this” in the translation.
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“rise, let us be on our way” (§yeipecOe dyopev vieddev, 14:31).22° Jesus knows that his arrest
is imminent, and these captors who are “coming” will include the Roman ongipa (John 18:3,

12), the tactical unit or cohort of soldiers,?°

along with their officer, the yiAiapyog, who
together represent the authority of the emperor, the ruler of the Greco-Roman world.?*' The
Roman soldiers are necessary because the Jewish leaders are not able to arrest Jesus without
the approval of the ruling government. The soldiers not only capture Jesus but actively mock
and torture him (John 19:1-3; cf. Matt 27:27-31; Mark 15:16-20). The Roman soldiers also
cast lots for Jesus’ clothing, just as they might with the spoils of war (John 19:23-25).

Despite the threat of the coming ruler represented through the Roman soldiers, Jesus
does not mention his opposition to incite his disciples to military violence.?*? Jesus knows that
the disciples feel troubled over what their teacher is saying (14:1, 27) and that it may seem as
though the ruler of the world is conquering Jesus as he is captured, tortured, and killed by the
Romans. However, the disciples can be reassured that the ruler may have power and authority
over the current Greco-Roman world but has no power or authority over Jesus (14:30). Instead
of being fearful and intimidated, the disciples can respond with peace; this peace is not “as the
world gives” (14:27). Jesus’ clarification makes sense if he is speaking about the conception
of peace in Greco-Roman culture which would associate giprivn (Greek) or pax (Latin) with
an absence of fear, a treaty of peace, or the goddess of peace.?** In contrast to the peace that
they might see in the world around them, Jesus offers a peace that they may have even when
they are without their teacher (cf. 14:3, 18-19, 28) and even as they face persecution
themselves (16:33).

When Jesus mentions the ruler of this world for the third and final time in John (16:11),
he is describing the events after he “goes away” and “the Advocate” (mapdkAntog) comes
(16:7). At that time, the ruler will have already been condemned (16:11) and judgment will

have been executed against the ruler. Jesus is foretelling the victorious results so that, as they

229 Cf. Wright and Davies, “John, Jesus, and ‘The Ruler of This World’,” 81.

BOLS], s.v. “ongipa.”

21 In comparison to the Synoptic Gospels, John’s Gospel portrays the Romans with an indifference
which demonstrates an anti-Roman sentiment (van Kooten, “Bildung, Religion, and Politics in the Gospel of
John,” 171-172).

232 Peter later foolishly reacts violently by cutting off the right ear of the high priest’s slave in the
presence of the Roman soldiers, their officer, and the Jewish police (18:10—12). He could have easily started a
full riot. Cf. Wright and Davies, “John, Jesus, and ‘The Ruler of This World’,” 85.

233 Cf. LSJ, s.v. “eipfvn.” Eirene/Pax is the goddess of peace, the daughter of Zeus and Themis
(Hesiod, Theogany 902). The senate was commissioned to erect an Ara Pacis, an altar of peace, in Rome to
celebrate the establishment of the age of peace, which was completed in 9 BCE. It still remains today with its
own museum at the Museo dell’Ara Pacis in Rome. Cf. Stefan Weinstock, “Pax and the ‘Ara Pacis’,” The
Journal of Roman Studies, no. 50, Parts 1 and 2 (1960): 44-58.
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face imminent conflict from those in the culture around them, the disciples will not despair.

Jesus offers encouragement through his conquering message (16:33):

I have said this to you, so that in me you may have peace. In the world you
face persecution. But take courage; I have conquered the world!”

Todto AeAGAN KO DTV Tva év épol eipnvny &nte. év 1@ kdouw ATy Exete:

AL Bopoeite, £YO vevIKNKA TOV KOGUOV
Jesus is acknowledging that the time that he has been describing is coming and has already
begun (16:32) in which the persecution of both Jesus and his disciples is imminent. The ruler
may appear to win as Jesus is tortured and killed by the Romans and his disciples face
persecution from their surrounding culture. However, Jesus wants his disciples to remember
that, as they face persecution, they can have peace knowing that Jesus has actually conquered
the world, and the ruler of it, through his death on the cross, which is a part of the judgment
that overthrows the current kingdom ruled by the emperor.

The Jews may be considered the instigators of this persecution, but the actual executors
are the Romans, who act under the power and authority of the emperor.?** The Jewish leaders
were certainly aware of who was ruling their world. They were already concerned that the
Romans would come and destroy the Jews and their temple because Jesus was causing so much
commotion by performing miracles (11:48). They acknowledge the emperor as the ultimate
authority in the process of their trying to condemn Jesus. When Pilate, as another representative
of the emperor, and the only one with the power to allow for Jesus’ crucifixion, does not find

any legal case against Jesus, the Jews assert (19:12b):

If you release this man, you are no friend of the emperor. Everyone who
claims to be a king sets himself against the emperor.

‘Eav tobtov amoAdong, ovk i ¢pilog tod Kaiocapog: mdg 0 Pactién ovtov

modVv avtiléyel 1@ Kaicapt.
Pilate sees the impending riot and questions the crowd again about whether Jesus should really
be killed, to which the chief priests answer: “We have no king but the emperor.” (ovx &yopev

Baochéa ei un Kaicapa, 19:15). Even the Jews recognize the authority of the emperor as he is

234 For more on Roman persecution, see Richard J. Cassidy, John's Gospel in the New Perspective:
Christology and the Realities of Roman Power (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1992), 56-59.
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the ruler and king over the Greco-Roman world. They too have chosen to submit to the Roman
imperial ideology of the world and proclaim their loyalty to the Roman emperor.?*

However, as Jesus has pointed out in all three instances of his mentioning the “ruler,”
Jesus is not threatened, and in fact, the only reason why the Romans have any authority or
power is because it has been granted to them from above (19:11). “The ruler of this world” is
the lesser counterpart to Jesus, who overrules and supersedes the divi filius as the true Son of
God,?*¢ and the Savior of the World (4:42 cf. 1 John 4:14), another title used for Roman
rulers.?*’” For the Gospel writer, the use of such monikers that were used for the emperor is a
bold political statement?*® while simultaneously underlining the difference between the rule of
the emperor in the Greco-Roman world versus the rule of Jesus Christ over all of creation (see
more in section 4.1).

Jesus entered into Jerusalem in a kingly manner,?° which was the counterpoint to the
culture of triumphant Roman conquerors who would enter the city through the Triumphal Gate
to the cheers of Roman people.?** In the everyday Greco-Roman world, all would see the
emperor as the ruler of the world, but Jesus shows through his kingly entry and declaration of
conquering the current world that he is the ruler who will uproot (12:31), overpower (14:30),
and supplant (16:11) the current dpywv. As Jesus clarifies to Pilate, the emperor may rule the
current world, but his kingdom is not derived from the Greco-Roman world and thus his
followers do not need to fight against the ruler in the same way that the Romans might conquer
others (18:36). Like the conquering of the Greco-Roman world in 1 John, the conquering of
the world and its ruler in John’s Gospel is one that counters the prevailing culture with a distinct
Johannine pistis.

As we have seen, “the ruler of this world” being identified with the emperor in John’s
Gospel indicates that the conquering of the world (16:33) is a contention against the
polytheistic world under the Roman Empire. We shall see that the contention against the Greco-
Roman world persists in the First Letter of John as well, and that the Johannine author presents

a consistent countercultural narrative to his audience because of his concern over their pistis.

235 Cf. Gerhard van den Heever, “Finding Data in Unexpected Places (or: From Text Linguistics to
Socio-rhetoric): Towards a Socio-Rhetorical Reading of John’s Gospel,” Neotestamentica 33, no. 2 (1999): 358.

236 Cf. “son of God” (6 vidg Tod Oeod) in John 1:34, 49; 3:18; 5:25; 11:4, 27; 19:7; 20:31.

237 “Savior of the World” (6 cwtip Tod k6GLHOV) Was not a common first-century Jewish or Samaritan
messianic designation, but it was a title used for Roman rulers from Julius Caesar to Hadrian and later emperors.
Craig R. Koester, ““The Savior of the World’ (John 4:42),” Journal of Biblical Literature 109, no. 4 (1990):
666—667.

238 Cf. Thatcher, Greater than Caesar, 136.

239 John 12:12-19; cf. Matt 21:1-11; Mark 11:1-11; Luke 19:28-40.

240 Cf. Beard, North and Price, Religions of Rome, 44.
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3. A Countercultural Letter

Having determined that the conquering language in both 1 John and the Gospel of John
reflect a contention against the “world,” and that the “world” in the Gospel is clearly an allusion
to the polytheistic world under the Roman Empire, this chapter will now examine further the
contention with the world in 1 John, and demonstrate that the Johannine author is also making
allusions to the Greco-Roman world and its polytheistic beliefs that dominated the culture of
the time. His concern about the prevailing culture continues to be evident throughout the brief
letter particularly in the reference to fear that is incompatible with love (4:18), and in the
concluding exhortation to his readers to keep themselves from idols (5:21). Through his
acknowledgement of the culture, he is not only demonstrating his awareness of the culture but
also framing a countercultural narrative against it. The Johannine teacher wants to convey to
his spiritual children that they should not be naive or complacent in their pistis and that
conquering the world also means contending against the polytheistic culture that surrounds

them in the Greco-Roman world.

3.1 Against the Culture of Fear

In the earlier chapters of his letter, the writer of 1 John alludes to some concern about
the culture when he exhorts his disciples to resist the desires of the Greco-Roman world (2:15—
17), and clarifies that this resistance is not to be a violent one, which might be an expected
response in the culture when facing conflict (3:11-15). 24! Instead, he emphasizes the
importance of responding with love (1 John 3-4).?*? His emphasis on love is especially
apparent in his discourse in chapter 4 as the cognates of “love” (i.e. dyanmntdc, dyondwm, dydnn)
appear more than thirty times within the few verses (4:7-21). Amid this exhortation to love,

however, the author suddenly and prominently addresses the issue of fear (4:18):

There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do
with punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love.

@6Pog ovk EoTiv €v 1] dyann AL’ 1) tekeio aydmn EEm PaAleL TOV @OPov,
011 0 POPog kOAacLY Exel, 0 0 Pofodpevog o0 TeTeleimTon &v Tf] dydm).

The reference to fear stands out because it is mentioned four times and only in this sole verse
in all of the Johannine epistles. Moreover, it is declared as an antithesis in which fear cannot

241 See also section 2.1.
242 The importance of love is alluded to previously in 1 John 2:5, 10.
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exist in love and is instead forcefully cast out in the presence of love, evoking more of the
contentious language that permeates the letter.

Positive Jewish Fear?

The author offers little explanation as to what he means in placing fear as the
incompatible antithesis to love, but the lack of explanation would make sense if the issue of
fear was obvious to the audience of the letter. In the case of 1 John, love is associated with
God; indeed, twice he says that “God is love” (6 0g0¢ dydmn éotiv, 4:8, 16). However, fear
being placed in opposition to love seems to indicate that this is not the same sort of fear seen
often in the New Testament and in the LXX which has positive connotations.

The reverential fear of God, which appears several times in the New Testament,?*3 is
seen in the Gospel of Luke, in which Mary, the pregnant mother of Jesus, sings a song of praise

(1:49-50):

For the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name.
His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.

Ot1 émoincev pot peydia 6 duvatds. kai dylov O dvopa avTov,

Kai t0 ELeog avToD €ig Yeveds Kail yevedg Toig pofovpévors avtov.
In her song, Mary does not appear to suggest that generations of people are terrified of God.
On the contrary, earlier on, she says, “my spirit rejoices in God my savior” (kai f)yoAAiocev 1O
vedpo pov ml 1@ 0ed T® cwtipt pov, v. 47). Her song is out of extreme joy, and she is
thankful for the “great things” (v. 49) God has done for her and for the mercy he has shown to
generations of people who have demonstrated their reverence for him (v. 50).

In a few instances in the New Testament, there is the sense of serving God “with fear

and trembling” as seen in Philippians (2:12—13):2%

Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my
presence, but much more now in my absence, work out your own salvation
with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you
both to will and to work for his good pleasure.

"Qote dyommrtol pov, kabmg TAVTOTE VINKOVOATE, U OC £V Ti TAPOVGiY
LoV Hévov GAAG VOV TOAAGD paAAOV &V Ti] dmovcig pov, HeTd @opfov kai
TPpOpOV TV EaVT®V cotpiav Katepydleche: 0e0g yap Eotv O Evepydv &v
vulv Kol 10 0€letv kol T0 Evepyelv HmEp TiiC €DSOKING.

23 Cf. Acts 10:2, 22, 35; 13:16, 26; 2 Cor. 7:1; Eph. 5:21; 6:5; Col. 3:22; 1 Pet. 1:17.
244 Cf. 2 Cor. 7:15; Eph. 6:5.
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This could be misunderstood to mean that God is like a scary, demanding dictator and that the
people need to be trembling in fear when they serve him. However, the same phrasing is used

in 2 Corinthians (7:15-16):

And his heart goes out all the more to you, as he remembers the obedience
of all of you, and how you welcomed him with fear and trembling. I
rejoice, because I have complete confidence in you.

Kol T0 OTAGYYVOL aDTOD TEPLGGOTEPMC €I VUGS E0TV AVOULUVIICKOUEVOD

TNV TAVTOV DUV DTOKONV, OG HETH @O0V Kai Tpopov £6¢Eache avTOV.

xoipo 61t v Tovti Bappd &v vUiv.
This is referring to the way in which the Corinthians received Titus. They were welcoming
him, and both Paul and Titus are happy about this. Thus, this fear and trembling does not appear

to be a negative fear, but instead suggests the humility with which people serve others.

In the Septuagint, “fear and trembling”?* appears in a Psalm (55:5):

Fear and trembling come upon me, and horror overwhelms me.
@6Pog Kai Tpépog NAOsv £’ Eué Kai EkGAVYEY e OKATOG

In this context, the “fear and trembling” is indeed a negative sentiment. However, this is not
about fear and trembling because of a negative fear of God. The psalmist is fearful because of
wicked enemies who are bringing trouble against him (cf. vv. 2, 12). The psalmist is not fearful
of God in a negative sense; he actually cries out to God for help, and he has confidence that
God will save him (v. 16).

Fear in relation to God in the LXX often uses the same Greek cognates (po6Bocg, popéw,
@oPéopar) as the fear of 1 John, but the fear of God in the Jewish context is continually
presented as a positive reverential fear of the Lord. This type of fear is so significant to the
Jewish community that it is mentioned in almost every book of the LXX.?*® For example, in
the final chapter of Joshua, all of the tribes of Israel gather together, and Joshua says to them
(24:14):

245 Cf. Judges 7:3

246 Some of the many examples include: Gen. 22:12; Exod. 9:30; Deut. 6:24; 2 Sam 23:3; 1 Chron.
16:25; Prov. 1:7; Eccl. 8:12; Isa. 50:10. Verses such as Gen. 20:11 and Exod. 18:21 further support the positive
fear of the divine with the use of the Greek word, 6zocéBe10, which can be translated as “fear of God” or
“reverence toward God.” See Georg Bertram, “Beocefng, Ococéfera,” TDNT, 3:123-128.
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Now therefore fear the Lord, and serve him in sincerity and in
righteousness; put away the foreign gods that your ancestors served beyond
the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord.

Kol vOvV @opnOnte kiprov kol Aatpevcate avtd &v eufotntl kol &v

dikaroovvn Kol meptéecte Tovg B0 ToVG dAloTpiovg 0ig EAdTpEvCAY Ol

TatéPeG VUMV v T® mépav 10D TOoTapod Kol €v alyOdmT® Kol AATpevETE

Kupim
The allusion to serving God in sincerity and righteousness indicates the positive context in
which Joshua is calling the people to serve God.

Fearing God is affiliated with wisdom and insight into knowing and understanding
him,?*’ and experiencing his love and mercy. Rather than placing fear and love in contrast to

one another as 1 John does, the positive Jewish concept of fearful reverence actually aligns

fear with love, as in Deuteronomy (10:12):

“So now, O Israel, what does the Lord your God require of you? Only to
fear the Lord your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul”

Kol VOV 1opanA Tl kOplog 6 0ed6¢ cov aiteitan Tapd cod AL §j oPeicOar

KUpLovtov 0g6v cov mopedecor &v macaig taic 0501¢ avtod Kal dyoamdy

aOTOV Kol AaTpevey Kupim 1@ 0ed cov €€ OANG TG kapdiag cov kol €€ OANG

TG Yxilg G0V
While the Johannine letter places fear and love in conflict with one another, the verbal forms
of fear and love are placed in parallel to one another in Deuteronomy because fearing God from
a Jewish perspective is affiliated with loving God and serving him. For the Jews, fear of the
divine denotes a reverence and respect for the God to whom they belong.

One possible outlier among the plethora of verses that present a positive fear of God in

the LXX is Psalm 119:120 (118:120 LXX). Initially, the psalmist seems to have a negative fear
of God and divine judgment:

My flesh trembles for fear of you, and I am afraid of your judgments.

KaONAwoov £k 10D POBoV Gov TAG GAPKOS OV AT YOP TAOV KPIUAT®V GOV
£popnony

Like many other psalms, however, the speaker is discursive with his emotions; in prior verses,

the psalmist says that he loves God’s law but hates double-minded people and the wicked of

247 Cf. Prov. 9:10.
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the earth.?*® His overall attitude toward God continues to be one of reverence and respect, not
negative, overwhelming fear. Though the psalmist may feel a momentary flash of negative fear
regarding God’s judgment, he still loves God and honors his law. Thus, this psalm is yet
another example of the positive Jewish association of fear and love.

In contrast to the psalmist who experiences a simultaneous love and fear of God, the

writer of 1 John asserts that they are mutually exclusive (4:18).

There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do
with punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love.

@6Pog ovk oty €v i) dyann GAL' 1) tedeio dydmn EEm PaAlel TOV @OPov,

0T 0 POPog kOAaGLY Exel, O 6 Pofoduevog oV TeTedeimTan &v T dydmn).
The negative fear in the first Johannine epistle cannot be the positive, fearful reverence for God
seen so frequently in the Jewish context. If the Jewish conception of divine fear was applicable
to 1 John, then the “fear of God” would actually be a discordant “fear of /ove” because 1 John
says that God is love (4:8, 16). Fear of love could arguably make sense in a Jewish context if
the author of 1 John were addressing a fearful reverence of the God who embodies, reflects,
and expresses love. However, the positive Jewish conception of fear cannot be the same
negative fear of divine judgment in 1 John (4:18) that is cast out in the presence of love and is
instead a marker of someone who has not been perfected in love. Because the writer of 1 John
asserts to the Johannine community that fear is “cast out” (8¢® PBaAAim) when they remain in
the perfect love of God, he is more likely addressing the fear of the divine that was well-

entrenched in the Greco-Roman culture.

Fearing the Gods in the Greco-Roman World

The reference to fear being cast out (4:18) is more readily understandable when viewed
in light of the Greco-Roman culture because the writer of 1 John discusses love and fear in the

context of divine judgment (4:16b—17):

God is love, and those who remain in love remain in God, and God remains
in them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have
boldness on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world.

‘O 0e0c¢ aydmn éoty, Kai 6 pévav &v Th ayann &v @ 0ed pével kai 0 0eoc &v
avTd pEvel €v ToLT@ teteleiwTon 1 dydmn ped’ Hudv, tva moappnoiov

28 Ps. 119:113, 119 (118:113, 119 LXX).
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Eyouev &v i Nuépa i kpioeme, 611 KoBOG £KeTvoc 0TV Kol NULETG Eopev

&V 1@ KOGL® TOVT.

The idea of having boldness on the day of judgment would have been a radical statement
(which will be addressed below) for those living in the Greco-Roman world, which tended to
fear divine judgment and retribution.

The earliest writers of Greek tragedies presented divine judgment in the context of
moral law in which the human being would receive divine retribution based on how they acted
on earth. For example, Aeschylus presents the story of Agamemnon, who becomes fearful
when his wife Clytemnestra spreads extravagant cloths for Agamemnon to walk on. He says
that the gods alone deserve such honors, and he hopes that the gods will not strike him from
afar for accepting honor for himself. >** Agamemnon was fearful of the divine judgment that
he would receive for his actions. In Eumenides, divine judgment is portrayed even more
directly as the goddess Athena appears as the president of the court of Athenian citizens and
administers her judgment over the people.?*® The goddess offers her judgment before a literal
courtroom context, which evokes a clear visual image of the authority of the deity.

Among the most fearsome representatives of divine judgment in Greco-Roman culture
were the Erinyes, sometimes called the Furies or Eumenides, who were based on the theater of
Aeschylus, but remained popular in Greek, Etruscan and Roman art and were mentioned well
into the second and third centuries CE.?*!' They were often portrayed as terrifying divine beings
dressed in black with snakes in their hair who would torment convicted criminals even in the
afterlife in Hades.?? One could easily understand why these beings would promote a culture
of fear in the Greco-Roman world and how they would contribute to a fear of divine judgment
in general.

Fear itself was personified in the god Phobos (Roman: Timor or Pavor), who is often
mentioned alongside his brother Deimos (Roman: Formido or Metus), the personification of
terror and dread.?>* As their names suggest, they are fearsome deities, considered to be the sons

of Ares, the war god,?* and they are described as participants in battle, hitching up their

249 Aeschylus, Agamemnon 921, 946-947.

250 Aeschylus, Eumenides 582-584, 794-807.

251 Pausanias 8.25, 42; Quintus Smyrnaeus 8, 243.

252 Aeschylus, Choephoroe 1048-1050; Eumenides 48f, 175178, 339-340; Pausanias 1.28.6. Cf.
Herbert Jennings Rose, B. C. Dietrich, and Alan A. D. Peatfield, “Erinyes” in OCD.

253 Cf. Homer, Iliad 4.440; 11.37; Hesiod, The Shield 195, 463; Dionysius Halicarnassus, On Literary
Composition 16.46, 64; Philostratus of Athens, Heroicus 25.7.6. In the LCL, Phobos is sometimes translated as
“Fear” or “Rout” in English, and Deimos is translated as “Dread” or “Terror.”

254 Homer, Iliad 4.440; in Hesiod, Theogony 933-935, they are the sons of Ares and Aphrodite.
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father’s horses®> and driving his chariot.?>® The association with battle seems to suggest that
fear and terror are useful forces in intimidating opponents; the reactions that they evoke lead
to victory in war. The Spartans tried to ally themselves with fear by honoring Phobos and
creating a cult, which is well attested at Sparta from as early as the seventh or sixth century
BCE.?7 The fear god had a sanctuary there,?*® and he was institutionalized, not only to curry
his favor in war, but also to reinforce the fear that citizens were supposed to have of the law,
scaring them into obedience.?*’

War heroes were noted as honoring Phobos. According to Plutarch, Alexander the
Great sacrificed to Phobos before his victory at the Battle of Guagamela in 331 BCE, just as
Theseus had done before his victory against the Amazons.?®® By sacrificing to Phobos on the
eve of battle, the leaders hoped to divert any force that could destroy their soldiers while
directing spiritual forces toward their enemies.?¢! In Selinus, a fifth century BCE inscription
commemorates a victory in which Phobos is thanked alongside Zeus and Athena for saving the
city.?6? Fear in this sense could therefore be viewed positively, as association with Phobos had
the potential for victory. Unlike the Jewish association of reverential fear of God, however,
Phobos is not beloved. He is only beneficial in the sense that he is useful in his function of
assisting his father Ares in battle and intimidating the enemy camp.

The references to the physical descriptions of Phobos indicate that he not a revered
deity of beauty, but a terrifying figure meant to repulse those who see him. He is described in

various forms, but he is said to be the least beautiful of the gods,?%

and is often depicted as
part of a shield motif. He is a dragon-like figure with bright eyes of fire on the shield of
Heracles;2%* he resembles a lion on the shield of Agamemnon;?% and he is described as

crowning the aegis of Athena, another deity associated with warfare.?° Phobos was probably

255 Homer, Iliad 15.119.

236 Shield of Heracles 463.

257 Nicholas Richer, “Personified Abstractions in Laconia: Suggestions on the Origins of Phobos,” in
Personification in the Greek World, ed. Emma Stafford and Judith Herrin (Hampshire, Great Britain: Ashgate,
2005), 112; Maria Patera, “Reflections on the Discourse of Fear in Greek Sources,” in Unveiling Emotions 1I:
Emotions in Greece and Rome: Texts, Images, Material Culture, ed. Angelos Chaniotis and Pierre Ducrey
(Stuttgart, Germany: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2013), 113. Interestingly, the Spartans were also known for their
athleticism, which may have been related to their wanting to stay in shape for war. Cf. Nigel Jonathan Spivey,
The Ancient Olympics, 2nd ed, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 26-27.

258 Plutarch, Agis and Cleomenes 8.3.

259 Patera, “Reflections,” 113—114.

260 plutarch, Alexander 31.9; Theseus 27.2.

261 Cf. Patera, “Reflections,” 114—115.

202 Syl 31122,

263 Sextus Empiricus, Against the Physicists 1.188.

264 Shield of Heracles 144, 195.

265 Pausanias 5.19.4.

266 Homer, Iliad 5.739.
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depicted on shields as a way to harness his power of fear and to intimidate any opponents.2¢’

The imagery on the shields that are meant to protect soldiers would simultaneously induce fear
and intimidation to the enemy camp, as if Phobos was a force that had chosen one side in the
battle.

In addition to the descriptions of Phobos represented on shields, other extant material
culture offers some insight into the perception of fear in the Greco-Roman culture. An
inscription on an oenochoe (wine jug) from Berlin dating to around 530 BCE identifies Phobos,
who is shown in anthropomorphic form driving Ares’s chariot. The inscription is helpful in
cases of other similar imagery in which the charioteers are not named, and may suggest that
the unnamed figures are Phobos as well.?®® If they are indeed representations of the fear god,
then it would further demonstrate his cultural significance and potential influence. Although
some of the figures in material culture cannot be verified, the relevance of Phobos seems to
have persisted for several centuries. Not only does he appear in Greco-Roman literature (as
indicated above), but he is also mentioned, for example, in a second-century CE funerary
inscription from Cilicia. Phobos is named alongside Até (goddess of ruin and folly)?*® and
Moira (goddesses of fate and destiny),?’” probably to indicate that they are guardians of the
tomb and to ward off those who might try to rob the site.?”! The naming of the deities serves
as a warning of the dire consequences that would befall any tomb raiders.

Phobos and the other gods and goddesses of the Greco-Roman world were feared
because they were thought to have supernatural power and authority, which they would exert
in the human world. People were therefore simultaneously motivated to seek their favor and
intimidated into living a moral life so that they might avoid divine judgment as a consequence.
Yet, the deities were also believed to be capricious, and they were sometimes portrayed as
interfering in human affairs without a clear rationale or sense of moral justice.?’? Herodotus,

for example, demonstrates divine determinism in which the gods are recognized as those who

267 Cf. Stephen Scully, “Reading the Shield of Achilles: Terror, Anger, Delight,” Harvard Studies in
Classical Philology 101 (2003): 32.

268 Cf. Harvey A. Shapiro, Personifications in Greek Art: The Representation of Abstract Concepts,
600-400 B.C., (Zurich: Akanthus, 1993), 210-212.

269 Até is the daughter of Zeus who was expelled from Olympus to bring harm to men (Homer, Hiad
19.90-94, 126-131; cf. Hesiod, Theogony 230).

270 Cf. Homer, Iliad 19.87f; Hesiod, Theogony 904f, 217; Aeschylus, Prometheus Vinctus 516.

271 Patera, “Reflections,” 113 n. 24.

272 Cf. J. Gwyn Griffiths, The Divine Verdict: A Study of Divine Judgement in the Ancient Religions,
Studies in the History of Religions 52 (Leiden; New York: E.J. Brill, 1990), 70.
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decide what is just;?’3 at the same time, they are described as interfering on a whim, just as the
god Apollo intervenes so that his favorite Croesus can avoid just punishment for his actions.?’*

In Plutarch, the Lives are meant to be case histories of crime and punishment in which
humans bring about their own punishment or receive just punishment through supernatural
means.?”> However, Plutarch also mentions the role of tyché (thyn, “fate” or “fortune”)?7®
several dozen times in his writings, even writing an entire essay on the subject.?’”” Fortune is
personified in the goddess Tyche (Roman: Fortuna), perhaps the most capricious of all the

gods.?’® She is believed to govern human affairs,?”

and therefore has significant power, even
being attributed with the hegemony of Rome.?*° Although she can bring about good fortune,
she is also known for suddenly bringing bad fortune, and subsequently, Tyche is viewed as
dangerous and unpredictable.?®! Given her unpredictability, it is understandable as to how she

might contribute to the fear of the gods.

The Greco-Roman Response to Fear

Because the culture of the Greco-Roman world consisted of capricious gods inducing
fear through their unpredictable divine judgment, it may have prompted a desire for human
beings to have some semblance of control over their lives. Different attempts seem to have
been made in response to the culture of divine fear so that human beings might try to reduce
the unknown and unpredictable. Thucydides, for example, seems to exert some level of control
or rationality in his account of the Peloponnesian War in which the gods are more conspicuous
because they are largely absent.?®? On the surface, his history appears to be more “scientific”

without the input of the spiritual beings.?®* However, Thucydides does mention the role of

273 Herodotus 8.106.

274 Herodotus 1.87, 91.

275 Frederick E. Brenk, In Mist Apparelled: Religious Themes in Plutarch’s Moralia and Lives,
Mnemosyne, Bibliotheca Classica Batava, Supplementum 48 (Lugduni Batavorum: Brill, 1977), 256-275.

276 1.SJ, s.v. “1ym.”

277 E.g. Plutarch, Pyrrhus 13.1; Dion 26.7, 51.4; Caesar 9.1; Lucullus 29.5; Brutus 50.5; Crassus 21.1;
Otho 13.3. He wrote an entire essay on the subject of tyché in Moralia 97C-100.

278 Cf. Griffiths, The Divine Verdict, 87-88; Noel Robertson and B. C. Dietrich, “Tyche” in OCD

279 Cf. Angelos Chaniotis, “Empathy, Emotional Display, Theatricality, and Illusion in Hellenistic
Historiography,” in Unveiling Emotions 11, 57.

280 Plutarch, Moralia 316C-326C; cf. Polybius 1.63.9.

281 E.g. Thucydides 6.11.6; Polybius 15.6.8, 30.10.1, 39.8.2.

282 Cf. Hugh Lloyd-Jones, The Justice of Zeus, Sather Classical Lectures; volume 41 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1971), 137.

283 Thucydides was at one time considered more “scientific” by some scholars in comparison to the
history of Herodotus who seemed to have distorted or invented some of his material, but Thucydides is also
suspected of fabricating his history. Cf. Virginia J. Hunter, Thucydides: The Artful Reporter (Toronto: Hakkert,
1973).
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tyché in his writings (6.11.6), which may suggest that he still reflects some of the culture of
divine intervention.

The sense of divine fear in the culture instigated different aversive responses. The
Stoics ironically exerted control with their sense of determinism, which negated the idea of
free will in a person’s life, and so the idea of divine punishment or reward was not a major
concern. ”®* They were able to ease their fears by accepting aforehand that they did not

determine whatever happened to them. Epictetus reflects this strategy:

When you see someone weeping in sorrow, either because a child has gone
on a journey, or because he has lost his property, beware that you be not
carried away by the impression that the man is in the midst of external ills,
but straightway keep before you this thought: “It is not what has happened
that distresses this man (for it does not distress another), but his judgment
about it.”

‘Otav khaiovta NG Tva v mévOeL §j AmodnNUoDVTOG TEKVOD 1| ATOA®AEKOTOL

T £00TOD, TPOGEYE U1 G€ 1 POVTOGIO GVVAPTACT OC £V KOKOTC GVTOG 0O TOD

101G €KTAC, AAL™ €00VG E0Tm TPHYEPpOV OTL “TOVTOV OAIPEL 0V TO SVUPEPNKAC

(GAAov yap od OABet), dALa TO Sdypa 1O TEPi TOVTOL. 28
Epictetus says that it is the perspective which is of greater concern than the event itself. If
people have the right judgment or perspective, then they will experience tranquility. The Stoic
philosophy views life as a cycle of material recurrence: referring to the lives of men, Seneca
says: “Born from nothingness, they go back to nothingness.”?%¢ The Stoics are able to find
peace in knowing that there is nothing to look forward to, but also nothing to fear as well,
including any fear of the gods.

The Epicureans, by contrast, developed a different perspective. They tried to allay their
fears by rejecting the idea that the gods exerted any influence and by rejecting the concept of
the afterlife for human beings. They rewrote the cultural norm and believed gods to be calm
and placid beings who would not conceive of anger against humans or a desire to harm them.?%’
One can understand the appeal of the Epicurean perspective. Rather than being fearful of the

gods, who could not be controlled, and being fearful of death and divine judgment in the

afterlife, which could not be avoided, one could adopt the idea that the gods were pleasant

284 The Old Stoics, however, did view punishment from retribution as a warning to others. Cf. John M.

Rist, Stoic Philosophy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), 83.
285 Epictetus, Encheiridion 16.
286 Seneca the Younger, De Tranquillitate Animi 15.4.
287 Lucretius, De Rerum Natura 6.68f.
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beings and that they would not interfere with human life. People could enjoy their lives without
the fear of the divine.

However, the Epicurean ideals were criticized as a reaction to deisidaimonia
(deodoupovia), an extreme fear of the gods, often translated as “superstition” in English,
which was significant enough in the culture for both Greek and Roman writers to comment on
it. Plutarch devoted an essay to deisidaimonia, admonishing those who took their fear of the

divine to the extreme:

Superstition, as the very name (dread of deities) indicates, is an emotional
idea and an assumption productive of a fear which utterly humbles and
crushes a man, for he thinks that there are gods, but that they are the cause
of pain and injury.

mv dswodopoviay 6& unvoel kol todvopa d6&av umab] kol 6éovg
TOMTIKT)V  DIOANYLY  Oovoav  EKTOMEWVODVTOG Kol  ovvipifovtog TOV
avOpwmov, oidpevov pev elvon 0£00g, etvar 8& Avanpovg koi Profepong.?s?

Plutarch denigrated superstition as emotional rather than rational, and he was critical of those
who adopted the perspective of the gods as the source of pain.?®® Simultaneously, he
disapproved of the other extreme, the Epicurean response of rejecting the fear of the gods
entirely and presuming that divine judgment did not exist.

In the essay, That Epicurus Actually Makes a Pleasant Life Impossible, Plutarch

addresses the Epicurean view:

For Epicurus supposes that fear of punishment is the only motive to which
we can properly appeal in deterring from crime. It follows then that we
should cram them even fuller of superstitious dread and bring to bear on
them the joint array of celestial and terrestrial terrors and chasms and alarms
and apprehensions if they are to be shocked by all this into a state of greater
honesty and restraint. For they are better off avoiding crime for fear of the
next world than committing crimes and spending their lives in insecurity
and apprehension.

oV yap Emikovpog dAA® twi Tfig ddwciog ofeton Oglv dmeipysv | OB
KOAGCE®V. MOTE Kol Tpooeppopntéov €ketvolg thg deioidatpoviog kol
Kivntéov &n’ avTovg dpa T €& ovpavod Kol Yiig deipata kol ydopota Kol
(@OPovg Kol VTToVoing el LEAAOVGIY EKTANYEVTEC VTTO TOVT®V EMEIKEGTEPOV

288 plutarch, Moralia 165C.

289 Peter van Nuffelen argues that Plutarch is trying to correct the misconception of the divine world
among the superstitious: instead of worshiping the gods as tyrants, the people should recognize the benevolence
of the gods who desire to grant peace and wealth. Van Nuffelen expands on Plutarch’s idea of benevolent
hierarchy in Peter van Nuffelen, Rethinking the Gods: Philosophical Readings of Religion in the Post-
Hellenistic Period (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2011), 157-175.
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Although Plutarch did not approve of the extreme fear of the gods, he said that superstitious
dread was preferable to the opposite Epicurean extreme of negating divine judgment entirely.
Plutarch would actually promote superstitious dread in those that adopted the Epicurean
response. He encouraged a more negative fear of the gods because he thought that it was better
to avoid crime for fear of divine punishment rather than living in the insecurity of not believing
in an afterlife. Plutarch believed that Epicurean ideals promoted atheism, but he was wrong
because the Epicureans did believe in the existence of the gods; they just tried to discount the
fear of the gods which prevailed in the culture.?’! Plutarch indicates that both responses of
deisidaimonia and the Epicurean view do not reflect the majority,?°? but they seem to have
gained enough popularity for Plutarch to write his critical essays to correct those who might
wish to adopt either view.

Plutarch was not alone in his criticisms of the extreme responses to divine fear in the
culture. Cicero, a few decades earlier, was similarly critical of the Epicureans and their

response to superstition in his De Natura Deorum (On the Nature of the Gods):

For the doctrines of all these thinkers abolish not only superstition, which
implies a groundless fear of the gods, but also religion, which consists in
piously worshipping them.

Horum enim sententiae omnium non modo superstitionem tollunt in qua
inest timor inanis deorum, sed etiam religionem quae deorum cultu pio
continetur.?*3

Cicero condemned the Epicureans for rejecting the fear of the gods because the rejection of
this fear was essentially rejecting the gods themselves. Like Plutarch, he acknowledged that
the fear could develop into an extreme, fearful superstition, but it did not mean that the fear

should be rejected completely.?**

290 Plutarch, Moralia 1104B.

21 For most of antiquity, Epicureans were considered to be “the atheists,” but Epicurus himself was
actually fiercely critical of atheists. Cf. Tim Whitmarsh, Battling the Gods: Atheism in the Ancient World
(London: Faber and Faber, 2016), 173-177.

292 Plutarch, Moralia 1104B—C.

293 Cicero, De Natura Deorum 1.117-118.

294 It should be noted that superstitio is not considered to be completely synonymous with
deisidaimonia. While both terms did refer to the excessive and demeaning behavior towards the gods,
deisidaimonia did not usually include magic or the practices of foreigners. Cf. Beard, North, and Price,
Religions of Rome, 225. Cicero, however, is clearly similar to Plutarch in that he is criticizing the Epicurean
perspective on the fear of the gods.
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Cicero confronted Epicurus’s claim that he could detach himself from such fears:

Epicurus however does actually think that the gods exist, nor have I ever
met anybody more afraid than he was of those things which he says are not
terrible at all, I mean death and the gods.

Ille vero deos esse putat, nec quemquam vidi qui magis ea quae timenda

esse negaret timeret, mortem dico et deos.?
According to Cicero, Epicurus may have purported to be free from superstition and fear, but
in actuality, Epicurus himself suffered from a severe fear of the gods. In response, Epicurus
developed a philosophy which promoted the absence of divine judgment to allay his own
extreme fear of death. Cicero’s explanation is plausible because fear of the divine was indeed
a part of the culture and was likely promoted in Athens, where Epicurus may have been raised.
According to Diogenes Laertius, who passionately defended Epicurean thought, Epicurus was
a citizen of Athens,?°¢ which was known for its cult worship including a prominent cult of the
war god Ares,?” who, as seen above, was also closely affiliated with his son Phobos, the god
of fear. Epicurus probably noticed that some, including himself, were consumed by the fear of
death and fear of divine wrath, and in a countercultural response, determined that no one had

to fear the gods because man did not exist after death.

The Johannine Response to Fear

With this background of fear in mind, we now turn back to the fear in the First Letter

of John (4:18):

There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do
with punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love.

@OPoc ovk gotv €v 11} dyamnn GAL' 1 teheio dydmm EEm PaArel TOV @OPov,
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As we have established, this fear is not the Jewish conception of divine reverence that aligns
love with fear for God. This fear is clearly a reference to the culture of fear in the Greco-Roman
world which sometimes went to the extremes of superstitious deisidaimonia or the other

extreme of negating the fear of the divine altogether.

295 Cicero, De Natura Deorum 1.86.
2% Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 10.1.
297 Pausanias, Description of Greece 1.8.4.
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While the Stoics and Epicureans offered their responses to the fear of the divine in the
culture, the writer of 1 John proclaims another countercultural response, which embraces love

and results in boldness on the day of judgment (4:17):

Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on
the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world.

&V TOUT® TeTEAEI®TAL 1 Ayamn ped’ Nudv, iva wappnoiav Exopev &v Ti)
Nuépa i Kpicemg, 61t kabmg EKEIVOG 0TIV Kol NUETS EoeV €V TG KOGU®
TOVT®.

The writer explains that those who embrace the perfect love??®

of God may have “boldness”
(mrappnoia), a word that he uses three other times in the letter in having boldness before Jesus
or God (2:28;%? 3:21), and in making requests to him (5:14). The idea of boldness “on the day
of judgment” (év tf] Nuépa ¢ Kpicewc), a phrase which appears only once (1 John 4:17) in
Johannine literature, > would have been a radical idea in the context of the culture because, as
we have seen, judgment in the culture was often perceived as belonging to the gods who had
supernatural powers.

One was not supposed to be bold before the gods in the Greco-Roman world because
it operated in a culture of honor and shame.3’! The cultural expectation would be honor or
shame before the gods based on a person’s behavior. The writer of 1 John seems to allude to

this aspect of the culture in his initial reference to boldness in which he contrasts boldness to

being ashamed (aicyvopan)*?? before Jesus (2:28):

And now, little children, remain in him, so that when he is revealed we may
have boldness and not be put to shame before him at his coming.

Kai vdv, tekvia, pévete &v ant®, tva £av eavepwbij oxduev mappnoioy kol
un aicyvvidpey A’ adtod &v T Tapovsig avTod.

2% The idea of perfect love or being perfected in love is seen in at 1 John 2:5; 4:12, 17, 18.

2% In 2:28, Jesus is not named, and the verse simply says, “before him at his coming” (4n' adTod &v Tfj
napovoiq avtod), but this is likely a reference to Jesus’ second coming. Cf. mapovoio at Matt 24:27, 37, 39; 1
Cor 15:23; 1 Thess 2:19; 3:13.

300 References to a “day of judgment” appear elsewhere in the NT at Matt 10:15; 11:22, 24; 12:36; 2
Pet 2:9; 3:7; cf. Jude 6. Jewish apocalyptic literature contains the concept of a judgment day (cf.
Schnackenburg, The Johannine Epistles, 246), but as demonstrated above, the fear of the divine being
incompatible with love (1 John 4:18) indicates that the allusion to fear is more likely a reference to the Greco-
Roman culture of fear of divine judgment.

301 Cf. Zeba Crook, “Honor, Shame, and Social Status Revisited,” Journal of Biblical Literature 128,
no. 3 (Fall 2009): 591-611; John G. Peristiany, ed., Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean Society,
The Nature of Human Society (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1966).

302 Cf. aioyvopon at Luke 16:3; 2 Cor 10:8; Phil 1:20; 1 Pet 4:16.
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In this verse, the author had called his spiritual disciples to attention again with the vocative
“little children” (tekvia, cf. 2:1, 12), and he had exhorted them to remain “in him” (év avt®),
referring to their pistis in Jesus.

The writer of 1 John wants the Johannine believers to know that if they remain in Jesus,
they can have boldness (mappnoia) and not be put to shame (un aicyvvOdpev) when they stand
before him on the eschatological day of divine judgment. Although the “day of judgment”
(Muépa kpicemg) only appears once in 1 John (4:17), the similar language of boldness
(moppnoia) and the Johannine believers being “before him at his coming” (ar' avtod &v Ti
nopovciq avtod) indicates that the day of divine judgment is likely being referenced in chapter
two as well (2:28).3% This further supports that the writer has the culture in mind in chapter
four as he delineates the differences between the Johannine community and the world around
them, and the subsequent contention that results from their differences. While much of the
Greco-Roman culture is fearful of divine punishment (4:18), the Johannine believers who
remain in God may be bold before him on the day of judgment (2:28; 4:17).

The writer of 1 John refers to a future eschatology multiple times in the letter (cf. 2:18,
28; 3:2; 4:17),°% and he offers an explanation as to why the Johannine believers may have
boldness on the day of judgment: “because as he is, so are we in this world,” (61t kaOa¢ Ekelvog
€otTv Kol UETS Eopev &V 1@ KOGU® ToVT®, 4:17). As the believers remain in the perfect love of
God (4:18), they are “as he is” (kabn¢ €xelvog €éoTiv), meaning they resemble the life of Jesus,
being bold and unafraid of the temptations and intimidations of the Greco-Roman world (4:18
cf. 2:15-17).3% While most others in the culture fear authorities on earth and in the heavens,
the Johannine writer asserts that his disciples do not have to fear. They do not have to be afraid
of coming before God on the day of judgment when they are remaining in God (2:28; 4:15, 16)
and they can be like Jesus who was bold on earth and be fearless of whatever tries to intimidate
them in the Greco-Roman culture.

We have discussed Phobos who was representative of the fear in the culture and how
he often appeared in the context of military battle. The writer of 1 John offers a counter to this
as well, as he is alluding to a different kind of battle with the world in which fear has no place
within the perfect love of God. Declaring fear as incompatible with love in 1 John (4:18) makes

sense if the author is alluding to the conception of divine fear in Greco-Roman culture. The

303 Cf. Yarbrough, 1-3 John, 169.

304 Cf. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 258.

305 Cf. nappnoia of Jesus at John 7:26; 10:24; 16:25, 29; 18:20. See also section 2.3. and Marshall, The
Epistles of John, 223.
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writer draws a contrast between fear of punishment and perfection in love, and the aspect of
fear especially as the antithesis to love demonstrates that he is referring to the fear of the divine
which was a regular part of the Greco-Roman world. Because the members of the Johannine
community are living and working in the broader society, it is not surprising that the writer of
1 John would allude to this fear-based culture. The declaration of fear being cast out in the love
of God may have resonated especially for those who were raised in this social norm of divine
fear before they became members of the Johannine community.

Through the allusion to the negative fear of the gods, the Johannine author demonstrates
his countercultural narrative in which the Johannine audience is contending against the ideals
of the Greco-Roman culture. He assures his readers that they do not have to dwell on the fear
that prevails in the world around them; as they remain in the love of God (3:17; 4:16), respond
with love (e.g. 3:11, 14, 23; 4:7, 11, 12), and allow themselves to be perfected in love (4:12,
17, 18), that fear from the culture will be cast out.

3.2 Avoiding the Idols
A Confusing Ending?

The writer’s awareness and concern for the culture is perhaps most evident in the way
that he concludes his letter. The fifth chapter is triumphant in that it proclaims the victory over
the world (5:4) and the assurance of eternal life for the Johannine believers (5:11, 13, 20), but

the ending statement is not a note of cheer; it is a final warning (5:21):

Little children, keep yourselves from idols.
Tekvia, puAdEate EavTd ATO TOV EIOOA®V.

The writer of 1 John tells his spiritual children to keep themselves, literally, “from the idols”
(&mo TV €idwAmv), and the use of the definitive article suggests that both the writer and the
readers knew what “the idols” meant.3*® Many scholars interpreting the letter, however, have
found the ending to be confusing, arguing that it seems abrupt and discordant with the previous

material.3%7

306 Brown, The Epistles of John, 627.

307 Marshall, The Epistles of John, 255; Lieu, I, II, & Il John, 234; Brown suggests ten different
possibilities, but himself believes that the reference to idols is referring to those who left the Johannine
community (Brown, The Epistles of John, 627-629).
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For many modern readers, the ending to 1 John is confounding because it does not have
the standard formal doxology or concluding farewell, which is present in the other two
Johannine letters (cf. 2 John 13; 3 John 15). Some scholars have postulated over why the author
would have chosen to end the First Letter in this manner when they read the epilogue quite
positively.3?® Having given such encouraging declarations that God hears the requests of the
Johannine community (5:14—15), and that they are protected from the evil one (5:18), the writer
seems to end his pastoral letter in an unexpectedly negative tone with a warning about idols.

From a dramatical standpoint, it would have made more sense to end with the assertion

proclaimed just before (5:20):3%

And we know that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding
so that we may know him who is true; and we are in him who is true, in his
Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal life.

oldapev 0¢ OtL 0 LIOG TOD Beod fikel kol dédwrev MUV ddvolay Tva

YWAOGKOUEV TOV AANOVOV, Kol EoUeV v Td AANOVGD &v T@ LI avTod Incod

Xp161d. 001G dottv O AANOVOG 0£0¢ Kai {on oimviog.
The verse would end a sequence of three declarations of what “we know” (vv. 18-20), asserting
the shared convictions and intentions of the Johannine community. Some choose to interpret
the ending statement itself (5:21) in a positive light, stating that it encourages the readers to go
out and implement the message of 1 John, and that it is also an encouragement to embrace the
true God while rejecting the false idols.3!°

The central debate regarding the final statement of 1 John is determining what is meant
by “the idols” (t& €iddAa). Identifying its referent would help explain why the author would
have chosen to end his letter with this warning. However, the difficulty is that “the idols” (t&
€lddAa) appears only once (1 John 5:21) among John’s Gospel and the Johannine Letters, and

only a few times elsewhere in the New Testament.3!! Thus, it is challenging for modern readers

to discern precisely what the Johannine teacher is trying to caution against.

308 Many scholars view the epilogue (5:13-21) positively, as a section on “Christian certainties” or
“assurances of faith.” Cf. Marshall, The Epistles of John, 242; R. Alan Culpepper, The Gospel and Letters of
John, Interpreting Biblical Texts (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 273. Lieu interestingly separates out 5:4—
13 from 5:14-21 and entitles the latter section “Exercising the Privileges of Life” to argue that it is not an
awkward epilogue or appendix but a summation and exhortation of faithful adherence to what has preceded.
Lieu, [, II, & 11l John, 220.

39 Lieu, I, I, & Il John, 234.

310 Cf. Strecker, The Johannine Letters, 214; Daniel Akin, 1, 2, 3 John, The New American
Commentary 38 (Nashville, Tennessee: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2001), 215.

311 The word £i8wAov appears at Acts 7:41, 15:20; Rom. 2:22; 1 Cor. 8:4, 7; 10:19; 12:2; 2 Cor. 6:16; 1
Thess. 1:9; and Rev. 9:20.
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Scholars have suggested a myriad of possibilities. The use of the aorist imperative with
the definite article for “idols” might suggest that there is a specific issue that the writer of 1
John is trying to address rather than a general problem of idols. If that were the case, then
perhaps the €iddAa could be a shorthand for the food sacrifices (eidwAdOvta, cf. 1 Cor 8:1, 4,
7, 10; Rev. 2:14, 20), which are addressed as a problem in other New Testament texts.3!?
Another suggestion is that the warning has a specific political focus with regard to enforced
apostasy in the Empire, and that the Johannine author is writing his letter to encourage the
community to face the possibility of martyrdom.3!* A third possibility is a metaphorical
interpretation, which would understand “the idols” as a reference to sin, either in general or
specifically in relation to the sin of apostasy.3!4

The vast majority of commentators on 1 John have chosen to take a conceptual view of
the 14 €i0dAa, assuming its referent to be existent only in the mind, such as false teachings,
false beliefs, and false conceptions of God.?!> Even though all other occurrences of the term
eldwiov in the New Testament relate to the polytheistic religion of the Greco-Roman culture,
these scholars regard “the idols” of 1 John to be an anomaly because they do not detect any
cultural allusions in the letter. Thus, a concluding warning about Greco-Roman gods would
seem sudden and out of place. Instead, the scholars who hold a conceptual view of the idols
tend to read 1 John as a letter focused entirely on the internal ecclesial issues of the Johannine
community, and they see “the idols” as a graphic expression of “false gods” in antithesis to the
“true God” emphasized three times in the verse before (5:20).3

With this conceptual interpretation, “the idols” would be identified with Christological
heresies that are assumed in the letter (2:22; 4:2-3, 15; 5:1, 5, 6), and the “antichrist,” for

example, would be considered an “idolater” who is promoting a heretical Christology.*'” Some

312 Cf Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 328-330.

313 Cf. M. J. Edwards, “Martyrdom and the ‘First Epistle’ of John,” Novum Testamentum 31, Fasc. 2
(Apr 1989): 164-171.

314 Cf. Wolfgang Nauck, Die Tradition und der Charakter des ersten Johannesbriefes: zugleich ein
Beitrag zur Taufe im Urchristentum und in der alten Kirche (Tiibingen: Mohr, 1957), 136—138; Schnackenburg,
The Johannine Epistles, 263—-264.

315 Terry Griffith, Keep Yourselves from Idols a New Look at 1 John, Journal for the Study of the New
Testament, Supplement Series 233 (London; New York: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 14. Examples of
scholars who hold this view: F. F. Bruce, The Epistles of John: Introduction, Exposition and Notes (London:
Pickering & Inglis, 1978), 128; Rudolf Bultmann takes €idwAa in the sense of false gods (1 Cor. 8:4, 7; 1 Thess.
1:9) (The Johannine Epistles, 90ff.); William Loader, The Johannine Epistles, Epworth Commentaries (London:
Epworth, 1992), 80; David Rensberger,  John, 2 John, 3 John (Nashville: Abingdon, 1997), 144—145; Colin
Kruse, The Letters of John, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Leicester: Apollos,
2000), 202; Marianne Meye Thompson, /-3 John, IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Downers Grove,
[linois: InterVarsity Press, 1992), 38; Marshall, The Epistles of John, 255-256; Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 309-310.
Brown, The Epistles of John, 628.

316 Griffith, Keep Yourselves from Idols, 14.

317 Griffith, Keep Yourselves from Idols, 15.
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scholars like J. N. Suggit try to appeal to a classical Greek meaning of eldwAov (as we shall see
further below) as a “phantom,” and interpret the final warning of 1 John (5:21) to be about the
heresy of Docetism. The concluding statement could then be equated to “keep yourselves away
from ghosts.”?'® The difficulty with the conceptual interpretation of idols is that it is driven by
general theological interpretation, and there is no evidence that the idols are “untrue mental
images.”3!? If the term €idwAov is indeed in opposition to “the true God” in the penultimate
verse (5:20), then the primary referent would need to be a Greco-Roman image to bridge the
interpretation between “idols” and “false teachings.”3%°

A line of interpretation that is frequently acknowledged but also frequently set aside is
the interpretation of the “idols” as graven images of the Greco-Roman gods. This interpretation
has rightly been reconsidered.3?! It is very plausible that the “idols” of 1 John are referring to
the material culture which displayed ubiquitous images of the gods in public, commercial, and
domestic areas of life. This section will examine the concept of the “idol” (gidwAov) in the
culture and in biblical literature to demonstrate that the concluding warning of 1 John (5:21) is
consistent with the conquering language against the many opponents outlined in his letter. Just
as the reference to divine fear alludes to the conception of fear in the culture (4:18), the final
warning against idols at the end of the letter (5:21) is another indication that the writer of 1

John is presenting a countercultural narrative to his audience.

The Greco-Roman “Idol”

The term €idwAov within the Greco-Roman world itself did not have the negative sense
that is apparent in 1 John. This is unsurprising as worshipping other gods was not an issue
within the polytheistic culture replete with statues and manmade artifacts. The statues were not
considered to be the gods and goddesses themselves, but material culture did identify with the
deities, who could come down temporarily to embody statues and even animals in an epiphanic
form.3?2 Because devotion to one deity was not required, no one would have been bothered by
anyone worshipping multiple gods or even adding to the polytheistic culture (cf. Acts 17:23).

Thus, the Greco-Roman nuance of €idwlov is not the same type of Johannine €idmwlov that

318 J. N. Suggit, “1 JOHN 5:21: TEKNIA, ®YAAZATE EAYTA AIIO TQN EIAQAQN,” The Journal
of Theological Studies 36 no. 2 (Oct 1985): 389.

319 Griffith, Keep Yourselves from Idols, 15.

320 Griffith, Keep Yourselves from Idols, 17.

321 See Julian Hills, ““Little children, keep yourselves from idols’: 1 John 5:21 Reconsidered,” The
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 51, no. 2 (1989): 285-310.

322 See Platt, Facing the Gods.
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clearly relates with some negative form of idolatry. Instead, the Greco-Roman idwiov tends
to have a more neutral connotation in relation to a soul, phantom, or image.

In some earlier Greek usage, the word idwAov appears to represent an unsubstantiated
form.3?3 For example, Aeschylus called the loyalty of friends “a shadowy phantom” (£i8wAov
okudc).*?* However, €idwlov often appears to represent a phantom that is similar to a soul or a

ghost.3? In the Odyssey, for example, €i8mAov is used in reference to the souls of men:

Son of Laertes, sprung from Zeus, Odysseus of many devices, stubborn man, what deed
yet greater than this will you devise in your heart? How did you dare to come down to
Hades, where dwell the unheeding dead, the eidala of men outworn?

droyevee Aaeptiadn, molvunyav’ Odvoced, oyétite, tint &t peillov évi

epeot unoeat Epyov; TS ETANG Ad0cde KatehBéuev, Evla te vekpol

appodéec vaiovot, Bpotdv eidwAa kapdviov;>?0
In this context, the rhetorical questions from Achilles to Odysseus might suggest a negative
undertone. However, the word €idwAov itself does not have a negative nuance, and is instead

simply representative of the men who now live in the realm of the dead.

In the writings of Pindar, the word €idwAov similarly appears in reference to the soul:

The body of all men is subject to overpowering death, but a living eidolon
of life still remains, for it alone is from the gods. It slumbers while the limbs
are active, but to men as they sleep, in many dreams it reveals an
approaching decision of things pleasant or distressful.

odpo peEv maviov Enetat Bovatm mepiobevel, (mov 67 £TL AsimeTol ai®dvog

€ld0mAoV" TO Yhp €oTL pLOVOV €k Bedv: g€l 0€ TPACSTOHVTIOV PEAE®VY, ATAP

€000VTEGGIV &V TOAAOIG OVEIPOLG OEIKVVOL TEPTVAV EPEPTOLGAV YOAETDV TE

Kpiow.3?’
However, Pindar adds the dimension of a “living eidolon™ (ai®vog €idwlov), referring to a
“living image” that resembles an eternal soul. The living eidolon continues to remain active
while men sleep, and it can contribute to both positive and negative encounters in dreams.

The sense of a negative idwAov could be argued in Platonic discourse, in which the

concept of the €ldwAov is applied to the subordinate designation of “unreal” objects:

3BLST s.v. “eldwhov.”

324 Aeschylus, Agamemnon 839.

325 Cf. Homer, lliad 5.451; Odyssey 4.796.

326 Homer, Odyssey 11.476.

327 Pindar, Fragments 131.3; cf. Plutarch, Letter of Consolation to Apollonius 35.120C.
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While the body is a semblance which attends on each of us, it being well
said that the bodily corpses are eidala of the dead, but that which is the real
self of each of us, and which we term the immortal soul, departs to the
presence of other gods.

10 0¢& odpo ivoaAAOpEVOY MUV EkdoTolg €mesbat, kol TeEAELTNOAVI®V
AéyesOon kakdg eidwla givol To TAY VEKpDY GOUOTO, TOV 88 dvia NUAV
gxaotov dvimg, aBavatov civar Woyiv émovopolduevov, moapd Ogovdg
dAhovg amiévon dmcovta Adyov3H

The physical world contrasts the “real” world of ideas which reflects absolute truth and beauty.

The immortal soul (&0dvatoc yoyn) is considered to be the “true self” that is separated from

the body (c®dpa), and the body later becomes a phantom image (c18wAov) of the dead.??
Some writings use €idwAov for a reflected image, as in a mirror or when reflected in the

water.?30 Aristotle says:

The most skillful judge of dreams is the man who possesses the ability to
detect likenesses; for anyone can judge the vivid dream. By likenesses |
mean that the mental pictures are like eidolois in water, as we have said
before. In the latter case, if there is much movement, the reflection is not
like the original, nor the eidola like the real object.

Teyvikdtatog & &oti kpung €vunviov 6otig dHvator Tag OpoldTNnTag
Oeswpeiv: tag yap evOvovepiog kpivewy movidg €otv. Aéyw O& TAG
opototToC, 8Tl TOpOUTANCLo GLUPAIVEL TA PAVTAGUATO TOIC £V TOIC DOAGLY
giddAorg, kabdmep kol mpoTEPOV gimopey. kel 08, v MOAAN yivnrTon 1
kivnoic, o0dv duoia yiverar 1 Eugacic koi o eidmla toic dAnoivoic.®3!

Like Pindar above, Aristotle talks about the €idmAov in the context of dreams, and like Plato,
he suggests the distinction between what is real and what is a reflection of the real.

Cassius Dio seems to adopt a similar use of the word £idwlov with regard to phantom

figures. He refers to several supernatural events after the Battle of Alexandria in 30 BCE:

Meanwhile comets were seen and dead men’s eidola appeared, the statues
frowned, and Apis bellowed a note of lamentation and burst into tears.

KAV TOVT® Kol AoTEPEG KOUNTOL E0PDVTO, Kol vekp®dV eldmAa EpavtdleTo,
T4 1€ AydApota EokvlpOTacE, Kol O AT OAOPLPTIKOV Tl ELVKNOATO Kol
Kateddkpuoe.3*?

328 Plato, Laws 959b.

329 Cf. similarly Plato, Phaedo 66c.

330 Cfalso Plato, Sophist 266b.

31 Aristotle, On Prophecy in Sleep 4649,
332 Cassius Dio, Roman History 51.17.5
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Dio frequently uses €idmwlov to refer to ghosts or phantoms in his writings,”-> and this may

suggest that both Greeks and Romans commonly understood the term in this way. However,
the word €idowiov does seem to be used in reference to literal images as well, as seen in

Herodotus:

Along with these Croesus sent, besides many other offerings of no great
mark, certain round basins of silver, and a golden female eidolon three
cubits high, which the Delphians assert to be the statue of the woman who
was Croésus’ baker.

dAda te vadnpato ovk Emionuo ToALY anénepye duao tovtolot 0 Kpoicog,
Kol yeOpoTo Apyvped KOKAOTEPEN, Kol O1 Kol Yuvolkog idmAov ypvceov
Tpimm, 10 Agh@oi tfig dpTokdnov g Kpoicov gikdva Aéyovot eivor. 33

Interestingly, a golden female statue called an €idwAov is among the offerings given to Delphi.
This would have interesting implications for the €idwAa in 1 John if the worshippers of the
polytheistic culture also called the statues “eidwAa.” The Johannine author could simply be
using the term that was also used in the culture to refer to the representations of the gods.

A similar type of €idwlov appears in the writings of Dionysius of Halicarnassus:

And lest the people should feel any scruple at having neglected their
traditional sacrifices, he [Hercules] taught them to appease the anger of the
god by making eidola resembling the men they had been wont to bind hand
and foot and throw into the stream of the Tiber, and dressing these in the
same manner, to throw them into the river instead of the men, his purpose
being that any superstitious dread remaining in the minds of all might be
removed, since the semblance of the ancient rite would still be preserved.
This the Romans continued to do every year even down to my day a little
after the vernal equinox.

tva 6& undev gin toig avBpdmolg EvOH oV, a¢ Tatpiv NAoyNKOct Bucidv,
dda&ot Tovg Emywpiove ATOUEIMTTOUEVOLS TV TOD 00D uijviv dvti Tdv
avBponwv, obg cvumodiloviec Kol TAOV YEWPDY OKPOTEIS TOLODVTES
gppintovv €ic 10 t00 TePéplog peibpov, €idmia molodvtag dvopeikeia
KEKOGUMUEVE TOV aDTOV €KEIVOLG TPOTOV EUPAAETV €lg TOV TOTOUOV, Tva O
10 Thig Otteiag 6 T1 1 mote NV &v TG AmdvTav Yoyoic mapapévov EEapedi
TOV €lkOVOV T0D TaAood Tihovg ETt cwlopévmv. TodTo 6€ Kol PEXPIS EHOD
gtt Oetéhovv Popoiol dpdvteg 0cétn WKpOV Votepov THC Eapivilg
ionuepiag.’¥

333 E.g. Cassius Dio, Roman History 37.25.2; 63.16.2; 67.19.2.
334 Herodotus, The Persian Wars 1.51.
335 Dionysus of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 1.38.2-3.
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When Dionysius refers to the €idmAa, he is talking about the effigies of men, which are given
to Saturn (Greek: Cronus) instead of real human sacrifices to appease the anger of the god and
to release the superstitious dread they have in their minds (see more on the culture of fear in
section 3.1). According to Dionysius, the Romans do this every year even in his time when the
Roman Empire is in its nascent stages. The €idwAa here are not images of the gods, but they
are related to the worship of the gods.

In the final example, we see that Dionysius does indeed use the term €idmAa to refer to

statues of the gods.?3¢

We have seen many other eidola also of these gods in ancient temples and
in all of them are represented two youths in military garb.

TOAAG O€ Kol AL &V 1epoig dpyaiorg ld@AM TOV Be®dv ToVTOV E0c0cieda,

Kol €V dmoot veaviokotl 600 GTPATIOTIKG GY LT EXOVTEG POIVOVTOL.

The examples of Herodotus and Dionysius demonstrate that the term €idwAa could be used not
only of manmade effigies, but also in reference to the statues of the gods in Roman temples. It
is notable that Dionysius’s description about the £idwAa in the temples also includes the
description of the young men who are military guards. The Greek word for “young men”
(veaviokot) is the same term that the author of 1 John uses to address the first Johannine
conquerors who defeat the evil one (2:13, 14, see also section 2.1). This further supports that
the Johannine author is alluding to the culture with his usage of €idwAa and veavickot which
are terms related to polytheistic worship.

As we have seen, the word €idwAov in the Greco-Roman culture seems to be applied
often to the intangible, such as a phantom or soul, but it can also refer to tangible, manmade
images. These €idwia would not have been seen negatively among Greeks and Romans in the
same way that Jews and Christians might view them, but there seems to have been some
overlap in the terminology in that €{d®wAa could be applied to the material culture of worship

in the Greco-Roman world.

Jewish Idolatry

Because the warning of idols at the end of 1 John is decidedly more negative than the

Greco-Roman usage of €idwAov, we should now consider the Jewish sense of eidwAov which

33 Dionysus of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 1.68.2. Dionysius also refers to bronze statues of
animals as gidwAa (1.59.5), and like other writers, he refers to the more ghostly figures (cf. 1.77.2; 6.13.4;
7.68.4;10.2.3).
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seems to align with the sentiments of the Johannine author.?*” In the Septuagint, the word
gidmlov appears 91 times,>3® which suggests that there is a Semitic influence to the idols of 1
John.3* Taken on its own, the contrast between “the true God” (5:20) and the idols would not
be surprising because the term “idol” (eidwAov) was a standard Jewish and subsequently
Christian way of referring to the deities other than the one God they worshipped.34°

The fundamentally negative notion of an idol in the Jewish context is exemplified in

the second commandment of the Decalogue (Exo. 20:4; cf. Deut 5:8):

You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the image of anything
that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water
under the earth.

00 TOMCELS GEOVTRD EIOMAOV 0VOE TOVTOS Opoimpa 8ca £V TG 0Vpavd Evm

kol 6oa &v Th 71| Kdto Kol 6oa év Tolc Voacty VTOKAT® THG YTS.
As with the first commandment which forbids associating with other gods (Exo 20:3), the
second commandment underlines the relationship between Yahewh and the people of Israel by
delineating specifications of how Yahweh is to be worshipped.?*! The prohibition in worship
to Yahweh is in the use of manmade idols that reflect the image of anything in creation on
earth, and also anything “in the heaven above” (év 1® oVpavd Gvm) suggesting celestial objects
such as stars, as well as spiritual or mythopoeic creatures, such as a deity or angelic figure.
Using crafted images to provide a concrete center for worship was a common practice to all of

32 and so the commandment against these “idols” demonstrates the

Israel’s neighbors,
distinction of worship between the people of Israel and the other nations.
In Numbers, the word €idmAov seems to underscore the gods being from other nations

(25:2):

They invited the people to the sacrifices of their idols, and the people ate of
their sacrifices and bowed down to their idols.

Kol €kaAecav ovTovg €l Toic Buciolg TV EIBMAMV adTOV Kol Epayev O
A00G T®V BuoidV adTdY Kol TpoceKHVNGAY TO1G EI0MAOLS AVTAV.

337 For more a Jewish interpretation of the idols of 1 John (5:21), cf. Griffith, Keep Yourselves from
Idols, and Hills, “‘Little children, keep yourselves from idols.””

38 E.g. Gen 31:19; Lev. 19:4; Num 33:52; 2 Kings 23:24; 1 Chron 16:26; 2 Chron 34:7; Ps 135:15
(LXX 134:15); Isa 30:22; Jer. 16:19; Hos 8:4.

339 Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 327; Yarbrough, 1-3 John, 323.

30 Lieu, 7, I, & I John, 234.

341 Cf. John I. Durham, Exodus, Word Biblical Commentary 3 (Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1987), 285.

342 Durham, Exodus, 286.
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The Israelites in this context are having sexual relations with Moabite women and the Moabite
gods are labelled “idols.” In Hebrew, o°777x reflects the general term for “gods,”?* but in Greek,
the use of €ldwAov makes clear that this is a foreign god, and that the Israelites are engaged in
the worship of a god that is not the Israelite god. Moreover, this worship to a foreign idol is
encouraged through interaction with others who were not a part of their community. The
Moabite women are instigators toward the worship of the idols.

A similar narrative is presented with respect to King Solomon whose downfall is the

result of foreign women who worshipped idols (1 Kings 11:2):

From the nations concerning which the Lord had said to the sons of Israel,
“You shall not enter into marriage with them, neither shall they with you;
lest they incline your heart to follow their idols”; Solomon clung to these in
love.

gk TdV £0vAV GOV dmelnev kOPLog Toig vioic 1opank ok eicelevoecde gig

a0TovG Kol adTol OVK gioeAevcovTOL € VUAS U EKKAIVOGY TAG Kapdiog

VUGV OTo® EIOMAOV ADTAOV €15 aDTOVS EKOAAOT colmpmy Tod dyonfjcat.
Like the Israelite men who had sexual relations with the Moabite women, King Solomon falters
in his relationship with the God of Israel because of his relationship with foreign women. These
women lead the Israelite men into worshipping their gods, which are labelled “idols.” The
designation of “idol” underscores the negative sense that these are “other” gods and not the
“true” God.

There are several scripture references that allude to “idols” that are a part of material

culture. For example, in the book of Genesis (31:19):

Now Laban had gone to shear his sheep, and Rachel stole her father’s idols.

AoPav 8¢ Gyeto keipot o mpdPata avTod- Ekdeyev 6 Poyn 1o eldmia
TOD TOTPOG AVTHC.

The €idwAa here are the small statues of the household gods that Rachel steals presumably for

inheritance or headship rights for her husband, or for protection on her journey to Canaan.#4

In Leviticus, the Israelites are forbidden from making “idols™ (19:4):

Do not pursue idols or make cast images for yourselves: I am the Lord your
God.

33 HALOT s.v. “oiw.”
3% Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50, New International Commentary on the
Old Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan; Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans, 1995), 292.
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0VK €maKoAovONoETE EI0MAOLS KOl BEOVS Y®OVEVTOVG OV TOMGETE VUV EYD

KOP10G 0 BedC VUMV
This verse reflects the sentiment that the Israelites should not make any idols of their own
because the only true god is the God of Israel. The neighboring nations may have manmade
images to represent the gods, but the Israelites should not covet these images and make such
idols of their own. The idols that are made by man are not considered to be gods because they

are from material that has no spiritual power or authority, as seen in Isaiah (37:19):

And have hurled their idols into the fire, though they were no gods, but the

work of human hands—wood and stone—and so they were destroyed.

Kol &véBarov T idmAa avtdv gig 1O mhp 0d yap Ocol Noav dArL Epya

YEPDOV avOpOT®V EOAN Kol AlBot Kol dndAecay avTovg
The idols are the work of human hands, and therefore not really gods at all, and they can be
destroyed without consequence.

Outside of the LXX, we see other Jewish writers demonstrate a similar sentiment
regarding the eidwAa. Josephus, in his Jewish Antiquities reflects a negative view of the idols

as he writes about wicked Israelite kings:

This king was shockingly arrogant and lawless in his conduct toward God,
worshipping idols and adopting many unseemly foreign practices, but to the
people of Israel he was the cause of innumerable benefits.

o0T0¢ 6 Poocthedc T pdv €ic OV Oedv VPPIoTC Kol Tapavoproc Sevidg

gyéveto €ldmAA 1€ cefopevoc Kol mOANOTG GToOmOS Kol EEVOIS Eyyelp@dv

gpyotg, T 8¢ Aad tdv Topomlzdv popiov dyaddv aitiog vriijpe.’+
Josephus criticizes the wickedness of Jeroboam (cf. 2 Kings 14:23) and includes his
worshipping of foreign idols as one indication of his failure to be a faithful king of Israel. His
designation of the idols is consistent with the LXX passages that identify the foreign gods as
“idols.”

Interestingly, Philo seems to reflect a Jewish sentiment against the Greco-Roman

sentiment of the idols:

But not only wealth and glory and the like are idols and unsubstantial
shadows, but also all those personages, which the myth-makers have
invented and spread delusion therewith, building up their false imaginations

345 Josephus, 47 9.205. Cf. 9.99; 9.243; 9.273; 10.50; 10.65; 10.69. Josephus does, however, use the
Greco-Roman concept of €idwiov as well (cf. Josephus, BJ, 5.513).
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into a stronghold to menace the truth, and staging as by machinery new gods,
in order that the eternal and really existing God might be consigned to
oblivion.

AN 00 poévov mhodtog Kol 0Ea Kai T0 TotovTa E10®Aa Kol dpevnvol oxiad,

0AO kol mhvteg, obg ol pvboypagpotr dSamlacovteg EEETOQOOAY

gmureryioavtes Tag Wevdelc d0&aG Katd TG dAnbeiog, Beolg kavovg domep

Ao pnxaviic elcayayovieg Eveka Tod Tov aidtov kai dvta dviwg Beov Anon

nopado0fjvor. 340
By referring to the €id®Aa in relation to unsubstantial shadows (£idwAa kal duevnvai oxioi),
Philo is alluding to the Greco-Roman conceptions of idols as shadows (as discussed above),
and he reflects the negative Jewish conception of worshipping an idol that is not the true God.
Philo as a Jew in the Greco-Roman world reflects a similar perspective to the Johannine author.
The warning about the idols at the end of 1 John (5:21) resembles the negative Jewish

conception of idols because he is making a countercultural argument against the polytheistic

culture of the Greco-Roman world.

Warning against the Idols in 1 John

The writer of 1 John is consistent with both the Jewish conception of the idols and many
New Testament texts that reflect a countercultural perspective against the idols of the Greco-
Roman culture. The admonition at the end of the First Letter of John is not unusual as many
New Testament writers similarly offer words of caution before they conclude their letter.34
The caution against the “idols” in 1 John would have become commonplace as it had been a
part of Christian polemic, and converts from non-Jewish backgrounds would have internalized
the vocabulary of “idols” as well (cf. 1 Cor. 12:2).348

In the New Testament in general, eldwAov seems to refer to deities worshipped by
Gentile nations, appearing most frequently in 1 Corinthians with regard to food offered to idols
(8:4,7;10:19; 12:2), that is, food offered to Greco-Roman deities.** The exception is Stephen

in the book of Acts who refers to the ancient Israelites making a sacrifice to an “idol” (7:41;

346 Philo, On the Special Laws 1.28.

347 Other NT epistles that similarly address concerns and offer admonition in the final lines: e.g. Rom
16:17-20; 1 Cor. 16:13—14; 2 Cor. 13:5, 10; Gal 6:17; Eph 6:10-20; 2 Col 4:5; 1 Thess 5:22; 2 Thess 3:6-15; 1
Tim 5:20; Titus 3; Phile 21; Heb 13:9, 22; James 5; 1 Pet 5:8; 2 Pet 3:17; 2 John 10—11; 3 John 11; Jude 17-23.

38 Lieu, I, II, & Il John, 235.

349 Cf. Gordon D. Fee, “EidwAo0vta Once Again: An Interpretation of 1 Corinthians 8-10,” Biblica 61,
no. 2 (1980): 183.
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cf. Exo 32).3%° This is referring to a golden statue of a calf, which may have been related to the
widespread fertility cult of bull worship in the ancient Near East.3>! The other references to
idols are clearly related to Greco-Roman worship:3>? the book of Acts makes a clear reference
to Gentile Christians abstaining from what is “polluted by idols” (15:20),33 the letter to the
Romans includes a reference to abhorring idols and robbing temples (2:22),3>* 1 Thessalonians

355 and the final reference in Revelation alludes to

lauds the turning away from idols (1:9),
idolatry in the form of material culture, worshipping statues made of metal, stone, or wood
(9:20). The general New Testament usage of “idol” appears to support that the writer of 1 John
may also be referring to manmade idols, such as the representations of the deities seen
ubiquitously in the material culture of the Greco-Roman world.

In the epilogue of 1 John (5:13-21), the writer recapitulates the concern over sin, which
is mentioned in every chapter of the letter,>>¢ and he reminds the readers of their opponent, the
evil one who is operating in the world and has power over the “whole world” (5:18-19, cf.

2:13-14; 3:12).%7 Thus, the author is not entirely positive at the end of his letter, as other

scholars have suggested,’*® and it is unsurprising that he would choose to conclude with a

350 The demand from the Israelites to “make gods for us” (noincov fHuiv Beovg) in Acts 7:40 is an
indication of explicit participation in polytheism which violated the first commandment (Exo 20:3—4). Notably
Josephus omits discussion of the golden calf incident in his history of the nation, probably because his primary
readers were polytheists. Cf. Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2007), 298.

31 Moses Aberbach and Leivy Smolar, “Aaron, Jeroboam, and the Golden Calves,” Journal of Biblical
Literature 86, no. 2 (Jun 1967): 135; cf. T. Worden, “The Literary Influence of the Ugaritic Fertility Myth on
the Old Testament,” Vetus Testamentum 3, Fasc. 3 (Jul 1953): 273-297.

352 Cf. Griffith, Keep Yourselves firom Idols, 14.

333 It is likely that the limitations are to keep relations from becoming strained between Jews and
Gentiles, and the prohibition relates to participating in Greco-Roman cult worship. Cf. Bock, Acts, 506; Ben
Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles: A Socio-rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Carlisle,
U.K: W.B. Eerdmans Publishing; Paternoster Press, 1998), 462—465.

33 Jewish religion in the first century was threatened by Hellenism, particularly because the dispersion
of Jews throughout pagan society led to increased need to avoid pagan practices. It is unclear what is meant by
robbing temples, but usage of cognate iepdcvrog occurs in Acts 19:37 in reference to Paul not being a temple
robber and in the LXX at 2 Maccabees referring to the robbing of the Jerusalem Temple. Cf. Douglas Moo, The
Epistle to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan: W.B.
Eerdmans Publishing, 1996), 163. Stealing, adultery, and idolatry in Rom. 2:21-22 relate to the Decalogue (Exo
20:4-5, 14, 15; Deut 5:8-9, 18, 19) and may have been part of a Jewish polemic against idolatry (cf. Rom 1:23).
Cf. James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1-8, Word Biblical Commentary 38 A (Dallas, Texas: Word Books, 1988), 114.

355 Cf. F. F. Bruce, I & 2 Thessalonians, Word Biblical Commentary 45 (Waco, Texas: Word Books,
1982), 17-18; Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians: The English Text with
Introduction, Exposition and Notes, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1970), 62-63.

3% In chapter five, sin is mentioned seven times within three verses: the noun dpoptia at 5:16 (2x), 17
(2x) and verbal forms of apaptavem at 5:16 (2x), 18. The word apoprtia also occurs at 1 John 1:7, 8, 9 (2x); 2:2,
12; 3:4 (2x), 5 (2x), 8, 9; 4:10; see also apaptave at 1:10; 2:1 (2x); 3:6 (2x), 8, 9.

357 See also section 2.1.

338 Cf. the positive perspectives in Marshall, The Epistles of John, 242; Culpepper, The Gospel and
Letters of John, 273.
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strong warning. The exhortation to keep away from idols (5:21) is consistent with the tone of
contention against the world outside the Johannine community (see section 2.3), which
permeates throughout the letter. Moreover, it emphasizes the primary pastoral concern about
conquering the beliefs of the Greco-Roman polytheistic culture which undermines and
threatens their pistis in the incarnate Jesus.

The writer of 1 John calls the readers to attention a final time with the vocative “little
children” (Texvia), an address he has used six times before to indicate his relational but also
instructional tone.?>° The address might also be a reminder of their being born of God (cf. 2:29;
3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4, 18) and being God’s children (téxva 0£0D).%? After the encouraging first-
person plural (5:18-20), in which the author affirmed what “we know” as a collective
Johannine community protected by God, the vocative address of “little children” now distances
the readers, snapping them to attention to receive the final injunction that reveals his main
concern.3®!

The pastoral leader tells them to “keep yourselves” (pvAa&ate Eavtd) which could also

362 or perhaps more helpfully for modern audiences, “keep

be translated “guard yourselves,
away” (as in the NLT).3%® The imperative is one of a handful of imperatives from the teacher
(cf. 2:15,28;3:1, 7, 13; 4:1), most of which exhort the readers to be mindful of potential threats
to the community. The use of the reflexive pronoun (5:21) places the emphasis on the personal
action of the Johannine readers;*** each member of the community has their own responsibility,
and the concluding injunction is to keep away from a threat, “the idols,” which, like the other
named threats in the letter, is presumably not a threat that is within the Johannine community.
Just as they were warned to not love the world (2:15) and to not believe the false prophets (4:1),

the final statement warns against the attraction or power of idols.>®> The Johannine believers

need to avoid and guard against the idols in the Greco-Roman culture of the time.

359 See texvia at 1 John 2:1, 12, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4. Cf. the similar vocative, moudia, at 2:14, 18.

360 The word tékvov appears in the Johannine letters in different contexts (such as God’s children, the
children of the devil, or the elect lady’s children) in 1 John 3:1, 2, 10 (2x); 5:2; 2 John 1, 4, 13; 3 John 4.

301 Lieu, I, II, & 11l John, 234.

362 LS s.v. “puidccn.” For puidcom &nod, cf. Luke 12:15; 2 Thess. 3:3; Testament of Reuben 4:8.

363 The verb pvAdoom appears only in 5:21 in the Johannine letters (cf. Jesus’ disciples being guarded
in the world at John 12:25, 47; 17:12). The verb is synonymous with tnpém, which also occurs with the
preposition amo (James 1:27), but it may be significant that tnpéw with dmo in the LXX occurs only at Prov. 7:5,
while puAdoom with dro appears several times, often warning against contact with dangerous or defiling
objects or people (Deut. 23:9 (23:10 LXX); Josh 6:18; 1 Sam 21:4 (21:5 LXX); Ps 18:23 (17:24 LXX); Ezek
33:8. Cf. Yarbrough, /-3 John, 323 n. 2.

364 Westcott, The Epistles of St. John, 197.

365 Cf. Lieu, 1, II, & Il John, 234.
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In the Dead Sea Scrolls, sin and idolatry are closely linked and therefore, “keep
yourselves from idols” may appear to be synonymous with “keep yourselves from sin.”3%
Indeed, this is a tempting conclusion as “sin” (auoptio) has been mentioned before this final
warning (1 John 5:16-18). However, the association of sin and idolatry does not mean that
idolatry is a synonym for sin. The adoption of false gods or false conceptions of God is usually
associated with sin, and so the writer could be urging his readers to have nothing to do with
false ideas of God and the accompanying sins. While the writer of 1 John does express concern
about sin and the false understandings of God, he seems to mention idols as his final statement
because it reinforces his broader concern: the things in the world that threaten their pistis. The
focus at the end of 1 John is about knowing the true God, who is Jesus Christ, the Son of God
(especially 5:1, 5, 6,9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 20). What is at stake is eternal life (vv. 11, 13, 20), and
the writer wants them to remember that the idols out there in the world are not the true Son of
God. In that regard, “keep yourselves from idols” could be synonymous with “keep yourselves
from the world,” but he uses the word “idols” to emphasize the point that they are not the true
God (6 aAn0wog Beoc, 5:20).

In the surrounding culture, the readers of 1 John would see purported deities in their
daily lives in the forms of statues, images on buildings, and imprints on their coins, and the
majority of people in the Greco-Roman world would not believe what they believe. However,
that belief (pistis) is precisely what separates them from the rest of the world, and by the very
nature of believing in Jesus as the Son of God, they are overcoming the prevailing culture full
of idols that demand their attention on a regular basis. There is a battle of pistis between the
Johannine community and the pistis in the culture, and conquering the world would involve a
battle in which the Johannine believer was constantly fighting against the overwhelming
majority of polytheistic worshippers.

I. Howard Marshall says, “Nowhere in the letter has John spoken of the danger of
worship of the material images and false gods whose cults flourished in the world of his
readers.” 3¢7 Indeed, the writer does not directly mention material culture or speak of
worshipping other deities as in other places in the New Testament.>*® However, the warning

would not necessarily have to negate the inclusion of Greco-Roman deities of the culture as

366 Marshall, The Epistles of John, 255.
367 Marshall, The Epistles of John, 256.
368 For example, Acts 17:29; Rom. 1:23; 1 Cor. 8:5ff, 10:14; 1 Thess. 1:9; Rev. 13:15.
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some scholars have suggested.’®® The writer does not have to address the deities directly
because it was an obvious part of the culture. His primary concern is not about the ubiquitous
images of the gods and goddess in the surrounding culture; the main issue is about ensuring
that the readers keep their victorious pistis in Jesus and that they do not allow it to be swayed
by any idol in their surroundings, including the culture of worship that they see at the markets,
temples, and neighbors’ houses in their everyday life.

Endings of letters are important, as they are often the most memorable, and it is the
final opportunity to convey the writer’s message.?’" In the case of 1 John, the author wants the
final word to be about idols and to emphasize that his disciples should avoid them. This could
be warning about idols in general, that is, anything that would detract them away from
acknowledging Jesus as the true God (cf. 5:20). However, the conquering language and the
allusions to the culture throughout the letter suggest that he may be referring more specifically
to the Greco-Roman deities represented in material culture.

To end the letter with a cautionary exhortation indicates that the ultimate concern for
the writer is about the culture and its influences that would sway the Johannine audience from
their victorious pistis (5:4-5). The injunction to keep themselves from these idols places an
urgency on what the readers should avoid. The concluding warning about the idols (5:21) offers
even greater support that the Johannine writer is crafting a countercultural narrative because
he is concerned about the dominant culture of the time that did not share the core pistis of the
Johannine community. He gives this concluding warning to ensure that they continue to resist
the influences of the Greco-Roman world, and to continue to conquer the culture through their

pistis in Jesus as the incarnate Son of God.

3% Marshall, The Epistles of John, 255. Other scholars admit the possibility of the community being
warned against the idols so common in first-century religion in the culture: e.g., Culpepper, The Gospel and
Letters, 273; Yarbrough, -3 John, 324; Painter, 1, 2, and 3 John, 329-330.

370 Cf. Morna D. Hooker, Endings: Invitations to Discipleship (London: SCM Press, 2003), 2.
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4. Conquering the World with Pistis

As we have seen, the author of 1 John frames his letter in a countercultural narrative
because of his concern about the pistis of his readers. The sections below will now examine
the associations of pistis in the culture, including the pistis that led to Roman victory and the
expected pistis of the people to the emperor, who was known as the divi filius, the divine son.
Then the study will turn to the pistis language of 1 John to demonstrate that the author
deliberately frames his letter in a countercultural narrative which subjugates the Greco-Roman

culture to the victorious Johannine pistis.

4.1 Pistis and Greco-Roman Victory
Pistis of the Romans

The writer of 1 John portrays the Johannine believers as the conquerors of his letter
(2:13, 14; 5:4, 5), but in the culture of the Roman Empire, the soldiers operating under the
authority of the emperor would have been representative of the conquerors of the time;3"! it
was the clout of military victories that allowed Rome to come into power. The domination of
the Empire was actually the fruit of a consistent rise to power that escalated during the Middle
Republic, and the Roman military was able to achieve victory in part because of a strategy
which involved a pistis to the Romans.

The Greek historian Polybius was fascinated that Rome had come to dominate the
Mediterranean in such a short period of time, and he wrote his Histories to help explain the
phenomenon. In his accounts, he notes that the “pistis of the Romans” (gi¢ v Pouaiov tictv)
was a vital and practical element of their achieving victory. In this pistis, other nations
subjugated themselves, entrusting their nation to their Roman conquerors. Polybius’s
narratives about the battles involving pistis demonstrate that the culture of Roman military
victory was, in part, established through pistis.

In the account of the Illyrian campaign, Polybius describes the Romans setting sail with
two hundred ships in 229 BCE.?”? Gnaeus, one of the Roman consuls, stops at the island of

Corcyra, and, according to Polybius:

371 As we have seen in section 1.2, the soldiers and the emperor also looked to the goddess Nike to

achieve their military victories.
372 Polybius 2.11.1-8. Cf. Erich Gruen, “Greek Ilictig and Roman Fides,” Athenaeum NS 60 (1982):
62.
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The Corcyreans were much relieved to see the Romans arrive, and they gave
up the Illyrian garrison to them with the consent of Demetrius. They
unanimously accepted the Romans’ invitation to place themselves under
their protection, considering this the sole means of assuring for the future
their safety from the violence of the Illyrians. The Romans, having admitted
the Corcyreans to their friendship, set sail for Apollonia, Demetrius in
future acting as their guide.

ot 0¢ Kepkvpaiot v moapovoiav 1@v Pouaiov douévog 1066vteg, v €

epovpav mapédocay TV TAlvpLdY petd thg Tod Anuntpiov yvopung, avtot

1€ 6(AG OPoBLLAOOV EdwKay TapakAnbévteg gig Ty TOV Popaiov wictiy,

piov oty HIoAABOVIEC AGPAAEIY ODVTOIC VTAPYEWY €1G TOV uéAlovia

xpovov mtpog v TAlvpidv mopavopiay. Popoiot 6¢ tpocdeEduevol Todg

Keprvpaiovg gig v @uhiav Emkeov émi thg Amolwviag, &yovteg €ig Ta

KoTaAowa TV TPayuaTev Nyepova tOv Anuitpiov.’’3
The Corcyreans were supposedly relieved to see the Romans arrive because they wanted to
have protection from the violence of the Illyrians, and the Corcyreans therefore unanimously
accept the invitation to the “pistis of the Romans” (gi¢ tv Pouaiov tictv),’’* and the Romans,
having admitted them “to their friendship” (gi¢ v @iiav),>” set sail for Apollonia, where the
next people group is also received into their pistis.

One may wonder to what extent the Corcyreans were truly relieved to see the Romans,
but Polybius suggests that the Corcyreans were actively encouraged to give themselves into

the “pistis of the Romans,” which is translated above3’¢

as “to place themselves under their
protection.” This pistis relationship is seemingly not a demand for the Corcyreans to
completely subjugate themselves to the Romans and surrender everything in their
possession.>”” Instead, it is portrayed in a positive light, albeit an obviously asymmetrical one,
in which there seems to be a form of mutual benefit: the Corcyreans gain military security
against the Illyrians, and the Romans gain “friendship” (¢Aia), that is, assistance for future
battles in the area.’’® The Romans subsequently take other communities into their pistis
including Epidamnus and Issa.3”®

Though Polybius describes such aforementioned events in which the pistis to the

Romans appears to be more positive and mutually beneficial, he also includes accounts in

373 Polybius 2.11.5-7.

374 Polybius 2.11.5.

375 Polybius 2.11.7. Cf. another association of giAia and micTig at 3.100.3.

376 As noted in the introduction, all translations of classical texts are from the digital LCL with minor
adjustments where appropriate.

377 Cf. Gruen, “Greek Ilictic and Roman Fides,” 62.

378 Demetrius, who gave up Corcyra, later guides the Romans in conquering other cities (Polybius
2.11.3-7).

37 Polybius 2.11.10, 12.
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which the Romans appear to take a harsher tone with those who refuse their pistis, as described

in the narrative of the Roman leader Flaminius lecturing the Aetolians in 197 BCE:

Flamininus said that they ought not to take any of the other towns, but only
Phthiotic Thebes. For the Thebans, when on approaching the town with his
army he demanded that they should submit to Rome, had refused. So that,
now that they had been reduced by force of arms, he had a right to decide
as he chose about them.
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On the one hand, the cities which have accepted the pistis of the Romans seem to receive
beneficence and guardianship, and they are considered untouchable by any other group that
might threaten them lest the intruders come under the wrath of the Romans as well.?®! On the
other hand, those who refuse the pistis of the Romans appear to be left extremely vulnerable,
as they are subject to utter destruction, not only from the Romans but also from any other
potential conqueror. Thus, receiving the pistis of the Romans seems to be an almost
unavoidable choice for the smaller nations and is clearly an effective strategy for the Roman
conquerors who can achieve military victory with little to no loss of life or resources.

In one of the most well-known accounts to modern scholars from Polybius, there is an
added dimension to the pistis of the Romans. Polybius presents what he interprets as a cultural
misunderstanding between Greek pistis and Roman fides during Rome’s campaign against the
Aetolians in 191 BCE.*%? After the battle of Thermopylae in which the Seleucid king Antiochus
IIT had to return to Asia, the Aetolians were left in Greece to battle against the Romans, who
went on to another victory at Heraclea Trachinia.?®3 Phaeneas, the military commander of the
Aetolians, decides that a delegation should go to Manius Acilius Glabrio, the Roman general,
to beg for an armistice. The Aetolian leaders including Phaeneas himself attempt to discuss

with Glabrio at length, but Polybius says that they are cut short because Glabrio claimed to be

380 Polybius 18.38.5-6.

381 Cf. Polybius 18.38.9.

382 Polybius 20.9, cf. Livy 36.27. Cf. Gruen, “Greek Ilictig and Roman Fides,” 50; Morgan, Roman
Faith and Christian Faith, 97.

383 Heraclea Trachinia was a colony founded by the Spartans in 426 BCE that was forced to join the
Aetolian Confederacy in 280 (cf. Paus. 10.20.9). For the siege by the Romans, see Livy 36.22.5-24.12.

99



too busy dealing with the plunder from Heraclea. Glabrio agrees to a temporary ten-day
armistice and sends them back accompanied by Lucius Valerius Flaccus to oversee the process.

Flaccus is unsympathetic to the Aetolians who try to speak about former alliances with
the Romans. He blames the Aetolians for their current situation and advises them to place
themselves in the pistis of the Romans, but the whole situation is misunderstood, Polybius

claims, because of a different understanding between Greek pistis and Roman fides:

The Aetolians, after some further observations about the actual situation,
decided to refer the whole matter to Glabrio, committing themselves “to the
faith” of the Romans,*3* not knowing the exact meaning of the phrase, but
deceived by the word “faith” as if they would thus obtain more complete
pardon. But with the Romans to commit oneself to the faith of a victor is
equivalent to surrendering at discretion.
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Polybius presents the situation as a case of cultural misunderstanding, explaining that
pistis to the Greeks and fides to the Romans had different connotations. Polybius explains that,
because they had been allies in the past, the Greeks believed that committing “to the pistis of
the Romans” would engender more sympathy and mercy because of their humility in
submitting to the Romans. However, the Romans equated pistis/fides to unconditional
surrender, and the misunderstanding between Greek pistis and Roman fides led to the
subjugation of the Aetolians in which Glabrio did not hesitate in making harsh demands and
threatening to put the Aetolian ambassadors in chains.3%

There has been significant debate from modern scholars about this interaction,
particularly regarding the issue of whether Greeks and Romans actually understood pistis and
fides differently and whether pistis/fides to the Romans was equal to deditio (unconditional

surrender). Erich Gruen in his well-known article, “Greek Ilictic and Roman Fides,” was

especially influential to later scholarship, as he pointed out that there is seemingly no other

384 It is interesting that the LCL translation for €ig tv Pouaiov micttv here is “‘to the faith’ of the
Romans” when other sections have been translated as “to place themselves under their protection” (2.11.5),
“submit to Rome” (18.38.5) or “surrendered to the Romans” (18.38.9), probably because of Polybius’ emphasis
on the cultural misunderstanding of the word pistis/fides.

385 Polybius 20.9.10-12; cf. Livy 36.27.

386 Polybius 20.10.5-9.
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author, earlier or later, who questions the mutual intelligibility of pistis/fides between Greek
and Latin speakers.*¥” Moreover, Polybius himself indicates at other points of his Histories that
pistis to the Romans implied some mutual expectation of leniency.**® One of these interactions
involved the same Phaeneas who six years prior had been informed by Flaminius regarding
Roman obligations toward cities which entered into Rome’s pistis/fides.*® Thus, Phaeneas
would have already known the implications of surrendering to the Romans, and he likely would
have discussed these at length with Flaccus before agreeing to do so.3%°

Gruen explains that the likely reason for Phaeneas’ shock and confusion at the whole

391 a5 Phaeneas

situation was more likely related to the extreme nature of Glabrio’s demands,
himself interrupts Glabrio and says, “But what you demand, O General, is neither just nor
Greek.” 32 Gruen postulates the likely contributing factor of Glabrio’s hot-tempered
personality and underhanded motivations. Just as Glabrio had been enraged against the city of
Chalcis but was allayed by an intervention from Flaminius,3*? he also seemed to have exploded
against Phaeneas and his comments and needed to be mollified by Flaccus.*** Indeed, Glabrio
being a novus homo®® with a history of successful negotiations was probably motivated to be
strategic and potentially manipulative here as well. Even Polybius remarks that Glabrio was
intending to scare his opponents with his words and actions.3*® Thus, Glabrio’s behavior might
have been more of an act that backfired when the Aetolians became even angrier and refused
to meet to discuss Rome’s demands.*’

Because this seems to be the sole extant narrative of cultural misunderstanding
regarding pistis/fides, Gruen’s argument that Hellenic and Roman attitudes of pistis/fides were

mutually intelligible makes sense and has been widely accepted by scholars today.>*® However,

387 Gruen, “Greek Iliotic and Roman Fides,” 63; cf. Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 98.

388 E.g., Polybius 2.11.5-10; 3.100.3; 18.38.5.

389 Polybius 18.38.3-9; Livy 33.13.6-12.

390 Flaccus is also the one who comes to the defense of the Aetolians when Glabrio threatens to put the
envoys in chains (Polybius 20.10.10; cf. Livy 36.26.7, 36.28.8); cf. Gruen, “Greek I[liotic and Roman Fides,”
59.

1 Gruen, “Greek Ilictic and Roman Fides,” 67. Cf. Polybius 20.11.6-9.

32 Polybius 20.11.6. Cf. Livy 36.28.4 in which Phaeneas is noted as saying, “What we did was to
entrust ourselves to your good faith, not put ourselves in slavery.”

393 Plutarch, Flaminius 16.1-2.

3% Polybius 20.10.7-10.

3% I.e. the first man of a family to reach the senate or the first man of a senatorial family to reach the
consulship. Cf. Bellum Africum 57; Cicero, De officiis 1.138. See also Henriette van der Blom, Cicero’s Role
Models: The Political Strategy of a Newcomer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); and T. P. Wiseman,
New Men in the Roman Senate, 139 BC—AD 14, (London: Oxford University Press, 1971).

3% Polybius 20.10.7.

397 Polybius 20.10.12-16; cf. Livy 36.28.9-36.29.1 in which the Aetolians actually reject the demands.
Gruen, “Greek ITiotig and Roman Fides,” 56, 67.

398 Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 98.
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it still does not explain why Polybius would have offered a cultural explanation to this
particular situation when Polybius himself had discussed the pistis to the Romans elsewhere
(as mentioned above). Polybius would have been an ideal observer of such linguistic and
cultural nuances between the Greeks and Romans, having been an Achaean himself who also
spent significant time in Rome.** Indeed, his awareness of the cultural differences would
probably have been observed from his youth, having been a hipparch (cavalry commander) of
the Achaean Confederacy in 170 BCE*% just like his father, Lycortas of Megalopolis, who had
(unsuccessfully) been working towards equality with Rome for many years.*°!

Thus, it is unclear as to why Polybius would present the issue as a cultural
misunderstanding. It is suggested that Polybius was fully aware of what he was doing and that
his point was not about asserting that Greek and Latin speakers genuinely understood pistis
and fides differently but that Phaeneas and Glabrio were pretending to misunderstand one
another for political reasons.**? Both leaders wanted to get the best possible deal: Phaeneas was
motivated to receive clemency for the Aetolians, and Glabrio was motivated to acquire deditio
and to dictate his own terms so that he could add to his accomplishments and rise in political
power.403

For the purposes of this research, Polybius is valuable in understanding how pistis/fides
operated in the context of Roman military victories. Both Greeks and Romans experienced the
pistis of the Romans from opposite ends, as the conquered and the conquerors, respectively.
Not all Greeks may have seen themselves as “the conquered ones,” and not all Romans may
have seen themselves as “conquerors,” but both sides would probably have acknowledged that
there was an asymmetrical relationship in which the Romans were ultimately the ones in power.
The pistis of the Romans for the purposes of Roman victory and rule was a significant strategy

that helped develop the culture that led to the Roman Empire.

Pistis to the Roman Empire

399 After the Romans triumphed over the Macedonians at Pydna in 168 BCE, Polybius was among a
thousand prominent Achaeans deported to Rome and subsequently detailed without trial (cf. Polybius 30.13.6—
11; Livy 45.31.9-11; Pausanias 7.10.7-11; Zonaras 9.31). He was able to befriend powerful Romans such as
Cornelius Scipio Aemilianus, whom Polybius mentored in preparing Scipio for his public career (cf. Plutarch,
Moralia 199f).

400 Polybius 28.6.9.

401 Cf. Pausanias 9.9.4; Plutarch, Philopoemen 21. See also R. M. Errington, Philopoemen (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1969); Arthur M. Eckstein, “Polybius, Phylarchus, and Historiographical Criticism,” Classical
Philology 108, no. 4 (2013): 314-38.

402 Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 98.

403 Cf. Gruen, “Greek Ilictic and Roman Fides,” 67.
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In the first century CE, Rome seems to have continued to achieve victory through an
emphasis on pistis. The writings of Josephus reveal that the Romans used their strong military
to solidify their domination in the Roman Empire. Josephus was a Pharisee, and thus a religious
and well-educated Jew, but in his writings, he indicates that his intended audience is not
necessarily the Jewish community. When he explains that he is a Pharisee, he compares his
training to the Greek Stoic school*** suggesting that he is writing for a Hellenistic audience.*%
Josephus also indicates this in his use of pistis, commonly using the intellectual Greek meaning
referring to “loyalty,” rather than the religious Jewish meaning referring to the faith of the
people or the faithfulness of God.**¢ Though he comes from a different background to Polybius,
Josephus is similar in that he was a historian who chose to write about Rome after he was
captured as a prisoner of war.*?” Josephus not only became friendly with some powerful
Romans, but he later sided with Rome against his own people, reaping the benefits of his
betrayal which included Roman citizenship and a house that was a former lodging of
Vespasian.**® Josephus was familiar with Polybius’ work,*” and was therefore aware of the
idea of the pistis of the Romans, but he himself also experienced the concept firsthand and
references several times the fate of cities which did or did not choose to enter into the pistis of
the Romans.

The language varies slightly between the two historians; while Polybius most often
speaks about entering into the pistis of the Romans (eig v Popaiov mictv), Josephus talks
about pistis to/with the Romans (tv npd¢ Popaiovg wiotwv). It could be argued that entering
into the pistis of the Romans might suggest a nuance of subjugation in which the conquered
people group place themselves under Rome, while pistis to/with the Romans could suggest a
more positive narrative of partnership. Indeed, in comparison to Polybius, Josephus does seem
to present a more positive narrative overall about the relationships between Rome and other
nations. Regardless of any underlying nuances, however, the similarities between Josephus
and Polybius demonstrate that there was a continued culture of pistis in the Roman military
context for several centuries not only during the Roman Republic, but into the Roman Empire

as well.

404 Josephus, Vit. 12.

405 Cf. Dennis R. Lindsay, Josephus and Faith: ITiocuic and ITiotedery as Faith Terminology in the
Writings of Flavius Josephus and in the New Testament (Leiden; New York: E. J. Brill, 1993), 185.

406 Lindsay, Josephus and Faith, 185-187.

407 Cf. Josephus, Vit. 351.

408 Josephus, Vit. 416, 423.

409 Josephus, A4J 12.135-137, 358-359.
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In Jewish Antiquities, which relays the history of the Jews to Greek readers, Josephus
writes about an edict of Claudius in 41 CE regarding the strife between Jews and Greeks in the
city of Alexandria. In response to a petition from Agrippa and Herod, Claudius grants the Jews

the right to observe their customs:

I very gladly consented, not merely in order to please those who petitioned
me, but also because in my opinion the Jews deserve to obtain their request
on account of their loyalty and friendship to the Romans. In particular,
I did so because I hold it right that not even Greek cities should be deprived
of these privileges, seeing that they were in fact guaranteed for them in the
time of the divine Augustus. It is right, therefore, that the Jews throughout
the whole world under our sway should also observe the customs of their
fathers without let or hindrance.
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Claudius grants the Jews in Alexandria the right to religious tolerance because of the Jews’
pistis to the Romans. This religious tolerance toward Jews throughout the Roman world may
seem ironic because Claudius was also known for expelling the Jews from Rome.*!! However,
the expulsion in Rome, from Claudius’ perspective, was likely more about his concern over
the political disturbances rather than a concern about religion.*!?

In the immediate context of Jews in Alexandria, Claudius grants religious tolerance
because he feels that the Jews deserve it; they have historically demonstrated their loyalty
(miotic) and friendship (@tAia). The use of the word “friendship” might initially appear to
undermine the sense that this is a serious pistis relationship between the Romans and the Jews.
However, the word “friendship” was often used in a military context,*'3 and therefore it is not
an indication that this pistis was a lighthearted one. The context in Alexandria actually involved

the threat of violence because the Greeks under the approval of Caligula had been violent

against the Jews when they had refused to acknowledge the emperor as a god.*'# Josephus

410 Josephus, 4J 19.288-290.

4L Cf. Acts 18:2; Suetonius, Claudius 25.4.

412 Cf. Leonard Victor Rutgers, “Roman Policy towards the Jews: Expulsions from the City of Rome
during the First Century C.E,” Classical Antiquity 13, no. 1 (Apr 1994): 66.

413 E.g. Josephus, 4J 8.163, 8.261, 18.96; cf. Josephus, BJ 1.181, 1.391; Polybius 1.16.6, 2.32.2,
2.58.5,3.77.5.

414 Josephus, 4J 19.284.

104



explains that Claudius grants the Jews their deserved benefit of religious tolerance because
they had lived in the area from centuries before when they supported Alexander the Great
against the Egyptians, and remained loyal subjects when Augustus established the Roman
empire.*!3
This account shows Rome’s high value for pistis, as something that could reap a reward.
The steadfastness of keeping pistis would create a sense of obligation on the part of the Romans
to the extent that Jews would not have to worship the emperor as a god because it contradicted
their own religious views. Pistis surpassed worship of the emperor because pistis for the
Romans was not really about religious belief but rather about devotion and loyalty. The Jews
in this case had proven their loyalty to Rome, and so their worship of the emperor was not
necessary.

For the Romans, pistis was important because it ultimately meant keeping the peace,
as seen in Jewish War. Josephus recounts an event during the time of the emperor Nero in 66

CE when Cestius, the Roman governor of Syria, dispatches the tribune Neapolitanus to

Jerusalem to determine why there had been some fighting in the city:

Having traversed the city and satisfied himself as to the amenable temper of
the inhabitants, Neapolitanus went up to the Temple. Here he called the
multitude together, highly commended them for their loyalty to the
Romans and earnestly exhorted them to keep the peace; then, after paying
his devotions to the sanctuary of God from the permitted area, he returned
to Cestius.
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Neapolitanus had been sent to Jerusalem because the procurator Gessius Florus had accused
the Jews of revolt, while the Jews insisted that they had remained loyal to Rome and that Florus
was the one who had unfairly attacked them.*'7 After verifying that everything seemed to be
under control, Neapolitanus commends the Jews for their pistis to the Romans and exhorts
them “to keep the peace” (€i¢ 10 Tpeiv TV gipnvnv).

“Keeping the peace” in the pistis to the Romans is actually about avoiding violence.

When the initial pistis is extended, the threat of violence is imminent. Once pistis is established,

415 Josephus, AJ 19.281-282; cf. BJ 2.487; Ap 2.42.
416 Josephus, BJ 2.341.
417 Josephus, BJ 2.333.
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however, the goal is to have no more fighting and death. Further violence is to be avoided as
much as possible. That is why keeping the pistis is so important to both the Jews and the
Romans. If pistis was indeed broken, as Florus suggested, then the consequences would be
severe. Rebellion toward the emperor might inspire further rebellion from other cities, which
would be a threat to the entire Empire; Rome would be highly motivated to eliminate anyone
who broke their pistis to the Romans. Thus, the Jews assure Neapolitanus that they have kept
their pistis, and Neapolitanus demonstrates Rome’s respect for the Jews by going to the temple
to worship their god, staying in the outer court where Gentiles are allowed.

The Romans eventually did destroy the temple in Jerusalem. Ironically, Josephus was
the commander of Galilee during this time. However, in the First Jewish Revolt against Rome
(6674 CE), he played an ambiguous role in which he was meant to be a Jewish leader, but
after his capture, ended up serving the Romans. In The Life, Josephus tries to defend his actions
in an address to the Jewish leader, Justus of Tiberias.*'® Josephus contrasts the two largest
cities of Galilee, Sepphoris and Justus’ native city of Tiberias,*'® which Josephus writes were
models of those who had kept their pistis to Rome (Sepphoris) versus those who had not

(Tiberias). Josephus compliments the pro-Roman Sepphoris, saying:

Now, Sepphoris, situated in the heart of Galilee, surrounded by numerous
villages, and in a position, without any difficulty, had she been so inclined,
to make a bold stand against the Romans, nevertheless decided to remain
loyal to her masters.**
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Josephus says that, practically speaking, it would have made sense for Sepphoris to rebel
because the city had a lot of support nearby. However, the Jews there chose to remain loyal to

Rome.

By contrast, Josephus says to Justus regarding the city of Tiberias:

413 Josephus, Vit. 345-354.

419 In the New Testament, Tiberias is mentioned in the context of significant events, but only appears in
the Gospel of John (6:1, 23; 21:1).

420 The word “master” (8eom6tng) does not necessarily have the same negative connotation that modern
readers might associate with it today as with the English connotation to the word “despot.” Cf. LSJ, s.v.

“deomdTG.” As seen in this context, Josephus is speaking positively about the city and their pistis to Rome.
421 Josephus, Vit. 346.
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With no Jewish city in the vicinity, might easily, had it so desired, have kept
faith with the Romans. You were a populous community and well supplied
with arms. But, you maintain, it was I who was responsible for your revolt
at that time.
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Justus and Josephus seemingly blame one another for the troubles that have happened with
Tiberias,*? which had recently been ousted by Sepphoris as the capital of Galilee. The central
problem was a bitter animosity between Jews and Greeks in multiple cities including Gadara,
Hippos, and Scythopolis, against which Justus had led violent raids. These conflicts, however,
could not take place without involving the Romans.*** Thus, Josephus points to pistis being
broken as the central issue. The people of Tiberias experienced the problems that they did
because they had broken their pistis to the Romans.

Josephus was critical of both Greeks and Jews with regard to their pistis. When he
describes what happened at Scythopolis, he points to the lack of pistis on the part of the Greeks
in the city. Josephus along with other Jewish leaders had hoped that the Romans would come
and help quell the revolution by Jewish rebels.*>> However, Cestius and the Roman army were
defeated in 66 CE, and this led to even further chaos because the rebels hoped to defeat the
Romans completely. Cities in Syria panicked and began to kill all Jewish residents, even
women and children. However, Josephus says that the Greek natives of Scythopolis were the

worst offenders as they had no sense of pistis toward their Jewish neighbors:

They compelled their own Jewish residents to bear arms against their
compatriots, which we are forbidden to do, and with their assistance
engaged and defeated the invaders; and then, after the victory, with no
thought of the allegiance due to fellow-citizens and confederates, put
them all, to the number of many thousands, to the sword.
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422 Josephus, Vit. 349-350.

423 Cf. Josephus, Vit. 37, 41.

424 Cf. Tessa Rajak, “Justus of Tiberias,” The Classical Quarterly 23, no. 2 (Nov 1973): 352.
425 Josephus, Vit. 23.

426 Josephus, Vit. 26-27.
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When rebels attacked Scythopolis, the Jews who already lived in the city helped the native
Greeks to fight against the invading Jews, their own ethnic brethren. After the rebels were
defeated, however, the Greeks turned on their own Jewish neighbors and killed all of the Jews
who had just fought alongside them. They had no pistis—no sense of loyalty—and Josephus
was appalled by the Greeks’ lack of compassion and pistis toward the neighbors who had just
supported them.

Josephus’ high regard for pistis may be reflective of the culture at large, or may be
influenced by what appears to be the Romans’ strong value for pistis. As seen above, the
Romans clearly regarded pistis between themselves and other cities as important. However,
Josephus indicates that they also had a clear expectation for pistis amongst the Romans
themselves. This was especially true in the context of the pistis between soldiers. Pistis was
valued so highly that it was considered more important than a victory itself. Josephus offers
his eyewitness perspective of the importance of pistis when Titus, who would later become
emperor, besieged Jerusalem in 70 CE. During the siege, some Jews managed to trick some of
the Roman soldiers to come close to the gates.*?” Without awaiting any orders, the soldiers had
gone to the gates, expecting the Jews to open them because they had supposedly wanted peace,
but instead, the feigning Jewish soldiers attacked the unsuspecting Romans. Titus had been
suspicious of the Jews’ behavior because he had invited them to terms through Josephus the
day before. He had told the soldiers to remain where they were, but the men who were closest
to the front had not yet heard. Without waiting for orders, they made the mistake of going
ahead and falling straight into a trap.

The scheme was not completely successful as the Roman soldiers managed to get away.
However, Titus was furious, and he reprimanded them, pointing to pistis among the Jews as

the reason they were able to dupe some of the Romans:

Their schemes are further favored by fortune because of their obedience and
their mutual loyalty and confidence
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Titus recognized that the Jews kept their pistis to one another; even though the Jews were the
ones who were besieged, and thus on the more vulnerable side, their pistis had allowed them

to achieve a small victory over their powerful enemy.

427 Josephus, BJ 5.109f.
428 Josephus, BJ 5.122.
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Regarding his own soldiers, however, Titus says that they are a disgrace because they

had broken their pistis. He even goes so far as to say:

These rash adventurers shall learn forthwith that, among Romans, even a
victory without orders given is held dishonorable.
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Titus suggests the high value with which the Romans regard their pistis. He implies that other
nations may not value pistis as highly; as long as the victory is won, pistis may not matter. Or
perhaps, the victory could make up for the fact that pistis was broken. However, Titus declares
that, for the Romans, pistis is even more important than the victory itself. Even if the Romans
had succeeded in this case, he would still be upset because the rogue soldiers had broken their
pistis to him.

Despite the failings of some of his soldiers, Titus eventually does succeed in the siege
of Jerusalem, and the Romans destroy the city because the Jews supposedly fail to demonstrate
their pistis to Rome. As a result, all of Jerusalem’s valuables are taken, and the most valued
place, the temple, is completely destroyed.*® When he returns to Rome, Titus is given a
triumph, a parade of honor, which Josephus describes in detail. Included in the procession ritual

are statues of the victory goddess:

After these, and last of all the spoils, was carried a copy of the Jewish Law.
Then followed a large party carrying statues of Nike, all made of ivory and
gold. Behind them drove Vespasian, followed by Titus.

0 1€ vopog 0 TV Tovdaiwv £mi TOVTOLG EPEPETO TAV LOPVPOV TELELTATOC.
émi Tovtolg mapnecav moAlol Nikng ayaipara xopilovteg &5 Aépavtog
8’ v mavtov kol ypvcod 1 kotackevy. ped & Oveomaciovog Hravve
npdTog Koi Titog elneto. 4!

The inclusion of Nike is appropriate to the celebration as she is often associated with the
military (as seen in section 1.2) and is a visual representation of the victory itself. Josephus
specifically notes that she is made of valuable material, ivory and gold, and it is not one, but

432

several statues™~ of the goddess that accompany the celebration. It is interesting that there are

429 Josephus, BJ 5.125.

430 Josephus blames the Jews, however, for the destruction of the temple, cf. Josephus, BJ 6.166-167.

41 Josephus, BJ 7.150-152.

432 The LCL translation uses “images,” but &yéAuara might more helpfully be translated “statues.” Cf.
LSJ, s.v. “Gyaipa.”
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multiple statues of her being carried by several people. This could indicate that she is a visual
representation of the belief of assured victory, or perhaps the Romans are showing the extent
of their victory by including multiple statues of her. In either case, the message is that the
Romans had the favor of the gods, and they demonstrated this by including statues of Nike and
of many other gods as well.**3 After Titus’ death, the procession was commemorated by being

carved into the Arch of Titus, which remains in Rome to this day.**

Pistis/Fides, Nike/Victoria, and the Emperor

We have seen that the concept of pistis/fides was important to the Romans. The word
fides itself was an ambivalent and open norm with no fixed definition, and thus it appeared in
a variety of contexts, mostly with a positive nuance that could connote trust, confidence,
trustworthiness, loyalty, and fidelity to one’s word.* However, fides often held moral
implications with an expectation of magnanimity, honesty, and impartiality, and a man of fides
was expected to fulfill his duties and to do the right thing of his own accord without
succumbing to external pressure.*3

The Romans’ high regard for fides is reflected in the way they honored the goddess
Pistis/Fides, the personification of good faith. Roman historian Livy writes about Numa

Pompilius (715-673 BCE), Rome’s pious second king, establishing her cult:

He also established an annual worship of Fides, to whose chapel he ordered
that the flamens should proceed in a two-horse hooded carriage, and should
wrap up their arms as far as the fingers before sacrificing, as a sign that faith
must be kept, and that even in men’s clasped hands her seat is sacred.

Et Fidei sollemne instituit. Ad id sacrarium flamines bigis curru arcuato

vehi iussit, manuque ad digitos usque involuta rem divinam facere,

significantes fidem tutandam sedemque eius etiam in dexteris sacratam
437

esse.

433 Josephus, Jewish War 7.136-137.

434 The Jewish spoils—the table of shew bread, incense cups, and trumpets—as borne in the procession
can still be seen on the inner side of the Arch.

435 Gérard Freyburger, Fides: étude Sémantique Et Religieuse Depuis Les Origines Jusqu'a L'époque
Augustéenne, (Paris: Belles Lettres, 1986), 16.

436 John M. Barry, “Fides in Julius Caesar’s Bellum Civile: A Study in Roman Political Ideology at the
Close of the Republican Era,” PhD diss, (University of Maryland, College Park, 2005), 5, 22.

47 Livy, History of Rome 1.21.4. Cf. Plutarch, Numa 16.
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Clasped hands became a ubiquitous symbol for good faith, reflecting the relational nature of
trust between two parties having faith in one another. Clasped hands would appear as imagery
on coins, often along with images of the goddess Fides.*®

When Greek historian Dionysius of Halicarnassus writes about Numa establishing the
Pistis/Fides cult, he adds that Numa had established the cult because other gods had been
sufficiently worshipped:

But that Pistis, than which there is nothing greater nor more sacred among
men, was not yet worshipped either by states in their public capacity or by
private persons. As the result of these reflections he, first of all men, erected
a temple to the Public Faith and instituted sacrifices in her honor at the
public expense in the same manner as to the rest of the gods. And in truth
the result was bound to be that this attitude of good faith and constancy on
the part of the State toward all men would in the course of time render the
behavior of the individual citizens similar. In any case, so revered and
inviolable a thing was good faith in their estimation, that the greatest oath a
man could take was by his own faith, and this had greater weight than all
the testimony taken together.
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Both Livy and Dionysius not only reflect the importance with which Pistis/Fides was regarded
in Greco-Roman history but they also indicate that pistis/fides was considered sacred.
Pistis/fides was valued for oneself, between men, and also before the gods. As a result, the
goddess Pistis/Fides became an icon of trust and loyalty in the context of relationships.

The cult of Pistis/Fides was important for the Romans especially because the divine-
human fides was woven into every aspect of the Roman public life and even some parts of the
domestic life. We have already seen that pistis/fides to the Romans was important in the
military context, and the goddess Pistis/Fides was said to sanction pistis/fides in war and

preside over treaties, oaths, and contracts.*** When a temple to the goddess was erected on

438 Seth William Stevenson, 4 Dictionary of Roman Coins: Republican and Imperial (London: George
Bell, 1889), 385-387.

439 Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 2.75.

440 Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 127; Freyburger, Fides, 231-238, 282-298.
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Capitoline Hill in Rome around the third century BCE, the walls were said to have been
covered with texts of international treaties as she was the patron of diplomatic relations.**!

Fides to the emperor was particularly valued and promoted throughout the Empire.
Roman legions were granted the title of pia fidelis (pious and faithful) when they showed
exceptional loyalty to an emperor during his bid for power or when he was putting down a
revolt.**? The title was akin to a reward from an emperor for such loyalty, and demonstrates
the significance with which the emperors valued fides in their soldiers. Emperors needed this
loyalty so that they could trust their soldiers to help maintain power.

Many emperors understandably took advantage of the association of the benevolent
Fides who was also connected with wealth and power, and imprinted her on their coins. The
emperors Galba, Vespasian, and Domitian were some of the emperors who had coins of Fides
and the words Fides Publica(e) imprinted on them to foster loyalty among the people.*** The

emperors also imprinted Nike/Victoria***

along with Fides on their coins to demonstrate the
pistis/fides which led to victory in the Empire. The connection is seen on the coins of emperors
such as Marcus Aurelius and Septimius Severus which were imprinted with the image of the
goddess Fides holding a small Nike in her right hand.** The emperor took advantage of the
military associations of Nike and coupled her with Fides to convey a message of good faith
and loyalty between the soldiers and their ruler.#*¢ The coins seem to reinforce the notion that
trust was necessary for victory, and that Fides and Nike, as overseers of society, could grant

(and withdraw) their blessing.

Pistis fo the Divi Filius

Pistis/fides to the Roman Empire was encouraged through the perception of the
emperor as the divi filius, the divine son, a title which was often used to designate the emperor.
The conception of the emperor as the divi filius initially began when the Roman senate

officially recognized Julius Caesar as Divus Iulius (the divine Julius) almost two years after his

41 Freyburger, Fides, 266.

42 Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 82.

#3 RIC P Galba 135; RIC IF, Part I Vespasian 301; RIC IF, Part 1 Domitian 215.

444 In Latin, Nike was known as Victoria, but for consistency and readability, I will refer to the victory
goddess primarily as “Nike,” and refer to Pistis/Fides primarily as Fides because she is operating within the
mostly Roman context.

45 RIC Il Marcus Aurelius 997; RIC IV Septimius Severus 651. Nike could be seen on coins from as
early as fifth century BCE (Rawles, “Early Epinician,” 22, 23). See also the Zeus with Nike in his right hand
mentioned in section 1.1, and the Athena with Nike in her right hand in section 1.2.

46 Cf. Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 84.
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assassination.*” Octavian, as the adopted son of Caesar, then called himself divi filius or divi
Tuli filius (son of the divine Julius) to garner support and perpetuate favor from the people. He
had already been trying to legitimize his being Caesar’s heir so that he might distinguish
himself as worthy of sole leadership of Rome. By hosting funeral games in honor of Caesar in
44 CE, Octavian strategically sought the support of the army veterans and the plebs (general
Roman citizens) by evoking Caesar’s memory.*® A comet supposedly flew over these games,
and Octavian declared it as a sign that he was meant to be the next Roman ruler.**° He later
displayed the “celestial sign” on coins that he issued,*° and from as early as 40 BCE, Octavian
issued coins from the Roman mint imprinted with the words divi filius.*! The divi filius title
was not only written on coins, but was also disseminated on inscriptions and monuments as
part of official titulature.*>

The divine status of Caesar, and Octavian’s claim that he was therefore divi filius, was
simultaneously foreign to the political and religious Roman elite, and appealing because of the
strong Roman tradition of the relationship between political leaders and the gods.*>* When the
divus title was first granted to Julius Caesar, in some ways, it was not such a radical step
because he had received honors that were akin to the status of a god even while he was alive.**
He had a priest (flamen) for his cult,*>* was allowed to adorn his house with a pediment to look

like a temple, and place his own image in formal processions of images of the gods. Soon after

47 Cf. Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 208-210.

448 Paul Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus, Jerome Lectures, Sixteenth Series, tr.
Alan Shapiro (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1988), 34.

449 Cf. Pliny the Elder, Natural History 2.93—4; Seneca the Younger, Natural Questions 7.17.2; Cassius
Dio, Roman History 45.6.4-7.1; John T. Ramsey and A. Lewis Licht, The Comet of 44 BC and Caesar’s
Funeral Games, American Classical Studies 39, (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1997), 155. Ironically, the
Romans usually viewed comets as a sign of misfortune (cf. Cicero, De Divinatione 1.11.18; 2.28.60). Previous
Roman political discourse had incorporated celestial events, but Octavian made the comet into an icon for
apotheosis. When the emperor Vespasian many years later saw a comet on his deathbed, he joked that he was
turning into a god (Suetonius, Life of Vespasian 23.4).

40 E g a silver denarius of Augustus from c. 19-18 BCE shows the emperor on one side, and the
comet of 44 BCE and the words divus Iulius (the divine Julius) on the reverse (RIC I Augustus 37A).

41 Lily Ross Taylor, Divinity of the Roman Emperor, American Philological Association Monograph
Series 1, (Middletown, Connecticut: American Philological Association, 1931), 130.

452 Taylor, Divinity of the Roman Emperor, 106.

433 From at least the second century BCE, Roman generals and governors received various forms of
divine honors from eastern cities. However, it was not clear even to the Romans about what exactly happened in
apotheosis and to what degree a deified human related with established gods like Zeus/Jupiter and Ares/Mars.
Cf. Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 3.49-50; Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 141-148.

454 Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 140.

435 Cf. Cicero, Philippic 2.110-11, a speech delivered in 44 BCE.
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his death, he was also given altars, sacrifices, and a temple, all markers of divine status. He
received a formal decree of deification in 42 BCE, making him divus Julius.*3

The senate as a motley unwieldy body of a thousand members, some of whom were
freedmen and of provincial stock, were initially unsure about Octavian.*” After many years,
however, Octavian strategically used the title of divi filius to advance his political position and
overcome rivals in the senate. He was officially conferred the title of “Augustus” in 27 BCE,
and became the first of many emperors who were known as divi filius. After his death, Augustus
was promoted to divine status as well and was supposedly witnessed ascending to heaven.*8

Not all emperors were granted apotheosis by the senate after their death, and thus, the
title of divi filius could not be applied to all emperors,*® but many of the succeeding emperors,
including Tiberius, Nero, and Domitian proliferated the title during their reigns. Like Augustus,
these three emperors similarly stamped the divi filius title on coins they issued, and they often
included the victory goddess Nike/Victoria on these coins as well. #° The coins helped
propagate their message as divine sons because Roman coins were in use, not only in Rome,
but also across Africa, Greece, and Gaul, and Roman soldiers throughout the Empire were paid
with the imprinted coins.*®!

The religious dominance of the emperors can be seen in the landscape of Roman
religion which changed radically under the Empire; almost half of the twenty or so new state
temples built between the reigns of Augustus and Constantine were dedicated to deified
emperors, and most of these temples were large and conspicuous.**? The temples reflected the
monumental prominence of the Roman emperors which was promoted in the Greco-Roman
culture, and the imperial cult was regarded as important because it was tied to political, social,
and economic structures. For example, at the festivals that honored the emperor, the struggles
of competitors to win, the fight for honorific positions, and the concern for social status

presupposed and enhanced the importance of the imperial cult.*%* The cult of the emperor

436 1t is controversial as to whether Caesar officially became a Roman god before his death as Roman
writers and modern scholars offer different and often contradictory views, but he was nevertheless clearly
granted a degree of divine status (Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 141).

457 Taylor, Divinity of the Roman Emperor, 150.

458 Suetonius, Augustus 100.4; Cassius Dio 56.46.2; Inscriptiones Italiae xiii.2, p. 510.

49 Cf. Georg Wissowa, Religion Und Kultus Der Rémer, Second edition (Miinchen: Beck, 1912), 596—
597.

460 See e.g. RIC P Tiberius 5; RIC P Nero 10; RIC IP, Part I Domitian 63 which all have “divi f”
inscribed on them. They also all have the image of the goddess Nike/Victoria.

461 Michael Crawford, “coinage, Roman,” in OCD.

462 Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 253.

463 Simon Price, Rituals and Power.: The Roman Imperial Cult in Asia Minor (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984), 130-132.
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helped enforce order and consolidate the social and political hierarchies as well as ensure that
the subjects of Rome would submit to the authority of the emperor and not participate in
subversive activities.

The association of the emperors as divine became an assumed part of the culture
especially among the Greeks because they would refer to the emperor as “god” (8e6¢) even
when he was alive. They did recognize the strict distinction between divus (one who
posthumously received official divine status through recognition from the senate) and deus (an
immortal who had never experienced a mortal existence) in Rome, and there was no readily
available translation of divus into Greek.*%* Therefore, Greek speakers employed the word 0g6c,
and all of the first century CE emperors were called 8e6¢ even though they were not all divi or
divi filius, indicating that 6g6g was probably applied broadly to the emperor throughout the
Empire by all social classes.*6> Even in the stricter culture of distinct terms in Rome, Domitian
apparently demanded to be addressed as dominus et deus noster (our master and god) in his
effort to reinforce the divinity and authority of the emperor.4%® Thus, the culture under the
Roman Empire in the early centuries recognized and propagated the conception of the emperor
as “god” or as “the son of god,” and a failure to recognize the divine son could have been
interpreted as subversive, not only in a political sense, but potentially in a religious sense as

well.

4.2 A Countercultural Battle over Pistis

In light of this cultural context that achieves victory through a pistis to the Romans and
proliferates a pistis in the emperor as the divine son, we now turn to the Johannine community
that was situated within this culture and examine the letter that proclaims another pistis victory.
Through this analysis, it will become clear that the author of 1 John is deliberately countering
the notions of pistis in the wider culture, and proclaiming a countercultural victory of pistis so
that the Johannine believers can be assured in the truth of their pistis and remain vigilant against

anything from the culture that might threaten to sway them from it.

Emphasizing Pistis in 1 John

464 Price, Rituals and Power, 75; John Scheid, “deus, divus” in OCD.

465 Michael Peppard, The Son of God in the Roman World: Divine Sonship in Its Social and Political
Context (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 41-42; cf. Wissowa, Religion Und Kultus Der
Romer, 596-597.

466 Suetonius, Domitian 13.2; Pliny the Younger, Panegyricus 2.3, 52.2.
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Because the noun pistis appears only once (1 John 5:4) among the Johannine letters and
the Gospel of John, one could presume that pistis is not a major concern in Johannine literature
in comparison to every other book of the New Testament where the noun pistis appears more
than once. However, verbal forms appear many times in John’s Gospel and nine times in 1
John (3:23; 4:1, 16; 5:1, 5, 10 (3x), 13), and the adjectival form occurs in the letters as well (1
John 1:9; 3 John 5; cf. John 20:27). In conjunction with the conquering language throughout
the letter, which expresses the author’s concerns about what is “from the world” (1 John 2:16;
4:5) and “in the world” (2:15, 16; 4:3, 4; cf. 4:1), and the concluding warning about idols, we
see that the fundamental battle in 1 John is the battle over pistis. The conquering language and
pistis language that he has utilized several times in the short five chapters of the letter come

together in the victory of pistis proclaimed in the final chapter (5:4):

For everyone who is born of God conquers the world. And this is the
victory that has conquered the world, our faith.

Ot v TO yeyevvnuévov €k tod Beod VIKE TOV KOGpov- kol adtn £otiv N

ViK1 1] VIKI|6060 TOV KOGHOV, 1] TLGTIS NUDV.
The writer poses the Johannine believers as Johannine conquerors because he wants them to
fight against the pistis of the Greco-Roman world, and he assures that the pistis of the culture
cannot compare to the strength and power of the Johannine pistis.

The challenge of defining pistis has been contentious in scholarship, partially because
pistis in the Greco-Roman world had multiple and layered meanings including “belief,” “trust,”

»467 As seen above, I have followed most English translations*6® and left the

and “loyalty.
translation of pistis as “faith” (5:4). The word “faith” is probably commonly used for this verse
in English because it more readily reflects a spiritual nuance in comparison to the word
“belief.”4° However, the writer of 1 John would likely not have objected to pistis as “belief”
or even “trust” or “loyalty,” as all of these would encompass what he is trying to emphasize:

the distinction between what the Johannine community believes and what beliefs prevail in the

467 The issue of pistis Christou especially has been highly debated (cf. Matthew C. Easter, “The Pistis
Christou: Main Arguments and Responses in Summary,” Currents in Biblical Research 9, no. 1 (Sep 2010): 33—
47). Teresa Morgan’s book Roman Faith and Christian Faith has been helpful in trying to bridge the gap
between the pistis in New Testament texts and the pistis as understood by classicists looking at the Greco-
Roman context. Cf. LSJ s.v. “mictig.”

48 E.g. NIV, ESV, NLT, NKJV, NASB, CEV, NRSV.

49 OED s.v. “belief,” and “faith.” The word “belief” in English seems to have a broader range. For
example, someone might have certain government beliefs or beliefs about education, but with religious belief,
the word “faith” might also be used. By contrast, if one referred to government faith or faith in education, the
connotation would either suggest religious faith in those contexts or the degree of trustworthiness.
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culture of the Greco-Roman world. By looking at the pistis-related verses in 1 John, the
contention between the two and its relation to the conquering language of the letter becomes
clear.

The first allusion to pistis appears in chapter one, in which the writer uses the adjective

motog to refer to the one who is faithful (1:9).

If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins
and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

€0V OLOAOYDLEV TAG ApapTiog UMV, TETOS 6TV Kol dikatog, tva aefi nuiv

T0G auoptiog Kol kabapion NUag dmod mhong dotkiog.
In this verse, the writer is referring to God as the faithful one,*’° and he appears to use this
pattern of identifying God with the concepts that he wishes his disciples to embody as well.*’!
Just as the writer establishes God in connection with light (1:5, 7) righteousness (2:1, 29), and
love (4:8, 16), the association of pistis, and in this case, the first reference to the concept, is
with God himself.

The next allusion to pistis appears two chapters later, in which the author emphasizes

the importance of what the readers should believe (3:23):

And this is his command, that we should believe in the name of his Son
Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he gave a command to us.

Kol abtn €0Tiv 1] éVToA avTtoD, tvo TETEVoCMUEY T® OVOUOTL TOD VLIOD

avtod Incod Xpiotod kol dyondpev GAANAovs, Kabmg EdmKeV EVTOANV

NUv.
Chapter three in particular is saturated with verbs in the first-person plural, emphasizing the
Johannine community as a whole, including their collective identity as children of God (e.g.
3:1, 2), their obligation to respond in love for one another (3:11, 14), and their willingness to
even lay down their lives for one another (3:16). The subjunctives earlier in the chapter (3:1,
11) may emphasize the sense of urgency in the letter.#’> They lead to the final aorist subjunctive
verb of the chapter (miotedowmpev, 3:23), which is also the first time the verb motevo is used

in 1 John.

470 Cf. Deut 7:9; 32:4 (LXX) where God’s character is also described as miotog (Lieu, 1, I & III John,
58).

471 Cf. the many references to “remain” (uéve) in God/Jesus (2:6, 24, 27, 28; 3:6, 24; 4:13, 15, 16)
which emphasize his point about the disciples reflecting the attributes of God.

472 Variation among manuscripts in verb tense and its implications have been debated, but the overall
emphasis on the importance of belief and love are evident (cf. Brown, The Epistles of John, 462; Lieu, I, Il & 111
John, 159).
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The importance of their believing is conveyed with the declaration that it is a command
(évtoAn) from God.* He underlines the significance of the command by referring to it four
times within three verses (3:22-24).47* The Johannine believers, along with the writer himself,
must believe, and he specifies what they are all believing in; the Johannine community should
believe in the name of Jesus Christ as the Son of God. The dative construction (motedcmpev
@ ovopartt) is unique as elsewhere the letter uses €ic with the accusative 1o dvoupa. There is
probably no fundamental difference in meaning, but the explicit reference to believing in the
name of Jesus conveys the significance of his character, personhood, and authority.*”> The
writer also recapitulates the necessity of loving one another, which he will reference again with
regard to pistis in the next chapter (see more below).

In contrast to the collective first-person address about the necessity of believing in Jesus,
the next pistis-related verse uses a second-person imperative to declare what not to believe

(4:1):

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they
are from God; for many false prophets have gone out into the world.

Ayommrol, pun Tovtl Tved ATl TOTEVETE, AAAG SoKIAleTe TO TVEbLOTO 1

€k 10D Beod €otv, 8Tt MoALOL WevdompopTitan ££eANAH0aGLY €ig TOV KOGLLOV.
The two verses about what the Johannine community should believe (3:23) and what they
should not believe (4:1) being so close to one another and in direct opposition to one another
underscores one of the primary reasons the author is writing his letter: he wants them to retain
their pistis in Jesus and guard against anything, particularly from the Greco-Roman culture,
that threatens this pistis. He draws the distinction between what the Johannine community
should believe and what they should not believe, because he recognizes the contention between
them, and the author wants to ensure that the Johannine readers acknowledge the correct pistis
and not be swayed by the false prophets, antichrists, the evil one, or any cultural influence that

might cause them to believe otherwise (see also section 2.1-2.3).

473 “Command” (dvtoAn) occurs at 1 John 2:3, 4, 7 (3x), 8; 3:22, 24; 4:21; 5:2, 3 (2x); cf. 2 John 4, 5, 6
(2x). The plural appears eight times in the Johannine letters, and the singular appears ten times. In the
immediate context, verse 23 is in the singular (as opposed to the plural in verses 22 and 24) which may convey
the fundamental divine command to believe in Jesus (and to respond with love). The frequent use of
“command” amplifies the sense of urgency and obligation. Cf. also Smalley, /, 2, 3 John, 207.

474 The sense of importance increases as the indirect imperative of verse 22 becomes a direct
imperative in verse 23 (Bultmann, The Johannine Epistles, 58).

475 Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 208; Lieu, 1, II & Il John, 158. Cf. also believing ig 10 dvopa at John 1:12;
2:23; 3:18, a construction which is not seen elsewhere in the NT.
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The author of 1 John returns to the first-person plural in chapter four, in which he gives
his discourse on love (4:7-5:3). In the middle of this discourse, he makes another allusion to

what they believe (4:16):

So we have known and believed the love that God has for us. God is love,
and those who remain in love remain in God, and God remains in them.

Kol NUETS EYVOKOUEV KOl TETLGTEVKANEY TNV Ayamny fjv Eyel 6 0e0g v Nuiv.

‘0 0e0g aydmn €ottv, kKol O PEVMV €V Th} dydmn v T@ Oed péver kai 0 Bgdg €v

aOT® HEVEL
This time, the verb is in the perfect tense, “we have believed” (nremotevkopev),*’® indicating a
completed action in which the content of what is believed is the love that God has for the
Johannine community. While the previous emphasis was on believing in the name of Jesus, he
remains appropriate to the focus of the exhortation and states that the Johannine community
has already known and already believed in the love of God because they could not be Johannine
Christians without it; love was the reason why God had sent Jesus to earth (4:10; cf. John 3:16).
The verse is a reminder of what they have already believed in the past which has distinguished
them from those who do not know or believe in the love of God and are more consumed with
fear instead (cf. 4:18, see also section 3.1).

The final chapter underlines the Johannine writer’s primary concern as he alludes to
pistis six times. The beginning verse of the chapter sets the stage before his climax on the

importance of pistis (5:4-5) with the first in a series of participles about those who believe

(5:1):

Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God, and
everyone who loves the parent loves the child.

[Tag 6 moeTevV 611 Incodg £otv 0 Xp1otog, £k 10D Oeod yeyévvntot, Kol

TG O AYAm®V TOV YEVVNOOVTA AYOmd TOV YEYEVVIUEVOV £E aDTOD.
This verse echoes the previous reference to believe in Jesus Christ as the Son of God (3:23, cf.
5:1, 5)*7 and draws a parallel to the one who loves the parent (God) and the child (other
believers). The aim in the latter phrase is to establish the evidence that a person who believes
in Jesus and loves God is also expected to love other children of God who also believe in Jesus

as the Son of God.*’® Thus, believing in Jesus as the Christ has implications for a person’s

476 Cf. similar language in John 6:69.
477 See more on the son of God below.
478 Cf. Marshall, The Epistles of John, 227.
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identity (being a child who is born of God), which in turn also has implications for how that
person should respond (loving others, cf. 5:2).

Having alluded to the importance of what is believed in previous verses, and the
contention between those who believe in Jesus as the Son of God and those who do not (3:23;

4:1), the writer makes a clear and distinct proclamation on the importance of pistis (5:4):

For everyone who is born of God conquers the world. And this is the victory
that has conquered the world, our faith.

OTL AV TO Yeyevvnuévov €k ToD Beod vikd TOV KOGHOV: Kal adtn €0Tiv 1

vikn 1 viknoaca tov KOGHoV, 1| TETIG UDV.
Thus far, he has utilized conquering language and discussed what is believed, but in this verse,
he equates the two in declaring that the victory itself is “our pistis™ (1] miotig Mu@dv). The writer
uses the first-person plural possessive to emphasize that the Johannine community, including
the writer himself, collectively conquers the world with pistis. He makes sure to distinguish
that he is referring to “our pistis,” which conveys the subtext of “not their pistis,” that is, the
pistis of the Greco-Roman world. While the verbs for “believe” and “conquer” have been seen
previously throughout the letter, the noun pistis appearing for the first and only time, and
identifying “our pistis” as niké, also in noun form for the first and only time, acts like a neon
sign, drawing attention to the victory proclamation.

Immediately after, the writer of 1 John poses a rhetorical question to reinforce the

importance of the victorious pistis (5:5):

Who is the one who conquers the world except the one who believes that
Jesus is the Son of God?

Tig €0Tv 8€ O VIK®V TOV KOGUOV €l pun 0 TeTevmv Ot Incodc oty 6 vidg

ToD Ogov;
The question echoes the previous participle (5:1) that identified the characteristics of a
Johannine believer as one who believes in Jesus as the Son of God, and in believing this, the
Johannine believer is also identified as “the one who conquers the world” (6 vik®v OV
koouov).*° The two participles placed in parallel to one another, and in conjunction with the

victory proclamation in the previous verse, emphasizes the Johannine identity as believers who

479 The question here also balances rhetorical question of 2:22: “Who is the liar but the one who denies
that Jesus is the Christ?” Cf. Painter, I, 2, and 3 John, 229.
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have pistis in Jesus as the Son of God that also signifies their identity as conquerors of the
Greco-Roman world, which adopts a different pistis.

In the next few verses, the writer of 1 John highlights the importance of testimony for
pistis (see more on testimony below), and the participles appear again to define the distinction
that the author has been reiterating throughout the entire letter in the contention between the

one who believes and the one who does not believe (5:10):

The one who believes in the Son of God has the testimony in himself. The
one who does not believe in God has made him a liar because he has not
believed in the testimony which God has testified concerning his Son.

6 motevmv g TOV Liov ToD 0god Eyer TV paptupiay &v odTd,*0 6 PNy

mMOETEVOV 1O 0ed yevotV menoinkev avtdv, OTL 00 TETIOTEVKEV €ig TNV

poaptupiav v pepaptopnkev 0 Bedc mepl 10D viod avtod.
Similarly to the previous chapter in which he emphasized the importance of not believing in
every spirit (4:1), the writer of 1 John separates the Johannine believer from “the one who does
not believe,” for that person makes God a “liar” (yevomg), a word he has used to delineate
conflict several times before, especially in 1:10 where he also references God being made a
liar.*8! The declaration of God as liar seems extreme, and although it may not be as incendiary
to its audience as it might sound to a person reading it in English today,*3? the writer of 1 John
makes the point to show the implications of the one who believes versus the one who does not.
There is the distinction not only in the content of their pistis (what is believed), but also that
the “liar” does not have the same pistis because he has not believed in the testimony from God
himself. The perfect tense of the verbs (memoinkev, memictevkey, pepoptopnkev) underscore
that God has already given his testimony in the past, and the writer seems to allude to those
(such as the antichrists who left the community, 2:19) who have already chosen not to believe
and have therefore designated God as a liar.

The final allusion to pistis is at the start of the epilogue in which the author gives the

concluding reason for his writing (5:13):4%3

I have written these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of
God, so that you may know that you have eternal life.

480 The well-attested variant, “in him” can only mean “in himself,” indicating the internalization of
God’s testimony (Lieu, /, I & 1l John, 218).

481 See also 1 John 1:10; 2:4, 22; 4:20; cf. John 8:44, 55. The word yebotng appears most frequently in
1 John among New Testament texts.

482 Cf. Yarbrough, 1-3 John, 84-85.

483 Cf. the frequent references to the reason why he is writing: “We write” (ypdoopev, 1:4), “I write to
you” (ypaow vuiv, 2:1, 7, 8, 12, 13 (2x)) or “I wrote/I have written to you” (§ypawya Opiv, 2:14 (3x), 21, 26).
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Tadta Eypoya vUlv Tva €idtfite 6T Loy ExeTe 0idVIOV TOIG TIETEVOVGLY €l

70 6vopa Tod viod Tod Beod.

This time, the author does not include himself in using the first-person plural to emphasize the
collective group (cf. 3:23; 4:16), and he does not focus on the identity of each individual (e.g.
5:5, 10, cf. 5:1). Instead, the dative plural participle distinguishes the writer from his audience.
The reason for his writing is his concern over what they believe. He wants to remind and assure
his disciples about their pistis and the implications for their pistis. They will have eternal life
because of what they believe.

From the verses above, and especially with their concentration in the final chapter, it is
clear that the core concern of 1 John is the Johannine pistis and the contention against those in
the Greco-Roman world who believe in a different pistis. The fundamental battle is a battle
over pistis, and thus, the writer repeatedly emphasizes the importance of what pistis the

audience believes and exhorts and assures his disciples of why they should retain this pistis.

Pistis in the Son of God

In the battle over pistis in 1 John, the writer emphasizes that the victorious pistis is

specifically in Jesus as “the Son of God” (6 viog oD Ogo?, 5:5):

Who is the one who conquers the world except the one who believes that
Jesus is the Son of God?

TiG 0€ £0TIV 0 VIKAV TOV KOGHOV £l 1) 6 moTtev®V 61t Incodg oty 6 vidg

100 0£00;
Nike, pistis, and “the Son of God” come together as the conqueror of the Greco-Roman world
is also the one who has pistis in Jesus as the Son of God. As we have discussed, the word nike
would likely evoke the imagery and associations of the goddess Nike who was a prominent
part of the culture for both Greeks and Romans for many centuries.*®* However, we have seen
that Nike was also affiliated with the emperor and that the title of “the son of god” would also
evoke a reference to him. Before Jesus was the renowned Son of God, the first well-known

figure to receive that title during the Roman Empire was the emperor.*** Having demonstrated

484 See more in section 1.1 and 1.2.

485 Peppard, The Son of God, 4.
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that the Greco-Roman culture advocates pistis in the emperor as the divi filius, we can see that
the Johannine author is making a countercultural proclamation against this Greco-Roman pistis.

486 311 in reference

In the short letter of 1 John, the word “son” (vi0g) appears 22 times,
to Jesus, and of the 22 occurrences, the phrase “son of God” (6 vidog T0d Og0D) appears seven
times. Although the word “son” appears in every chapter of the letter, 10 of the references are
concentrated in the final chapter in which believing in Jesus as the Son of God is emphasized,
and where the writer of 1 John declares the pistis victory. One could argue that the emphasis
on “the son” is simply to refer to the incarnation of Jesus. If that were so, then a reader might
expect the words “flesh” (cap&) or “body” (cdpa) in the letter, as in the Gospel of John, where
the emphasis on “son” and “Son of God” is also apparent.*®” While “flesh” (cap&) appears 13
times in John’s Gospel, often regarding the flesh of Jesus,**® the only two instances of “flesh”
in 1 John are in reference to the “desire of the flesh” (1] émbopia tiig capkoc) in the world (2:16,
see also section 2.3), and identifying spirits which confess that Jesus has come “in the flesh”

(év capxi, 4:2).4 This brief reference is the only direct allusion to the incarnation in 1 John. 4%

The word “body” (c®pa) similarly does not appear in the Johannine Letters, 4!

although it appears a number of times in John’s Gospel referring to the literal body of Jesus.*?
The reference to the incarnation of Jesus in 1 John 4:2 demonstrates that the author does
consider it important, but it is not necessarily the focus of the contention over pistis in the letter.
Instead, the writer of 1 John frequently emphasizes the importance of believing in Jesus as the
“son of God.”

The Johannine author frames the “son of God” as the key source of conflict in the battle

over pistis. He refers to the Son in the first two chapters (1:3, 7; 22, 23, 24), but the first time

486 See “son” (viog) at 1 John 1:3, 7; 2:22, 23 (2x), 24; 3:8, 23; 4:9, 10, 14, 15; 5:5,9, 10 (2x), 11, 12
(2x), 13; 20 (2x); cf. 2 John 3, 9. “Son of God” (6 vidg Tod BeoD) appears at 1 John 3:8; 4:15; 5:5, 10, 12, 13, 20.

487 Of the 55 occurrences of vidg in John’s Gospel, vidog Ogod appears 9 times at John 1:34, 49; 3:18;
5:25;10:36; 11:4, 27; 19:7; 20:31.

488 Cf. John 1:14; 6:52, 53, 54, 55, 56.

489 Cf. 2 John 7 where deceivers do not confess that Jesus has come “in the flesh.” Flesh (cap&) appears
in most books of the NT, (but not in 1 and 2 Thess, 2 Tim, Titus, and 3 John), and often in a negative context
(e.g. Matt 26:41; Rom 13:14; Gal 5:19; 1 Pet 2:11; Rev 17:16). Among the Gospels, cép& appears much more
frequently in the Gospel of John than in the Synoptic Gospels, probably because of the Christological emphasis
on the incarnation in John’s Gospel.

490 A few verses later, the writer makes a related reference to the incarnation in God sending his son
“into the world” (4:9, cf. John 3:16).

Pl «“Body” (cdpa) also appears in almost every NT book, but does not appear in 2 Thess, 1 and 2 Tim,
Titus, Phile, 2 Pet, and the Johannine letters. Many of the references to o®pa in the NT refer to the human body
in general, as opposed to the human body of Jesus.

42 Cf. John 2:21, 19:31, 38 (2x), 40; 20:12. The word c@®ua seems to be used in John’s Gospel mostly
to refer to Jesus’ body after the crucifixion.
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he mentions the “son of God” is in chapter three, when he places the son of God in direct

opposition to the devil (3:8):

The one who commits sin is of the devil; for the devil has been sinning from
the beginning. The Son of God was revealed for this purpose, to destroy
the works of the devil.

0 oV TV auoptiov €k Tod daforov €otiv, OTL A’ dpyic O Sidforog

apoptéver €l todto £pavepdbn 6 viog Tod Bgod, tva Avon T Epya TOd

dwaforov.
As with much of the conquering language that we have seen in this letter, the author speaks
from the place of triumph, and depicts the son of God as the conqueror. The son of God is the
destroyer of the opposition, who is the devil. The language of the devil sinning “from the
beginning” (an' apyfg) hearkens back to the prologue which referred to what was “from the
beginning” (1:1), the fathers who know him who is “from the beginning” (2:13, 14), and what
the readers heard “from the beginning” (2:24).43 All of the references relate to Jesus, but he is
not named directly. Instead, he is a figure associated with “the beginning.” It is also notable
that the name “Jesus” and the word “Christ” do not appear in chapter three until much later on
in verse 23. In the immediate context of 3:8, the figure who was “from the beginning” is now
given the title of “the Son of God” who is revealed on earth as the countering conqueror to the
devil who has been sinning “from the beginning.” The purpose of the Son of God is to triumph
over the devil and destroy his works.

The next time the writer mentions the Son of God is in the middle of his discourse on

love in chapter four (4:14-15):

And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent his Son as the
Savior of the world. God remains in those who confess that Jesus is the
Son of God, and they remain in God.

Kol NUelS tefeduedo Kol poptupoduey 8Tt O TOTP ATECTAAKEY TOV VIOV

cOTijpa ToD KOGHOV. O £0v Oporoynon &1t Incodc €atv 6 viog Tod B0V,

0 0e0g &v a0t pével kol anTog &v 1@ 0ed.
Here we see two titles that were used for the emperor: the Savior of the World (1 John 4:14;
cf. John 4:42)%* and the Son of God. Verse 15 is also the first time that Jesus is directly referred

493 See also section 3.3 for more on 2:13-14.
494 Cf. Koester, “Savior of the World,” 666667 regarding “Savior of the World” (6 cwtip 10D
kOopov) as a title used for Roman emperors.
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to as “the Son of God” (although he is referred to as “the Son” previously at 1:3, 7; 3:23; cf.
2:22).

The conquering message here is not in a direct conflict (as with the devil in 3:8). Instead,
the emphasis is on the importance of remaining (uévw), which the author mentions six times
in 4:12-16. The tension is between those who confess that Jesus is the Son of God, and
therefore remain in God (4:15), and those who do not remain in God (cf. 4:8, 18, 20). The
reference to the Son of God is in the midst of the love discourse (4:7-5:3) to help identify true
Johannine believers: one indication is the confession of Jesus as the Son of God (4:14-15), and
the other is the demonstration of the love of God (4:7, 11, 12). These indications guide the
readers in discerning who is from God and who is from the world (cf. 4:1-6).

It is striking that in the final chapter of 1 John, the author concentrates the language of
sonship. The word “son” is mentioned ten times in chapter five, of which the remaining five
occurrences of “the Son of God” appear. Having alluded to the contention between the Son of

God and the devil (3:8) and the conflict between Johannine believers and those of the world in

chapter four, the first declaration of sonship in the final chapter is in the context of victory (5:5):

Who is the one who conquers the world except the one who believes that
Jesus is the Son of God?

TiG 0€ £0TIV 0 VIKAV TOV KOGpOV £l U1} 6 metev®V 6Tt Incodg Eotv 6 vidg

100 Og0?V;
“The one who conquers the world” and the “one who believes” are placed in parallel to one
another to demonstrate that the Johannine conqueror is the believer who specifically has pistis
in the Son of God. The Greco-Roman culture also encouraged pistis in the divi filius,* as the
imperial cult was implemented throughout the Roman Empire. However, the writer makes
clear with his rhetorical question, which presumes an obvious response, that the Johannine
conqueror is victorious over the world when they have pistis specifically in Jesus as the Son
of God, and no one else.

The author uses the identity of “the one who believes” (6 mioteb®v) again with regard

to the Son of God, but with a slight adjustment (5:10):

495 Cf. the centurion identification of Jesus as the Son of God relating with the emperor in the Gospel of
Mark (Adela Yarbro Collins, “Mark and His Readers: The Son of God among Greeks and Romans,” The
Harvard Theological Review 93, no. 2 (Apr 2000): 85-100).
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The one who believes in the Son of God has the testimony in himself. The
one who does not believe in God has made him a liar because he has not
believed in the testimony which God has testified concerning his Son.

0 moTtedmV gig TOV VIOV ToD Bgod Eyel TV paptvpiav &v aOTR, O UN

motevOV 1@ 0e®d yedbomv memoinkev avtdv, 6Tl 00 TEMGTEVKEY €iG TNV

poaptupiov v pepaptopnkev 0 Bedc mepi Tod viod avtod.
The Johannine believer is not just “the one who believes” (0 miotedwv) that (6tt) Jesus is the
Son of God, alluding to the content of their pistis; the believer is “the one who believes in the
Son of God” (6 moTEL®V £1g TOV VIOV TOD Be0D). Believing in the Son of God, and specifically
Jesus as the Son of God, is a core part of their identity as Johannine believers, which is attested
by the testimony of the Spirit within them (5:6, 10 cf. 4:13). The statement offers reassurance
to those who might waver in their pistis and reminds them of their distinction from “the one
who does not believe in God” (6 pun mioted®V 1@ 0ed).

In the final three references to the Son of God, we see a similar emphasis on “life” ({on)
and specifically “eternal life” ({on aidviog). Just before his epilogue, the author underlines the
conflict of pistis between the Johannine believers and the ones who do not believe in the Son

of God, with the added dimension of “life” (5:12):

The one who has the Son has life; the one who does not have the Son of
God does not have life.

0 Eyov 1oV viov Exel TV Lony, 6 pi v TOV LoV ToD 00D TV {OMV 00K

gyet.
The verb “to have” (£§xw) being used four times in the verse emphasizes the sense of identity
and the testimony of pistis within believers. “The one who believes in the Son of God” (0
moTeL®V €ig TOV VIOV T0D BeoD, 5:10, cf. 5:1, 5) and is “the one who conquers” (0 vik®v, 5:5),
is also “the one who has the Son [of God]” (0 &ywv TOV VIOV [TOD Bg0D]). It may sound a bit
awkward to have the Son, but it underscores the sense of the internalized pistis in the Johannine
believer-conquerors, and the testimony of the Spirit within them (5:6—10). It is also consistent
with the Johannine message to “remain” (uévw).*¢

The added dimension is the distinction of having “life” ({w1). The Johannine believer-
conqueror who has the Son also Aas life (Eyet v Lo1v), while “the one who does not have the

Son of God” does not have life. He then clarifies that this “life” is “eternal life,” a connection

4% The writer of 1 John emphasizes the importance to remain (uévo), especially to remain in God/Jesus
(2:6, 24, 27, 28; 3:6, 24; 4:13, 15, 16) cf. other occurrences of pévo at 1 John 2:10, 14, 17, 19, 28; 3:9, 14, 15,
17,24; 4:12; 2 John 2, 9 (2x).

126



he makes in the last two references to the Son of God (5:13, 20). The connection between pistis
in the Son of God and eternal life will examined further below, but the final point here is about
the exhortation by the author concerning pistis in the true Son of God.

When the writer begins his epilogue, he declares the identity of the readers once again

as those who have pistis in the Son of God (5:13):

I have written these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of
God, so that you may know that you have eternal life.

Tadta Eypaya Huiv tva gidfite dti {onv ExETe QMOVIOV TOIG TIGTEVOVGLY €ig

70 Ovopa Tod viod 1oV Ogod.
He is writing “to you who believe in the name of the Son of God” (toig moTevoVOWV €1G TO
dvopa Tod viod Tod Beod). It is an even longer title for the Johannine believers than “the one
who believes in the Son of God” (6 moTed®V €ig TOV VIOV TOD O€0D) seen in 5:10. This time,
he specifies pistis in the “name” (6vopa) of the Son of God. He has alluded to Jesus’ “name”
before, referring to sins being forgiven on account of his name (2:12) and the command to
believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ (3:23). However, the phrasing in 5:13 is the only
time “name” is mentioned as part of the identity of the Johannine believer. The readers are
“believers in the name of the Son of God.”

In the penultimate verse, the Johannine author reveals the underlying countercultural
reason for his frequent emphasis on the “Son” throughout his letter, and especially, the “Son

of God” in the final chapter (5:20):

And we know that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding
so that we may know him who is true; and we are in him who is true, in
his Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal life.

oidapev 8¢ 6t 6 viog Tod B0V Tkel kol dE6wKkev MUIv Sdvolav Tva
YWAOGKOUEV TOV AAN0voV, Kai Eaev €V T AANOIVA &V T® vVid avTod Tncod
Xp1o1®. 0UTHS £0TIV O GANOWVOG BedC Kail (o) aidviog.
In contrast to the emperor who is “the son of the god” uplifted in the Greco-Roman culture, the
writer of 1 John has emphasized the victorious pistis in Jesus, the true Son of God. He uses the

adjective “true” (4An0woq) three times in the verse to make his point.**’” He has alluded to

distinction of truth and lie before, for example, in reference to the truth not being in a

47 Cf. the only other reference to the adjective in the letter at 1 John 2:8.
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hypocritical person (1:8, 2:4) or in reference to the spirit of truth (4:6, 5:6).%° However, he
emphasizes the true Son of God, in contrast to the idols around them (his final word in 5:21)
which includes the pistis in the emperor as the divine ruler of the Greco-Roman world.*”® The
author gives the final declaration of his focus on the victorious pistis that supersedes the Greco-
Roman world, which is pistis in Jesus, the true divine Son of God.

Skeptical readers may doubt that the writer of 1 John is referencing the emperor as he
does not use the word “emperor” (avtokpdropog) directly in his letter. However, the fact that
the only titular use of “the son of God” outside of the New Testament in the first century CE
was for the Roman emperor suggests a countercultural narrative.>% It would be hard to imagine
that the writer of 1 John is not aware of the cultural association he would provoke in
emphasizing “the son of God.”*°! He does not need to use the word “emperor” directly because
the title of “the son of God” would already provoke allusions to the emperor. Moreover, he
does not discuss the emperor directly because the writer of 1 John wants to emphasize the true
Son of God. While the culture may subscribe to a pistis in the emperor as the divine son, the
Johannine believers counter the culture and conquer the Greco-Roman world with their pistis

in Jesus as the true Son of God.

Testifying to Johannine Pistis

The pistis victory of 1 John is a positive and triumphant message. However, the letter
is not like the victory odes from the athletic games that celebrate a victory for the purposes of
the glory of the Johannine community (see section 1.1). The contentious undertone of the
Johannine believers needing to conquer several opponents suggests that the war against the
Greco-Roman world is not fully over. The author is writing his letter to assure the readers of
their triumphant pistis in Jesus as the Son of God because the audience may not feel secure in

their pistis.

498 The word “truth” (4A90g1a) occurs at 1 John 1:6, 1:8; 2:4, 21 (2x); 3:18, 19; 4:6; 5:6, cf. 2 John 1
(2x), 2, 3,4; 3 John 1, 3 (2x), 4, 8, 12.

49 Jesus’ kingly entry into Jerusalem occurs just before in 12:12—19 in which the Pharisees were
concerned that the culture was already shifting toward Jesus.

390 peppard, The Son of God, 28.

301 For a contemporary parallel of a word that is identified with a specific person: before 2015, 1
regularly used the word “trump” in my vernacular (e.g. “this will trump that”). However, I never use it now
because “trump” cannot be said in any context today without evoking strong political undertones and an
immediate mental image of a particular former global leader.
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Like many New Testament writers, the Johannine author reflects his awareness of the
fragility of others’ experience as the basis for pistis.>*> The news of Jesus’ resurrection and
glorification was dependent on the testimony of a relatively small group of people who were
personally unknown to most converts, and this was problematic because the Greco-Roman
culture of pistis typically relied on personal experience and the testimony of those closest to
them.>% People would form their pistis based on what they saw and heard with their own eyes
and ears as a form of self-trust.’** If something could not be experienced directly, then there
would be increased doubt. Diodorus Siculus, for example, warns his readers about some earlier
untrustworthy historians who believed in false reports.>®> Thus, when writing about the past,
historians would often try to verify the information personally and get as close to the original
source as possible.>%

Believing in something that one could not test or prove was considered foolish, childish,
and reflective of the uneducated masses.>*’ Therefore, if one had to rely on the testimony of
another, it was better if the testimony could be investigated for oneself.>%® For earlier events
that could not be directly verified, multiple testimonies which were in agreement was
considered more reliable and credible. Dionysus of Halicarnassus, for example, encourages
having as “numerous and indisputable testimonies” (LapTUPLDV. .. TOAADY Kol SOVGAVTIAEKTMV)
as possible regarding earlier historical accounts in order to deem them more ‘“credible”
(motai).>® If there was a consensus from multiple sources, then it would more likely be a truth
worth believing.

The possibility of dubious false reports, the importance of direct experience, and the
testimony of multiple witnesses who agree with one another to form a reliable pistis are all
reflected in the letter of 1 John. The author knows that in the battle over pistis in the Greco-
Roman world, the readers must be certain that there is evidence for the Johannine pistis

superseding any other in the culture. Like many other New Testament writers, the Johannine

302 E.g. Luke 1:14; 1 Cor 2:3-5; 2 Thess 1:10, 1 Tim 2:6-7; Titus 1:13-14; Heb 2:1-4; cf. Morgan,
Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 245.

393 Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 65, 245.

304 Cf. Dionysus of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 5.8.1 which mentions that it comes naturally for
men to judge another based on what they experience personally (as opposed to hearsay about the person). The
more cynical Dio Chrysostom in his On Distrust Oration 74 promotes distrusting almost everyone but never
suggests that a person cannot trust himself. Trusting in one’s senses hardly needed to be made explicit because
it was simply assumed (Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 42).

395 Diodorus Siculus, The Library of History 1.5.1,1.23.7-8, 1.26.1-3, 1.29.5-6.

306 Cassius Dio claims to begin his history where he can establish the clearest account of events
(Roman History 1.3).

397 Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 67.

308 Cf. Lucian, Slander 31.

39 Dionysus of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 7.70.2.
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author uses testifying (uoptopém) or testimony (paptupia),’'® which are strong terms, often
used of eyewitness testimony or irrefutable proof of experience of the resurrection.’!! Within
the short letter of 1 John, he refers to testifying or testimony a total of twelve times,>!? ten of
which are in the final chapter, where he also emphasizes pistis and declares the victory of pistis.
He mentions testimony throughout the letter, and especially in the final chapter, because he
wants the Johannine audience to be assured that their pistis is not an abstract ideology, or pistis
in something that is trendy or the latest fad in the culture. It is a substantial and true pistis that
is supported by evidence from both people and God himself.

The import of proving the Johannine pistis is apparent from the first three verses of the

prologue in 1 John (1:1-3):

What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen
with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands,
concerning the word of life—and the life was revealed, and we have seen
and testify, and proclaim to you the eternal life that was with the Father and
was revealed to us—and we proclaim to you what we have seen and heard
so that you also may have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship is
with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ.

"0 v an' apyfic, O dxnkoopey, 6 Emplrapey Toi¢ dQOaAuoic NUGBY, O
€0eacapedo kai ai yeipec MUV Eynidenoay tepil tod Adyov thg {ofic—Kai
N Comn épavepdbn, Kol EmpaKapey Kol paptTopodpey kol dmoyyéAlopey
VUiV TV Loy TV aidviov fTig 7V Tpdg TOV TaTépo Koi Epavep®On Nuiv—
0 éopdxapev Kol axnkoéopev, amoyyéAlopev koi vpilv, tvo kol Ve
Kowoviay &mrte pned' MudV. Koi 1 kowovia 8¢ 1 UeTépa petd 100 mTaTpog
Kol PeTd ToD viod avtod Incod Xpiotod.

The writer begins with an emphasis on the testimony of “what was from the beginning,” ("O
NV an' dpyfic), referring to Jesus.>'? He uses the first-person plural to indicate who is testifying;

unlike later in the letter when he is referring to the Johannine community as a whole,>'* in the

prologue, the “we” seems to be referring to himself and others who have been eyewitnesses or

310 The word paptopiov also appears in many NT books (e.g. Matt 8:4; Mark 1:4; Luke 5:14; Acts
4:33; 1 Cor 1:6; 2 Thess 1:10; 2 Tim 1:8; Heb 3:5; James 5:3; Rev 15:5) but does not appear in the John’s
Gospel or the Johannine Letters. Cf. LSJ s.v. “paptoprov.”

S Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith, 315; cf. footnote 26; LSJ s.v. “poptuopén” and
“nopropio.”

312 Verbal forms of poptupém occur at 1 John 1:2; 4:14; 5:6, 7,9, 10; cf. 3 John 3, 6, 12 (2x) and the
noun poptopia occurs at 1 John 5:9 (3x); 10 (2x), 11; cf. 3 John 12. The emphasis on testimony is clear in the
Gospel of John as well which uses poptopém and poptopio a combined 44 times. See especially John 1:34;
3:11; 19:35.

313 Cf. Marshall, The Epistles of John, 100-101; Smalley, The Epistles of John, 6.

S E.g 1John2:1,3,5,18;3:1,2,11; 4:11, 12, 13; 5:2, 3, 14.
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those close to eyewitnesses of the incarnate Jesus,>!> and they are proclaiming the testimony
“to you” (Vuiv, 1:2), his audience.>'¢

The author of 1 John references the senses of the eyes, ears, and hands which inform
their testimony. Their pistis is not based on some abstract ideology or dream,>'” and it does not
rely simply on what was heard (1:1, 3).>!® The Johannine pistis is not a weak baseless pistis,
but a pistis based on what people have seen with their own eyes. The eyewitnesses have “seen,”
as with testimony in court in which witnesses testify based on what they have seen and what
they know (see also sections 2.1 and 3.2 regarding references to what “we know’). The
expression “we have seen and testify” (€wpdxapev xai paptopoduev, 1:2) acts like a virtual
swearing in at a deposition in court,’!” to give evidence and foundational substance to the
Johannine pistis that is emphasized in the letter.

The writer uses a similar formula, “we have seen and do testify” in his next reference

to testimony which is in the middle of his discourse on love (4:14):

And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent his Son as the
Savior of the world.

Kol Npels Te0eapeda kai paprTopodpey 61l 6 TOTNP ATEGTAAKEY TOV VIOV

coTthpa ToD KOGUOV.
The verb for “see” (Oedopar) in 4:14 differs from the one in 1:2 (6pdw).>?° In 4:14, the writer
may be using Oedopor to express the nuance of what the eyewitnesses have seen and
experienced that is not the invisible God or the incarnate Jesus.’?! The “seeing” may also

include written accounts that have been circulating, as written testimony was often considered

315 The prologue of John’s Gospel also refers to the importance of the eyewitness testimony of John the
Baptist for the purpose of pistis (John 1:7-8).

316 Cf. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 103; Yarbrough, -3 John, 37. The reference to fellowship “with us”
(ueb' udv, 1:3) also indicates that the initial “we” of eyewitnesses is separate from the readers.

317 Cf. Cicero’s frustration over people who place confidence in dreams (De Divinatione 2.122).

318 Hearing in the ancient world was not considered as reliable as seeing (e.g. Seneca the Younger, De
Ira 2.24; cf. Yarbrough, /-3 John, 36-37).

319 Thompson, 1-3 John, 34.

320 Cf. elsewhere in the New Testament regarding testimony about what has been “seen” at John 3:11,
32; Acts 7:44.

321 Cf. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 251; LS] s.v. “Oedopor” and “Opéw.” The verb “0pdw” also appears at
1:1, 3; 3:1, 2, 6; 4:20 (2x); 5:16; cf. 3 John 11, 14. The less common NT verb Oedopot appears elsewhere in 1:1;
4:12. That both verbs appear in 1:1 may indicate the distinction of what has been seen directly with their eyes
(6pdw) and what other experiences they have had that support what they have seen directly (Bedopar). This is
especially true of 4:12 in which the verb 6gdopon is used in the reference to no one having seen God. Although
God is invisible, the Johannine community can feel the love of God within them. The frequency of the two
verbs of “seeing” in the letter indicates the importance of evidence for their pistis.
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more reliable.>?? It is notable that the “see” verbs are in the perfect tense (éwpdkapev, 1:2;
te0edqueba, 4:14); the eyewitnesses who have literally seen Jesus and his death and resurrection
have seen him in the past, and are now testifying in the present (reflected in the tense,
paptopodpev) to give evidence for what they have seen in the past. They are probably testifying
by evangelizing to the general public, but also to the audience in this letter. The succeeding
verse refers to those who confess (6poloyém)>?* that Jesus is the Son of God, further supporting
the sense of testifying to others about what they know.

In the final chapter, references to testifying and testimony appear ten times, indicating
the importance of what the writer is trying to convey to his audience: testimony gives evidence
for their pistis. Immediately following the proclamation of the victorious pistis (5:4-5), the

writer offers three distinct witnesses for the Johannine pistis (5:6-8):3%

This is the one who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ, not with the
water only but with the water and the blood. And the Spirit is the one that
testifies, for the Spirit is the truth. For there are three who testify: the Spirit
and the water and the blood, and these three are in agreement.

Ob16¢ oty 6 éM0av &1’ Hdatog kai aipatoc, Incodc Xpiotdg oK &v T

Voot povov AL év T® DoatTt Kol €v T ailpatt kol T Tvedud €0tV TO

popTUpodV Ot 10 TVeDUA E0Tv 1 AAN 010 OTL TPETS ElGV O1 HEPTVPOVVTES,

70 Tved o Kod TO BOmp Kol TO aipo Kai ol TPEig £ig 1O &V eioty.
In verse 6, the Spirit is mentioned first as “the one that testifies” (10 paptvpodv), and this is
probably referring to the indwelling Spirit, as the writer has mentioned the Spirit being given
to the Johannine believers (4:13). The indwelling Spirit testifies to the truth about Jesus who
came by water (referring to the baptism of Jesus) and blood (referring to Jesus’ crucifixion).??
As we have seen above, the culture relies foremost on trusting oneself, and the indwelling Spirit
offers the testimony of personal experience in the truth (dAn0<wa, 5:6).

The Johannine writer then clarifies that there are in fact three testimonies. Although

spirit, water, and blood are all neuter nouns in Greek, the author personifies them with the

522 Cf. John Marincola, Authority and Tradition, in Ancient Historiography (Cambridge; New Y ork:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 103. Livy says that he will be sure to give a “clearer and more definite
account” of history because writing is “the sole trustworthy guardian of the memory of past events” (History of
Rome 6.1.2)

323 See Ouohoyém at 1:9; 2:23; 4:2, 3, 15 cf. 2 John 7. The distinction between 6poloyém and poptopém
is that the opoAloyém literally means “agree with,” but it can also mean “confess” or “be allowed;” cf. LSJ s.v.
“opoloyém.” In 2:23, the one who “confesses” Jesus Christ as the Son of God is placed in contrast to the one
who “denies” (apvéopan, cf. 2:22) him, suggesting the distinction between verbally agreeing with the Johannine
pistis and rejecting it outright.

324 Cf. Brown, Epistles of John 775-787 for issues of interpolation and variance of the so-called
Johannine Comma in 5:7-8.

325 Cf. Marshall, The Epistles of John, 231-234.
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collective masculine plural (noptopodvteg) to emphasize the fact that there are three different
witnesses who testify, and that their testimonies agree with one another.32¢ The water and blood
refer to past events, but the testimonies of these events, along with personal testimony from
the indwelling Spirit, all cohere about Jesus. By framing the testimonies in this manner, the
author of 1 John draws upon the culture of trusting in oneself and the agreement of multiple
witnesses to reinforce the truth about the Johannine pistis.>?’

The reliability of a testimony is dependent on the one giving the testimony,’*® and so
this may explain why the writer of 1 John adds to his initial emphasis on eyewitness testimony
from people in the prologue to that of God himself testifying to his Son (5:9-10, see Figure 4).
The writer underscores his point here with the most saturated references of “testimony” and
“testifying” appearing a combined seven times in the two verses. The writer initially

distinguishes human testimony from the testimony of God (5:9).

Figure 4
1 John 5:9 1 John 5:10
If we receive the testimony of men, The one who believes in the Son of God
the testimony of God is greater; has the testimony in himself.
for this is the testimony of God The one who does not believe in God
that he has testified concerning his Son. has made him a liar

because he has not believed in the testimony
which God has testified concerning his Son.

el TV poptopiay TOV avOpoOTOv Aopfdvopey, | O ToTELOV €1g TOV VIOV TOD Be0D

1 poptopia T0d Bg0d peilov Eotv: Exel TNV popTopiav £v avtd,
Ot abtn €otwv 1] paptopio Tod Ocod 0 U motevVv M Oed
OTL pEpaPTOPNKEY TEPL TOV VIO AOTOD. YELOTNV TTEMOINKEY AOTOV,

OT1 OV ETioTEVKEY €ig TV papTVpiay
v pEpapTOPNKEY 6 00g epl 10D LoD avdTOD.

The “testimony of men” (1| poptopio T@dV avOpodTeV, 5:9) might be received by others as
authoritative, but if people are willing to hear the testimonies of men, then surely they should
receive the “testimony of God” (1] poptupio Tod Ocod) which surpasses human testimony. He

uses the perfect tense of the verb, “he has testified” (pepaptopnkev, 5:9, 10) to indicate that

326 Cf. Yarbrough, -3 John, 282-284; Marshall, The Epistles of John, 237.

327 Cf. other New Testament references to multiple witnesses: Matt 18:16; John 8:17; 2 Cor 13:1; 1
Tim 5:19; Heb 10:28.

328 Cf. Sallust, The War with Jugurtha 17.7 in which the responsibility for reliable information comes
from the sources themselves; cf. Marincola, Authority and Tradition, 105.
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God himself has already testified in the past about his Son Jesus. The author of 1 John and the
other eyewitnesses have testified (1:2). They are mere humans and offer the testimony of men,
and people will usually accept and believe the testimony of men. However, the author repeats
in verse 10 that God has testified as well, and the implication is that they should certainly
believe God’s testimony because his testimony is even greater (5:9).

Some people do not believe in God’s testimony that he is shown through Jesus his son,
and if they do not believe, then they have identified God as a liar (cf. 1:10 and discussion on
“liar” above). It seems that there are people who have not acknowledged God’s testimony as
greater and that there are also people who are testifying to a different pistis. They do not believe
in the testimony that God has given about his Son (5:10). The Johannine leader is probably
referring to the antichrists and false prophets that he has alluded to earlier.3?° Those who left
the Johannine community (2:19) may have done so because of testimonies from those who
denied that Jesus is the Christ (2:22-23). They seem to have been swayed in their pistis, and
the emphasis on God’s testimony in the final chapter suggests that the author is concerned that
others in the Johannine community might question their pistis as well.

Verse 10 emphasizes the connection between testimony and pistis, between those who
have internalized the testimony of pistis in Jesus as the Son of God, and those who have chosen
to reject this testimony. The readers of the letter have trusted in their Johannine teacher and
believed his testimony thus far, possibly because they feel that they have a personal relationship
with the man who addresses them as his “children.”*3° However, there are many who have
likely not seen Jesus firsthand and may struggle in their pistis, especially when confronted with
another seemingly convincing testimony in alternative pistis. They may also be tempted by
what they see with their own eyes in their daily personal experiences of the world (2:16). Thus,
the writer of 1 John warns his readers not to be tempted by the world (2:15) and cautions them
about false testimonies from those who would deceive them (2:28; 3:7; cf. 4:1) in a similar
manner to Diodorus Siculus who cautioned his readers about historians reporting false

testimonies,>3!

and towards the end of 1 John, the author repeats the phrase (pepaptopnkev [0
Be0c] mepi Tod viod avtod, 5:9, 10) to emphasize the authoritative testimony of God. The author
suggests the foolishness of those who would regard God as a “liar” when they would normally
accept the testimony of men, and he seems to exhort his readers to retain their pistis that is

based in God’s testimony about his Son.

329 See 1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; cf. 2 John 7. See also section 2.2 on antichrists and false prophets.
30 Cf 1 John 2:1, 12, 14, 18, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4; 5:21.
331 Diodorus Siculus, The Library of History 1.5.1,1.23.7-8, 1.26.1-3, 1.29.5-6.
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In the final reference to testimony, the writer of 1 John offers the implications of pistis

in God’s testimony (5:11):

And this is the testimony: that God gave us eternal life, and this life is in
his Son.

Kol adtn éotiv i paptopia 6t {onv aidviov Edmwkev 0 Bedg UiV, Kol abtn

1N Con &v T® vi® avTod EoTv.
In this simple statement, the author reveals his concern about why it is important to receive the
testimony of both God and the eyewitnesses. Here, he is not trying to convey the content of the
testimony (what God asserts) but the result of pistis in the testimony, which is eternal life. The
consequences of not having pistis is great, and so the author wants to assure his audience that
the testimony is more than reliable, and he wants to ensure that the readers retain their pistis
and not assume any validity in the beliefs of the culture that would deem the Johannine pistis
invalid. He specifies yet again that this life is “in his Son” (év 1@ vi® avtod) who is connected

to eternal life, as we shall explore in the final section below.

Victorious Pistis and Eternal Life

The reason why the pistis victory is so important to the Johannine author is because of
the consequence of eternal life. In the Greco-Roman culture, the afterlife and the idea of an
eternal soul was something that was little understood but often sought. As we have seen, the
athletes wanted a lasting glory in their victory odes (section 1.1), and the emperors sought
apotheosis and desired to be called “god” or “son of god” even while on earth (section 4.1).
The uncertainty around death fostered myths about the underworld,>? and as we have seen in
section 3.1, different philosophical responses to life after death. The Romans under the Empire
tried to cope with death through private deification in which sacrifices were made to the dead,
effectually rendering them as divine.>?

The writer of 1 John offers a final countercultural message to the Greco-Roman culture

which longs for eternity and the afterlife, and yet seem to be dissatisfied in its responses.

Finally, we see why the victorious pistis is so important to the author. It is not just about

332 Cf. Jan N. Bremmer, The Rise and Fall of the Afterlife: The 1995 Read-Tuckwell Lectures at the
University of Bristol, Read-Tuckwell Lectures, University of Bristol 1995 (London; New York: Routledge,
2002), 6.

333 Veit Rosenberger, “Coping with Death: Private Deification in the Roman Empire,” in Burial
Rituals, Ideas of Afterlife, and the Individual in the Hellenistic World and the Roman Empire, ed. Katharina
Waldner, Richard Gordon, and Wolfgang Spickermann (Stuttgart, Germany: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2016), 121.
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conquering the Greco-Roman world and having some personal pride in knowing more than the
world. There is eternity at stake. The author repeatedly emphasizes eternal life as the
countercultural consequence to the victorious pistis of 1 John.

From the prologue to the epilogue, the Johannine author connects the pistis in Jesus
with eternal life. The word “life” (Cwn) appears thirteen times in the letter, of which six refer
specifically to eternal life ((o1y aidviog).>** However, just as the language of pistis, testimony,
and the Son of God are all concentrated in chapter five, the majority of references to “life” are
also concentrated in the final chapter, suggesting yet another connection to pistis. Indeed, the
Johannine author alludes to the connections between “life” and pistis in Jesus, starting from

the prologue in which “life” appears three times in the first two verses (1:1-2):

What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with
our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning
the word of life—and the life was revealed, and we have seen and testify,
and proclaim to you the eternal life that was with the Father and was
revealed to us.

"0 v an' dpyfic, O dxmrdopev, O Eopdxauey Toic OEOAALOIC HudV, O
€0eacapeda kol ai yelpec NUAV Eynidenoav tepi ToD Adyov Tiig Loilc—
Kol 1) o) €povepmOn, Kol EOPAKOUEY Kol LOPTUPODUEV KOl AmaryyEALOUEY
VUV TV {oNy Ty aidviov f{Tig v Tpog TOV motépa kod Epavepmin Mpiv.

In verse 1, the author refers to Jesus with three different monikers: “the word of life” (6 Adyog
g {ofic), “the life” (| {o1)), and “the eternal life” (1) {on 1 aidviog).’* All three include the
word “life” with the definite article, indicating more formally that these are titles for Jesus,>¢
and the third title, eternal life, is the theme that the author of 1 John reinforces throughout his
letter.

The life ({on) of 1 John is not to be confused with another word that could be translated
“life” (Blog)>*” that appears in 1 John 2:16 and 3:17 (see also section 2.1). The word Biog

elsewhere in the NT appears as referring to everyday life (e.g. 2 Tim 2:4) or to a person’s

33 See Lon aidviog at 1 John 1:2; 2:25; 3:15; 5:11, 13, 20. Additional references to (o0 are at 1:1; 1:2;
3:14; 5:11; 5:12 (2x); 5:16. Cf. in John’s Gospel: the first occurrence of {1 is at 1:4, and the first reference to
Com aidviog is at 3:15. The theme of eternal life is clearly present in the Gospel as well; {on aidviog in John’s
Gospel at 3:16, 36; 4:14, 36; 5:24, 39; 6:27, 40, 47, 54, 68; 10:28; 12:25, 50; 17:2, 3.

335 In addition to the “the word of life” (6 Adyoc tfi¢ {mfic, 1 John 1:1) having allusions to Jesus who is
“the Word” (6 Adyoc) in the Gospel of John (1:1, 14), “the life” (1] Lon, 1 John 1:2) follows almost immediately
after “the word of life,” indicating that “the life” refers to “the word of life.” Moreover, the repetition of
€pavepmbn in 1:2 indicates that “the life” and “the eternal life” have the same referent.

336 Cf. Yarbrough, /-3 John, 39. Cf. “life” also being identified with Jesus at the beginning of the
Gospel of John (1:4).

337 Cf. LSJ s.v. “piog.”
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livelihood (e.g. Mark 12:44; Luke 21:4). However, the author uses Biog in reference to the life
of the world. While {wn reflects eternal life in Jesus Christ, the true Son of God, Piog is the life
that is attached to the Greco-Roman world. The word {wn is representative of the eternal life
that the Johannine community are living now and continue to live after their physical death
because they have pistis in Jesus as the Son of God.

The reference to “eternal life” appears only once in chapter two, but the context uses

similar language to the prologue (2:24-25):

Let what you heard from the beginning remain in you. If what you heard

from the beginning remains in you, you also will remain in the Son and in

the Father. And this is the promise which he has promised us, eternal life.

VUETG O KovoaTE A ApyRg &V DUTV peVET®. €dv &v DUV peivn O A’ apyiis

nkovoate, Kol VUELG &v T VP kol &v Td Tatpl peveite. kol avtn €otiv 1

gmayyeha fjv adtog Ennyysilato Nuiv, TV @V TV didvioy.

The sense of contention surrounds these two verses, as the verses before warn of antichrists
and those who deny Jesus (2:18-23), and the verse immediate after warns of those who would
deceive the readers. Verse 24 echoes the first verse of the letter, referring to what was heard
“from the beginning” (&n' apyng). In contrast to the first-person plural verbs in the prologue,
however, the verbs here place the focus on the readers (“you heard” (nxovcarte, 2x), “you will
remain” peveite). Moreover, the restatement is placed in the a conditional form: “if what you
heard from the beginning remains in you” (€&v €v VUiv peivn 6 an' dpyfic nKovcarte, 2:24),
suggesting that the Johannine pistis needs to be appropriated by the person first.>3® We see the
emphasis on “remaining” (uévw) repeated three times in verse, which underlines the
importance of not faltering in the Johannine pistis. As a result of their remaining in the true
Son of God, they receive eternal life.

Eternal life is not just a possibility based on good behavior (reflecting a fear of divine
judgment) or based on the whims of a Greco-Roman deity. The Johannine author offers a
countercultural assurance that this eternal life is promised by God. The noun and verb for
“promise” (€mayyeria, émayyéhloponr) make their sole appearance in the letter in reference to
what God promised the Johannine believers: eternal life. Instead of referring directly to the
incarnation of Jesus, the writer chooses to identify Jesus as “eternal life.” The framing of the
eternal life being a promise that God had already promised before, with the use of the aorist

verb (énmyyeilato) that suggests an allusion to the prophesied Jesus, simultaneously suggests

338 Cf. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 119.
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a reference to the past in which the promise was made, and the future of the effect of eternal
life.33° However, as the conditional language suggests (2:24), the effect of an alternative pistis,
that is, a pistis from the Greco-Roman world, produces a radically different result.

The Johannine author expresses the consequences of an alternative pistis with extreme

language in chapter three (3:13-15):

Do not be astonished, brothers, if the world hates you. We know that we
have passed from death to life because we love one another. The one who
does not love remains in death. Everyone who hates a brother is a
murderer, and you know that every murderer does not have eternal life
remaining in them.

un Bovpdlete, adeA@oi, €1 pIGEl VUGG O KOGHOG. MUELG oidapev Ot

petafefnkapev €k tod Bavarov eic v Loy, Ot dyomduev TOUG

GOEAPOVG” O UN) Ayom@dV pEVEL &V T@ BavaT®. Tag O Pe®V TOV AOEAPOV

avToD avOPOTOKTOVOGS £0Tiv. Kol 0idate OTL TAG GVl POTOKTOVOS 0VK ExEL

Conyv aiaviov &v avTd péEvovsay.

The writer of 1 John places a division once again between the Johannine community and the
world that can hate them (3:13). The implication is that they should expect the world to hate
them (see also section 2.3) as they have a pistis that does not align with theirs. In contrast to
the hate from the world, the Johannine believers are expected to love one another (3:14). The
author uses the extremities of life ({w1) and death (6Gvatog) to illustrate the differences in
before and after pistis in Jesus as the Son of God. Every Johannine believer was remaining in
the realm of death, just like every person in the Greco-Roman world. However, when the
readers of 1 John accepted the Johannine pistis, they also received the promised eternal life.
The reader is indicating the severity of the change by saying that the readers have passed from
death to life already and that love is the marker of their having done so (3:14). However, the
lack of love is an indication that a person has not accepted the true Johannine pistis, and that
person is remaining in death.

The Johannine author then takes one step further in the extreme by saying that the one
who hates is a murderer (dvOpomoktovoc, 3:15). The writer uses the language of “remaining”
(uévm) once again to indicate that every murderer does not have eternal life remaining in them.
Eternal life does not “remain” in murderers who demonstrate hate for their brothers. The
severity of the language reveals the severe consequences of the contention in 1 John. It is a

battle in which there is the potential for violence and even death. The one in the world who

339 Cf. Yarbrough, -3 John, 161.
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hates also remains in death. But as discussed in section 2.1, the Johannine author is drawing an
even more extreme in referencing the one who hates a brother.

The references to “brother” have been to members within the Johannine community
(e.g. 2:9-10; 3:10; 5:16), and it is especially apparent in the vocative that is used by the author
in 3:13.%% The references to Cain murdering his brother earlier in the chapter (3:12), and the
emphasis that the Johannine community must not be like Cain underlines the sense of the
finality of death. The inclination to respond like the world and hate others is an indication that
a person still remains in the world of death. The author in verse 15 counters the culture by
saying that the Johannine community must not be like the world and hate and do evil deeds,
reflecting the pistis of the world and the pistis of the evil one who has authority over the world
(3:12, 5:19). The people of that world do not have eternal life in them, but the Johannine
believers do.

As we have discussed in the sections above, the final chapter emphasizes the Johannine
victory through the most frequent references to pistis language, testimony, and the Son of God.
The writer of 1 John similarly reinforces the countercultural message of eternal life in the last

chapter to demonstrate the effect of their pistis in Jesus as the Son of God (5:11-12):

And this is the testimony: that God gave us eternal life, and this life is in
his Son. The one who has the Son has life; the one who does not have the
Son of God does not have life.

Kol adtn €otiv 1 paptopia 6t Cony aidviov Edwkev O Bedg NV, kKol adt

N o &v T@ LI o TOD E6TIV. O EYV TOV VIOV EYel TNV LNV, O U1 £V TOV

V1OV T0D Be0d TNV LNy oK Exel.
Pistis in the testimony about the Son of God is important because what is at stake is eternal
life. He mentions life ((o1)) four times, with eternal life being referenced first, and the
succeeding references simply being “life.” The emphasis on “life” contrasts the previous
allusions to “death” in chapter three, and serves as a counterpoint to the death he mentions in
succeeding verses (5:16—17). As he concludes his reference to testimony in verse 12, he alludes
to “life” four times to emphasize God’s testimony which is that God has granted eternal life to
the Johannine believers in the past, and this eternal life is not available to those who do not
have pistis in Jesus as the Son of God.

One might imagine that the Johannine believers should know this information. Seeing

all of the eternal life verses in succession can make the Johannine author seem overly and

340 Cf. brotherhood language in Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 189.
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unnecessarily repetitive. However, each time, the Johannine author emphasizes the effect of
eternal life in a slightly different and nuanced way. In the case of 5:12, the author emphasizes
the aspect of possession that is reminiscent of the indwelling Spirit (cf. 4:13) and the
internalized testimony (5:10). The one who does not Zave the Son of God (6 un &gwv TOV VIOV
100 0e0D), meaning the one who has not internalized pistis in the Son of God, does not possess
eternal life. By contrast, the one who does have the Son (0 &wv TOv VIOV), meaning that he
does have pistis in the Son of God, also possesses eternal life. In the Greco-Roman culture,
someone may have pistis in the emperor as divi filius, but that would not result in the believer
possessing eternal life. The political would be intertwined with the religious aspects of such
pistis, and senators, for example, would be foolish to deify dead family members in an effort
to afford some sense of eternity to them because it would be interpreted as a challenge to the
emperor.>*!

When the Johannine writer finally begins his epilogue, he gives the reason for his

writing, which is the assurance of eternal life for the Johannine believers (5:13):34

I have written these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of
God, so that you may know that you have eternal life.

Tadta Eypaya Oy tva €1dTite dTL Loy Exete ai@VIOV TOIC TETEVOVOLY £iG

10 dvopa Tod viod Tod Beod.
As discussed in previous sections, the Johannine author has spent the earlier part of the chapter
demonstrating that the Johannine pistis is not a weak or trendy pistis that is passing through
the culture based on the testimonies of a couple men. It is a victorious pistis that is based on
the testimony of God himself. As the Johannine believers come into conflict with the opponents
that tempt the community to doubt their pistis, the author wants to assure the believers that the
effect of their pistis is not a small one. It has eternal consequences. Eternal life through
apotheosis in the culture was coveted by the emperors, who hoped to be deified after their death
and sought to be as close to a divine figure in life as well. For them, deification was the prize,
and in a way, the Johannine author is reminding his audience of the “prize” of eternal life that
they receive through their pistis in Jesus as the Son of God. He is assuring them that the

Johannine pistis is worth the battle against the Greco-Roman world.

541 Rosenberger, “Coping with Death,” 120.
342 A similar emphasis appears at the Gospel of John, which is said to be written for the purposes of the
audience having pistis in the Son of God and receiving the effect of [eternal] life (John 20:31).
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In the final verses of the epilogue, the writer does not conclude with standard greetings
found in other New Testament letters. Instead, he offers several caveats including one about

sin and how it can affect a person’s life (5:16—17):

If anyone sees his brother committing a sin that does not lead to death, he
will ask, and he will give him life to the ones who commit sin not leading
to death. There is sin leading to death; I do not say that he should pray
about that. All unrighteousness is sin, but there is sin that does not lead to
death.

‘Edv 115 10 TOV A0eA@OV avTod apaptdvovia apoaptiov pn tpog 0avarov,

aitoetl Kol 0dcel avtd LNy, T0ic ApapTAvVoLGY U TPOS Bdvatov. Eotv

apoptio TpoOg BavaTov: oV mepi €kelvng Aéym tva Epwtion. mica adikia

apaptio €otiv, Kol EoTv apaptio o0 TPoOg OdvaTov.

These verses provoke many questions including the question of what sin leads to death and
what sin does not lead to death. Because the focus of the chapter, and indeed of the entire letter,
has been the contention over pistis, this caveat in the epilogue likely indicates a concern over
pistis as well.

The writer thus far has framed the battle over pistis in light of a worldly pistis from the
culture that remains in death, in contrast to the Johannine pistis which results in eternal life (cf.
3:12-16). We see similar language in 5:16—17 with references to life and death. Because every
other verse that refers to life ({wn) has been a reference to eternal life through pistis in Jesus,
it seems that this reference to life in 5:16 would also be referring to eternal life. The one who
is giving the life must therefore be a reference to God who grants eternal life (5:11).

The writer brings up the issue of sin (adpaptia), something he has addressed in every
chapter of his letter.’* He knows that his spiritual children may be tempted to sin, especially
by the temptations of the Greco-Roman world (2:15—17), but he assures that if they do sin, the
Johannine members are not at a total loss and do have the support of Jesus himself (2:1).
Regarding the distinctions about the sin that leads to death and the sin that does not lead to
death, the previous references to death are helpful. The only other verse which has addressed
death is 3:14, in which we saw that the author identifies those without the Johannine pistis to
be in death. Therefore, the sin that leads to death suggests the extreme nature of a sin that is
leading directly away from the Johannine pistis and towards the worldly one.

Despite the extreme language, the writer is actually presenting a positive message.

When he says that the Johannine believers need not pray about the sin leading to death, he is

33 Cf. apoprio in 1 John 1:7, 8, 9 (2x); 2:2, 12; 3:4 (2x), 5 (2x) 8, 9; 4:10.
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not suggesting that they should abandon extreme sinners to their evil devices. That would be
in contrast to the love discourse that permeates the letter (esp. 4:7-21). Rather, the author is
saying that the Johannine members do not have to dwell on such matters. Instead, he focuses
on the sin not leading to death, something he repeats three times in the two verses. When
someone is struggling with sin, a fellow Johannine member can pray for that person, and have
reassurance that they can still receive eternal life as a result of the Johannine pistis. Thus, sin
is a concern, but it does not mean that a person is completely lost to the pistis of the world.

In the penultimate verse of the letter, the writer of 1 John emphasizes eternal life one

last time (5:20):

And we know that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding
so that we may know him who is true; and we are in him who is true, in his
Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal life.

oidapev d¢ 11 6 V1OG TOoD Beod Tiket kai dEdwKEV MUV d1dvotay Tva

YWOGKOUEV TOV AANOVOV, Kol EoUEVEV TG AANOVD &v TG VI v TOD

‘Incod Xp1otd. 00tdc 6TV 6 dANOvoc Bedg kai Lo aidviog.
In contrast to the world that is under the power of the evil one mentioned in the previous two
verses (5:18—19), the author summarizes his central countercultural message about the
victorious pistis over the pistis of the Greco-Roman world. The victorious pistis that conquers
the world is pistis in the true Son of God, who is Jesus Christ, and the Johannine believers
receive eternal life through this pistis.

The closing verse, then, suggests an implicit “therefore” (5:21):

[Therefore] little children, keep yourselves from idols.
Tekvia, puAdEate EavTd ATO TOV EIOOA®V.

The writer finishes with a final warning against the culture. The warning is appropriate as the
entire letter has been a countercultural narrative about the battle over pistis. Although the
Johannine readers may face temptation (2:15-17), idolatry (5:21), and opponents>** who try to
promote a different pistis in the Greco-Roman world, they can be reassured that the Johannine
pistis 1s in the true Son of God (esp. 5:20), which is attested by both God and man (1:1-4; 5:6—

11). The Johannine believers are by nature Johannine conquerors because they contend against

34 Cf. the evil one (2:13, 14; 3:12; 5:18, 19), antichrists (2:18, 22; 4:3; cf. 2 John 7), false prophets
(4:1), and the world itself (2:15-17; 3:1, 13; 5:4, 5, 19).
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the polytheistic and imperial pistis of the culture and receive what the culture cannot achieve:

eternal life through pistis in the true Son of God.
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Conclusion and Final Reflections

This thesis has attempted to contribute to the scholarship of 1 John in its exegetical and
cultural reading of the letter. The analysis of the “conquering” language with consideration to
the cultural context aids modern readers especially in demonstrating that the previously
assumed intra-Johannine, sectarian contention of 1 John is more likely a contention with the
culture of the Greco-Roman world in which the Johannine members lived and worked. While
the broader culture touted a pistis to the emperor and to many gods, the writer of 1 John urges
his spiritual children to fight against this cultural norm and to hold onto their pistis in Jesus as
the true Son of God. In the battle over pistis, the countercultural message of 1 John would have
been an encouraging letter to receive. The Johannine mentor is demonstrating to his spiritual
children that he understands the challenges and temptations that they face in retaining their
pistis in Jesus as the true Son of God, when the culture of the Greco-Roman world operates in
a pistis in many gods and honors the emperor as divi filius. Thus, the triumphant declaration
that the Johannine pistis is a niké, which conquers the world (5:4), drives the believers of Jesus
to persist in their pistis battle. As chapter one has shown, the conquering language toward a
Johannine niké utilizes militaristic undertones already familiar in the Greco-Roman culture
which associates the goddess Nike with military battles, to underline the Johannine believers
conquering their opponents. As discussed in chapter two, each of these opponents including
the evil one, the antichrists, and the false prophets is affiliated with “the world,” and it is
ultimately the conquering of the world itself which marks the Johannine victory. Moreover, the
repeated emphasis on “the world” as the ultimate opponent underscores the countercultural
tone of Johannine resistance to the Greco-Roman world. Chapter three of this thesis has shown
that the author of 1 John has already alluded to the culture with his reference to the negative
fear of the divine in the polytheistic world which contrasts the Johannine love of God (4:18),
and that his countercultural message continues to the very end, with a concluding warning
against the many idols of the Greco-Roman world.

Finally, chapter four has demonstrated that the battle with the Greco-Roman world in
the First Letter of John is ultimately a conflict of pistis. Roman soldiers achieved military
victories with a pistis to the emperor, who was also known as the divi filius, the son of god,
and the repeated emphasis on Jesus as the true Son of God in 1 John demonstrates the writer’s
countercultural exhortation: for the Johannine believers to resist what is touted in the culture
and to hold fast to their pistis in Jesus. While the culture promotes a pistis to the emperor, the

Johannine author proclaims that the testimonies of both man and God prove that Jesus is the
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true divine Son. Though the Johannine believers need to be vigilant in resisting the antichrists,
false prophets, and idols in the world which represent a different pistis, they can also be
reassured that the minority community which holds a pistis in Jesus as the true Son of God
conquers this world of opponents around them.

The countercultural victory of 1 John is especially striking when one considers the
progression of the pistis battle in latter centuries of the Roman Empire. By the fourth century
CE, the goddess Nike/Victoria became a visual representation of that battle as she was taken
in and out of the Curia (Senate House) in Rome. After the unexpected conversion of the
emperor Constantine to Christianity, >* his son Constantius II removed the altar of
Nike/Victoria, and established a law in 356 to make it a capital crime to sacrifice or take part
in the worship of images.>*¢ By this time, the cult of Nike/Victoria had been practiced in Rome
for some six and a half centuries, and the Altar of Victory had been the place where senators
had sacrificed at her altar before each meeting and sworn oaths of loyalty to the emperor ever
since Augustus first placed her there in 29 BCE.>*’ Subsequent Christian emperors were more
tolerant and allowed the cults of Rome to remain,>*® and the Altar of Victory was placed back
in the Curia, probably during the brief reign of Julian in late 361 to mid-363.%%

For most of the fourth century, and certainly under the time of Constantius II, the
pressures on the Roman elite still strongly favored traditional practices,>*° but when the
emperor Gratian stopped financial support of the cults in 382, and removed the altar of
Nike/Victoria from the Curia for a second time, there seems to have been a noticeable shift in
the culture.’' Symmachus as prefect of the city of Rome wrote a lengthy memorandum to the
emperor arguing for the restoration of the altar as it had come to represent the deep history of

Roman imperial tradition and the religious customs which Symmachus believed had served the

345 Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 366.

346 Codex Theodosianus 16.10.6.

347 John Matthews, Western Aristocracies and Imperial Court, A.D. 364—425 (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1975), 204.

548 Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 374.

349 Glen L. Thompson, “Constantius II and the First Removal of the Altar of Victory,” in A Tall Order:
Writing the Social History of the Ancient World: Essays in Honor of William V. Harris, ed. Jean-Jacques Aubert
and Zsuzsanna Varhelyi (Miinchen; Leipzig, Germany: K. G. Saur, 2005), 103.

330 Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 380.

33 Symmachus, Relations 3.15. It seems only the altar was removed and the statue of Nike/Victoria
herself may have been retained; cf. Claudian De VI cons. Hon. (of 404), 597f; cf. Alan Cameron, Claudian:
Poetry and Propaganda at the Court of Honorius (Oxford: Clarendon, 1970), 239f; Matthews, Western
Aristocracies, 204. The reason for the statue staying was probably because Nike/Victoria had become a symbol
of rule and support of the senate, and it was the sacrifices that had been a problem for Constantius (Thompson,
“Constantius II and the First Removal of the Altar of Victory,” 92-93).
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state well in fostering loyalty to the emperor.>? For him, the goddess Nike/Victoria was
synonymous with Rome. Thus, Symmachus’ arguments were less directed against the issue of
Christianity and more in favor of the toleration of the cults.>>3

Ambrose, the bishop of Milan, countered Symmachus with two letters which forcefully
argued that it was the Christian duty of the emperor to fight for the church.>>* The bishop seems
to have presented a countercultural argument against the traditional culture at the highest level,
regarding the once universally respected state religion, which Symmachus believed had made
the Roman Empire prosperous, as the outdated enthusiasm of a local minority.>>> Ambrose was
successful in his efforts, and after 382, with the brief exception of the reign of Eugenius in
392-394, “there was now only one true religio.”>>® What the writer of 1 John had presented
centuries before as the countercultural victory of pistis against the Greco-Roman world had

become the predominant norm.

552 Cf. Gerhard van den Heever, “The Usefulness of Violent Ends: Apocalyptic Imaginaries in the
Reconstruction of Society,” in Reconceiving Religious Conflict: New Views from the Formative Centuries of
Christianity, ed. Wendy Mayer and Chris L. de Wet, Routledge Studies in the Early Christian World
(Abingdon; New York: Routledge, 2018), 282-235.

333 Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 386.

>34 Ambrose, Epp. 17-18. A more skeptical view of Ambrose suggests that his dispute over the altar
was a low-risk opportunity to “flex his muscles” in the imperial court (Robert Chenault, “Beyond Pagans and
Christians: Politics and Intra-Christian Conflict in the Controversy over the Altar of Victory,” in Pagans and
Christians in Late Antique Rome, ed. Michele Renee Salzman, Marianne Saghy, and Rita Lizzi Testa
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 48).

335 Cf. Ambrose, Ep. 18.2; Matthews, Western Aristocracies, 207.

3% Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 386.
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	Introduction
	1. Victory in the Greco-Roman World
	For the modern-day audience reading the letter of 1 John in English, the proclamation of victory in the final chapter would probably be received quite differently in comparison to its original audience. Firstly, readers today may not notice the distin...
	For everyone who is born of God conquers the world. And this is the victory that has conquered the world, our faith.
	ὅτι πᾶν τὸ γεγεννημένον ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ νικᾷ τὸν κόσμον  καὶ αὕτη ἐστὶν ἡ νίκη ἡ νικήσασα τὸν κόσμον, ἡ πίστις ἡμῶν.
	The declaration of nikē in the final chapter builds upon the verbal forms throughout the letter, but the nuances in English are lost because the verbal forms tend to look and sound quite different from the noun. A person does not “victor” over someone...
	Nike (Roman: Victoria) is the personification of victory which was reinforced in literature and material culture from about the sixth century BCE to well into the fourth century CE. The goddess often appears in the context of athletic and artistic com...
	1.1 Victory in Competition
	The Agōnes
	Inherited Destiny decides the outcome of all deeds. Euthymenes, twice from Aegina did you fall into Nike’s arms and enjoy elaborate hymns.
	Πότμος δὲ κρίνει συγγενὴς ἔργων πέρι πάντων. τὺ δ᾿ Αἰγίναθε δίς, Εὐθύμενες, Νίκας ἐν ἀγκώνεσσι πίτνων ποικίλων ἔψαυσας ὕμνων.
	Pindar poetically describes how the athlete Euthymenes was victorious in two different games and fell into the arms of the goddess. Similarly, in a victory ode about the Isthmian Games, Pindar depicts a winner falling on the knees of Nike.  The inclus...
	Bacchylides, a contemporary of Pindar, describes Nike at the start of a victory ode about a winner from the Pythian Games:
	Nike, giver of sweetness, to you the father (son of Uranus) on his high bench (has granted glorious honor), so that in gold-rich Olympus you stand beside Zeus and judge the outcome of prowess for immortals and mortals: be gracious, daughter of thick-t...
	Νίκα γλυκύδωρε· κλυτὰν γὰρσοὶ πατὴρ τιμὰν ἔδωκεν ὑψίζυγος Οὐρανίδαςἐν πολυχρύσωι τ᾿ Ὀλύμπωι Ζηνὶ παρισταμένα κρίνεις τέλος ἀθανάτοισίν τε καὶ θνατοῖς ἀρετᾶς· ἔλλαθι, βαθυπλοκάμου κούρα Στυγὸς ὀρθοδίκου· σέθεν δ᾿ ἕκατι καὶ νῦν Μεταπόντιον εὐγυίων κατέχ...
	Extant material culture supports the descriptions of Nike in the victory odes. Just as the poems allude to her role in athletic victory, the visual depictions of winners in the agōnes include Nike’s presence as well. A fifth century BCE Athenian stamn...
	An Iconic Nike
	The association of Nike with the agōnes was likely solidified through one of her most iconic images in material culture: the Statue of Zeus at Olympia, which showed Zeus seated on a throne with Nike uplifted in his right hand. The massive chryselephan...
	The god sits on a throne, and he is made of gold and ivory. On his head lies a crown which is a copy of olive shoots. In his right hand he carries a Nike, which, like the statue, is of ivory and gold; she wears a ribbon and—on her head—a crown…The thr...
	Καθέζεται μὲν δὴ ὁ θεὸς ἐν θρόνῳ χρυσοῦ πεποιημένος καὶ ἐλέφαντος· στέφανος δὲ ἐπίκειταί οἱ τῇ κεφαλῇ μεμιμημένος ἐλαίας κλῶνας. ἐν μὲν δὴ τῇ δεξιᾷ φέρει Νίκην ἐξ ἐλέφαντος καὶ ταύτην καὶ χρυσοῦ, ταινίαν τε ἔχουσαν καὶ ἐπὶ τῇ κεφαλῇ στέφανον…ὁ δὲ θρόν...
	Seeing five Nike images on this statue alone would suggest the significance with which the Olympians regarded her, and the gold and ivory Nike in Zeus’s right hand seems to offer a focal point for viewers to see the uplifted personification of victory...
	The statue of Nike and Zeus in Olympia became an iconic image because of the popularity of the competitions in the city, which were originally held in honor of Zeus. During the Golden Olympic decade of the 470s BCE, a new temple was built in Olympia i...
	The sheer expense and effort spent for the statue leave no question as to why it might be considered one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, but it was also an apparently beautiful and inspiring sight. In a discourse before the immense Olympic ...
	Based on the writers above, there was a high regard for the Nike and Zeus at Olympia, and many people probably did see the statue as the Olympics were considered to be the most prestigious of the Panhellenic games, and competitors and spectators from ...
	One can imagine the message she might convey: the god is literally holding victory in his hand. Nike is like the seal of assurance that Zeus holds power and victory over his opponents, and all who honor him will likewise have favor with him, and with ...
	The Nike images within the temple would be enough to convey the significance that was attributed to the goddess, but additional figures of her outside the temple further demonstrate her prominence. Pausanias comments that a golden Nike crowned the wes...
	From the multiple Nikes placed in noteworthy places, one can see why someone would think of the goddess first when discussing nikē in the city of Olympia in fifth century BCE. Nike would have been a visible representation of victory, not only for the ...
	As with many iconic statues both in antiquity and the modern-day, copies were made, and Pausanias notes a bronze image of Zeus holding a figure of Nike as one of the most noteworthy sights in the port city of Piraeus.  Another copy was found during a ...
	The author of 1 John may have considered using an agōnes metaphor as well to declare his victory in the final chapter of the letter. However, the language he uses does not seem to relate with athletic and artistic competition. There is no reference to...
	1.2 Victory in War
	Nike with Artemis, Ares, and Athena
	The oldest extant sculpture of Nike shows her connection to Artemis, the goddess of the hunt. The sculpture, believed to date as early as 570 BCE, was found in 1887 on the Greek island of Delos, in front of the Temple of Artemis.  The inscription on t...
	The victory goddess appears to have had an even closer affiliation with Ares, the god of war. One Homeric hymn even calls Nike the daughter of Ares.  Their connection is understandable given that soldiers would want to achieve a victory in war, and bo...
	The association of the Nike and Ares can also be seen today in the Villa of Orbe-Boscéaz in Switzerland,  in which a series of second-century CE mosaics portray the days of the week. The mosaic for “Tuesday” displays a strong, muscular Ares sitting wi...
	One of the most impressive displays of Nike in antiquity, especially before the Statue of Zeus was erected in Olympia, was the Nike housed in the Parthenon in Athens. The Athena Parthenos, a now lost gold and ivory sculpture, showed Nike’s association...
	The statue of Athena is upright, with a tunic reaching to the feet, and on her breast the head of Medusa is worked in ivory. She holds a statue of Nike about four cubits high, and in the other hand a spear; at her feet lies a shield and near the spear...
	τὸ δὲ ἄγαλμα τῆς Ἀθηνᾶς ὀρθόν ἐστιν ἐν χιτῶνι ποδήρει καί οἱ κατὰ τὸ στέρνον ἡ κεφαλὴ Μεδούσης ἐλέφαντός ἐστιν ἐμπεποιημένη· καὶ Νίκην τε ὅσον τεσσάρων πηχῶν, ἐν δὲ τῇ ἑτέρᾳ χειρὶ δόρυ ἔχει, καί οἱ πρὸς τοῖς ποσὶν ἀσπίς τε κεῖται καὶ πλησίον τοῦ δόρατ...
	The statue of Athena was probably about 12.7 meters tall (41.6 ft) with a 1.8 meter (6 ft) Nike in her hand.  As the patron goddess of the city of Athens, Athena was valued and honored for her protection, but the Athenians’ need to show that Nike was ...
	Like Olympia, Athens seems to have had several representations of Nike over the years, as a second-century CE marble head of Nike was found in a 1970 excavation on the slope of the Areopagus, just south of the Athens Agora.  It may have been a copy of...
	The Athena Parthenos did not survive antiquity, but remnants of the iconic image remain as it was copied to reflect power and victory in war for many years after. A silver coin from King Lysimachus (r. 305–281 BCE) of Thrace in Northern Greece, for ex...
	Nike in Battle
	While Nike appeared alongside other deities such as Zeus, Artemis, Ares, and Athena, she also appears in material culture and literature as an icon of her own in the context of military battle. As with the agōnes, Nike became so associated with milita...
	Nike is not portrayed as a violent goddess herself, fighting alongside soldiers. She is more akin to a figure of fate than to the many other deities who are brutal figures of war.  Nike is often portrayed in Greco-Roman literature as a silent portent,...
	However, it was thought that Cassius had a baleful sign during the lustration; for the lictor brought him his wreath turned upside down. And it is said that before this, also, in a procession at some festival, a golden Nike belonging to Cassius, which...
	οὐ μὴν ἀλλὰ σημεῖον ἐν τῷ καθαρμῷ μοχθηρὸν ἔδοξε Κασσίῳ γενέσθαι. τὸν γὰρ στέφανον αὐτῷ κατεστραμμένον ὁ ῥαβδοῦχος προσήνεγκε. λέγεται δὲ καὶ πρότερον ἐν θέᾳ τινὶ καὶ πομπῇ χρυσῆν Κασσίου Νίκην διαφερομένην πεσεῖν, ὀλισθόντος τοῦ φέροντος. ἔτι δ᾿ ὄρνε...
	Interestingly, Cassius has tried to adopt Epicurean doctrines that negated the idea of the afterlife, presumably in response to the superstitious fear permeating the culture (see more in section 3.1), and to likely assuage his own personal fears in ba...
	In the Battle of Pharsalus in 48 BCE, the goddess Nike appears to give a more active sign than the one in Philippi in which the bearer dropped a statue. Both Plutarch and Roman historian Cassius Dio mention the portents of victory surrounding the batt...
	In a similar account of Nike indicating the victor, Cassius Dio reports on the Battle of Teutoburg Forest in 9 CE, when Germanic tribes decimated the Roman legions under Augustus:
	For a catastrophe so great and sudden as this, it seemed to him, could have been due to nothing else than the wrath of some divinity; moreover, by reason of the portents which occurred both before the defeat and afterwards, he was strongly inclined to...
	τό τε γὰρ πάθος οὐκ ἄνευ δαιμονίου τινὸς ὀργῆς καὶ μέγα οὕτω καὶ ἀθρόον ἐδόκει οἱ γεγονέναι· καὶ προσέτι καὶ ὑπὸ τῶν τεράτων τῶν πρό τε τῆς ἥττης καὶ μετὰ ταῦτα συμβάντων δεινὴν ὑποψίαν ἐς τὸ θεῖον ἔσχεν. ὅ τε γὰρ τοῦ Ἄρεως ναὸς ὁ ἐν τῷ πεδίῳ αὐτοῦ ὢν...
	Up until that point, Augustus had been a very successful emperor, annexing many regions and enlarging the Roman Empire. Yet, his failure to secure the region of Germania left him fearful that his enemies would come all the way to the city of Rome. The...
	Oftentimes the portents from the goddess Nike are more influential than the strength or skill of the soldiers themselves. Indeed, the morale of the presumed winners can completely shift to assumed losers simply based on a sign from her, as seen in Plu...
	And it is said that about the time when Sulla was moving his armament from Italy, Mithridates, who was staying at Pergamum, was visited with many other portents from Heaven, and that a Nike with a crown in her hand, which the Pergamenians were lowerin...
	Λέγεται δὲ ὑπὸ τὰς ἡμέρας ἐκείνας ἐν αἷς ὁ Σύλλας ἀπὸ τῆς Ἰταλίας ἐκίνει τὸν στόλον, ἄλλα τε πολλὰ Μιθριδάτῃ διατρίβοντι περὶ τὸ Πέργαμον ἐπισκῆψαι δαιμόνια, καὶ Νίκην στεφανηφόρον καθιεμένην ὑπὸ τῶν Περγαμηνῶν ἐπ᾿ αὐτὸν ἔκ τινων ὀργάνων ἄνωθεν ὅσον ο...
	Plutarch is describing Nike’s role as Sulla planned an attack against Mithridates VI of Pontus during the First Mithridatic War in early first century BCE. Before Sulla became dictator of the Roman Republic, he was a consul who was assigned to quell i...
	Though Sulla was a strong military leader, he did not ascribe his successes simply to his abilities. When he later won the Battle of Chaeronea in 86 BCE against Archelaus, Mithridates’ general, Sulla “inscribed upon his trophies the names of Mars, Vic...
	Nike in Power
	Nike functioned as a quiet, ominous portent in Greco-Roman wars, but she was not a deity who was altogether devoid of power. She did not cast down lightning bolts like Zeus or shoot arrows like Artemis. Yet, the Greeks and Romans believed that Nike st...
	When Greeks by Nike’s power and work of Ares’ hand
	Drove forth the Medes, this common altar here they raised
	Of Zeus, the god of Freedom, for Free Greece.
	τόνδε ποθ᾿ Ἕλληνες Νίκης κράτει, ἔργῳ Ἄρηος,
	Πέρσας ἐξελάσαντες, ἐλευθέρᾳ Ἑλλάδι κοινὸν ἱδρύσαντο
	Διὸς βωμὸν Ἐλευθερίου.
	Plutarch was critical of this account regarding the Greco-Persian wars (5th c. BCE) from the historian Herodotus, and he doubted the timing and motives for this inscription. However, the message within the inscription still indicates that the Greeks a...
	Cassius Dio offers his perspective of history including the role that Nike played as a source of power to Roman leaders. In one description of Augustus Caesar, Cassius Dio writes about a statue of Nike that was taken from Tarentum which Augustus place...
	After finishing this celebration Caesar dedicated the temple of Minerva, called also the Chalcidicum, and the Curia Iulia, which had been built in honor of his father. In the latter he set up the statue of Nike which is still in existence, thus signif...
	Ἐπεὶ δὲ ταῦτα διετέλεσε, τό τε Ἀθήναιον τὸ Χαλκιδικὸν ὠνομασμένον καὶ τὸ βουλευτήριον τὸ Ἰουλίειον, τὸ ἐπὶ τῇ τοῦ πατρὸς αὐτοῦ τιμῇ γενόμενον, καθιέρωσεν. ἐνέστησε δὲ ἐς αὐτὸ τὸ ἄγαλμα τὸ τῆς Νίκης τὸ καὶ νῦν ὄν, δηλῶν, ὡς ἔοικεν, ὅτι παρ᾿ αὐτῆς τὴν ἀ...
	Having been built in his father’s honor, the Curia was a very significant place for Augustus,  and according to Cassius Dio, the Roman leader placed a statue of Nike there because he attributed the goddess with his having won control of the Roman Empi...
	Some Greco-Roman leaders took advantage of the power associated with Nike. Gaius Caesar, also known as Caligula, reigned as emperor from 37–41 CE, but as Cassius Dio reports, Caligula was seemingly more manipulative than his predecessor. Caligula expl...
	Indeed, even before this he had been demanding that he be regarded as more than a human being, and was wont to claim that he had intercourse with the Moon, that Nike put a crown upon him, and to pretend that he was Zeus, and he made this a pretext for...
	ἠξίου μὲν γὰρ καὶ πρότερον ὑπὲρ ἄνθρωπον νομίζεσθαι, καὶ τῇ Σελήνῃ συγγίγνεσθαι καὶ ὑπὸ τῆς Νίκης στεφανοῦσθαι ἔλεγε, Ζεύς τε εἶναι ἐπλάττετο, καὶ κατὰ τοῦτο καὶ γυναιξὶν ἄλλαις τε πολλαῖς καὶ ταῖς ἀδελφαῖς μάλιστα συνεῖναι προεφασίσατο
	The image of Nike bestowing a crown appears again as a symbol of victory and success from the goddess. By insisting that he had the favor of the gods and that Nike especially had bestowed power to him, Caligula tried to garner approval from the people...
	If Nike had the power to win wars and assign seemingly unexpected leaders to rule, then the people of the Greco-Roman world surely had to submit to her whims. It is no wonder that she was simultaneously pursued and feared by soldiers engaged in battle...
	The Johannine Battle
	Nike as the representation of victory in the Greco-Roman world was clearly well-established in the context of war. She was seemingly so well-regarded that both military leaders and emperors attributed their victories to her. In the pursuit of nikē in...
	I am writing to you, young men, because you have conquered the evil one.
	γράφω ὑμῖν νεανίσκοι, ὅτι νενικήκατε τὸν πονηρόν
	It is specifically the young men (νεανίσκοι), who have conquered “the evil one” (ὁ πονηρός), and the designation suggests some sort of combat as the “young men” would be those of military age.  More of this battle will be explored in the next section.
	One challenge to understanding the nature of the battle is that the nikē of 1 John is identified with pistis (5:4):
	For everyone who is born of God conquers the world. And this is the victory that has conquered the world, our faith.
	ὅτι πᾶν τὸ γεγεννημένον ἐκ τοῦ θεοῦ νικᾷ τὸν κόσμον  καὶ αὕτη ἐστὶν ἡ νίκη ἡ νικήσασα τὸν κόσμον, ἡ πίστις ἡμῶν.
	One might presume that a fight related with pistis might involve a mental or spiritual battle over what the combatants believe. Indeed, references to the word “spirit” (πνεῦμα)  in the letter do support that there is a spiritual element to the Johanni...
	The severity of these references indicates the extreme nature of the battle that is being fought in 1 John. Although the writer offers assurances that the Johannine community are ultimately triumphant over their opponents (2:13–14; 5:4–5), he also giv...
	2. The Conquered
	The sense of battle in 1 John is clearly demonstrated through the many opponents that the Johannine community must face: the evil one (2:13, 14; 3:12; 5:18, 19), antichrists (2:18, 22; 4:3; cf. 2 John 7), false prophets (4:1), and the world itself (2:...
	2.1 The Evil One
	2.2 The Antichrists and False Prophets
	2.3 The World
	The final conquered opponent of 1 John is the one that appears most frequently in the letter: the “world” (κόσμος). One may think that “world” is a very general term, and it would therefore not be surprising to find it commonly used. Interestingly, ou...
	Contention with the World
	Conquering the World in John’s Gospel
	In John’s Gospel, Jesus is speaking to his disciples, foretelling his impending suffering and death. In preceding chapters, Jesus has also alluded to the persecution that the disciples will face,  and he tells them that some will even kill the discipl...
	3. A Countercultural Letter
	Having determined that the conquering language in both 1 John and the Gospel of John reflect a contention against the “world,” and that the “world” in the Gospel is clearly an allusion to the polytheistic world under the Roman Empire, this chapter wi...
	3.1 Against the Culture of Fear
	In the earlier chapters of his letter, the writer of 1 John alludes to some concern about the culture when he exhorts his disciples to resist the desires of the Greco-Roman world (2:15–17), and clarifies that this resistance is not to be a violent one...
	There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love.
	φόβος οὐκ ἐστιν ἐν τῇ ἀγάπῃ ἀλλ' ἡ τελεία ἀγάπη ἔξω βάλλει τὸν φόβον, ὅτι ὁ φόβος κόλασιν ἔχει, ὁ δὲ φοβούμενος οὐ τετελείωται ἐν τῇ ἀγάπῃ.
	The reference to fear stands out because it is mentioned four times and only in this sole verse in all of the Johannine epistles. Moreover, it is declared as an antithesis in which fear cannot exist in love and is instead forcefully cast out in the pr...
	Positive Jewish Fear?
	The author offers little explanation as to what he means in placing fear as the incompatible antithesis to love, but the lack of explanation would make sense if the issue of fear was obvious to the audience of the letter. In the case of 1 John, love i...
	The reverential fear of God, which appears several times in the New Testament,  is seen in the Gospel of Luke, in which Mary, the pregnant mother of Jesus, sings a song of praise (1:49–50):
	For the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name.
	His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.
	ὅτι ἐποίησεν μοι μεγάλα ὁ δυνατός. καὶ ἅγιον τὸ ὄνομα αὐτοῦ,
	καὶ τὸ ἔλεος αὐτοῦ εἰς γενεὰς καὶ γενεὰς τοῖς φοβουμένοις αὐτόν.
	In her song, Mary does not appear to suggest that generations of people are terrified of God. On the contrary, earlier on, she says, “my spirit rejoices in God my savior” (καὶ ἠγαλλίασεν τὸ πνεῦμα μου ἐπὶ τῷ θεῷ τῷ σωτῆρι μου, v. 47). Her song is out ...
	In a few instances in the New Testament, there is the sense of serving God “with fear and trembling” as seen in Philippians (2:12–13):
	Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much more now in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his...
	Ὥστε ἀγαπητοί μου, καθὼς πάντοτε ὑπηκούσατε, μὴ ὡς ἐν τῇ παρουσίᾳ μου μόνον ἀλλὰ νῦν πολλῷ μᾶλλον ἐν τῇ ἀπουσίᾳ μου, μετὰ φόβου καὶ τρόμου τὴν ἑαυτῶν σωτηρίαν κατεργάζεσθε  θεὸς γάρ ἐστιν ὁ ἐνεργῶν ἐν ὑμῖν καὶ τὸ θέλειν καὶ τὸ ἐνεργεῖν ὑπὲρ τῆς εὐδοκίας.
	This could be misunderstood to mean that God is like a scary, demanding dictator and that the people need to be trembling in fear when they serve him. However, the same phrasing is used in 2 Corinthians (7:15–16):
	And his heart goes out all the more to you, as he remembers the obedience of all of you, and how you welcomed him with fear and trembling. I rejoice, because I have complete confidence in you.
	καὶ τὰ σπλάγχνα αὐτοῦ περισσοτέρως εἰς ὑμᾶς ἐστιν ἁναμιμνῃσκομένου τὴν πάντων ὑμῶν ὑπακοήν, ὡς μετὰ φόβου καὶ τρόμου ἐδέξασθε αὐτόν. χαίρω ὅτι ἐν παντὶ θαρρῶ ἐν ὑμῖν.
	This is referring to the way in which the Corinthians received Titus. They were welcoming him, and both Paul and Titus are happy about this. Thus, this fear and trembling does not appear to be a negative fear, but instead suggests the humility with wh...
	In the Septuagint, “fear and trembling”  appears in a Psalm (55:5):
	Fear and trembling come upon me, and horror overwhelms me.
	φόβος καὶ τρόμος ἦλθεν ἐπ' ἐμέ καὶ ἐκάλυψέν με σκότος
	In this context, the “fear and trembling” is indeed a negative sentiment. However, this is not about fear and trembling because of a negative fear of God. The psalmist is fearful because of wicked enemies who are bringing trouble against him (cf. vv. ...
	Fear in relation to God in the LXX often uses the same Greek cognates (φόβος, φοβέω, φοβέομαι) as the fear of 1 John, but the fear of God in the Jewish context is continually presented as a positive reverential fear of the Lord. This type of fear is s...
	Now therefore fear the Lord, and serve him in sincerity and in righteousness; put away the foreign gods that your ancestors served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord.
	καὶ νῦν φοβήθητε κύριον καὶ λατρεύσατε αὐτῷ ἐν εὐθύτητι καὶ ἐν δικαιοσύνῃ καὶ περιέλεσθε τοὺς θεοὺς τοὺς ἀλλοτρίους οἷς ἐλάτρευσαν οἱ πατέρες ὑμῶν ἐν τῷ πέραν τοῦ ποταμοῦ καὶ ἐν αἰγύπτῳ καὶ λατρεύετε κυρίῳ
	The allusion to serving God in sincerity and righteousness indicates the positive context in which Joshua is calling the people to serve God.
	Fearing God is affiliated with wisdom and insight into knowing and understanding him,  and experiencing his love and mercy. Rather than placing fear and love in contrast to one another as 1 John does, the positive Jewish concept of fearful reverence a...
	“So now, O Israel, what does the Lord your God require of you? Only to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul”
	καὶ νῦν ισραηλ τί κύριος ὁ θεός σου αἰτεῖται παρὰ σοῦ ἀλλ' ἢ φοβεῖσθαι κύριοντὸν θεόν σου πορεύεσθαι ἐν πάσαις ταῖς ὁδοῖς αὐτοῦ καὶ ἀγαπᾶν αὐτὸν καὶ λατρεύειν κυρίῳ τῷ θεῷ σου ἐξ ὅλης τῆς καρδίας σου καὶ ἐξ ὅλης τῆς ψυχῆς σου
	While the Johannine letter places fear and love in conflict with one another, the verbal forms of fear and love are placed in parallel to one another in Deuteronomy because fearing God from a Jewish perspective is affiliated with loving God and servin...
	One possible outlier among the plethora of verses that present a positive fear of God in the LXX is Psalm 119:120 (118:120 LXX). Initially, the psalmist seems to have a negative fear of God and divine judgment:
	My flesh trembles for fear of you, and I am afraid of your judgments.
	καθήλωσον ἐκ τοῦ φόβου σου τὰς σάρκας μου ἀπὸ γὰρ τῶν κριμάτων σου ἐφοβήθην
	Like many other psalms, however, the speaker is discursive with his emotions; in prior verses, the psalmist says that he loves God’s law but hates double-minded people and the wicked of the earth.  His overall attitude toward God continues to be one o...
	In contrast to the psalmist who experiences a simultaneous love and fear of God, the writer of 1 John asserts that they are mutually exclusive (4:18).
	There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love.
	φόβος οὐκ ἐστιν ἐν τῇ ἀγάπῃ ἀλλ' ἡ τελεία ἀγάπη ἔξω βάλλει τὸν φόβον, ὅτι ὁ φόβος κόλασιν ἔχει, ὁ δὲ φοβούμενος οὐ τετελείωται ἐν τῇ ἀγάπῃ.
	The negative fear in the first Johannine epistle cannot be the positive, fearful reverence for God seen so frequently in the Jewish context. If the Jewish conception of divine fear was applicable to 1 John, then the “fear of God” would actually be a d...
	Fearing the Gods in the Greco-Roman World
	The reference to fear being cast out (4:18) is more readily understandable when viewed in light of the Greco-Roman culture because the writer of 1 John discusses love and fear in the context of divine judgment (4:16b–17):
	God is love, and those who remain in love remain in God, and God remains in them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world.
	Ὁ θεὸς ἀγάπη ἐστιν, καὶ ὁ μένων ἐν τῇ ἀγάπῃ ἐν τῷ θεῷ μένει καὶ ὁ θεὸς ἐν αὐτῷ μένει. ἐν τούτῷ τετελείωται ἡ ἀγάπη μεθ’ ἡμῶν, ἵνα παρρησίαν ἔχωμεν ἐν τῇ ἡμέρα τῆς κρίσεως, ὅτι καθὼς ἐκεῖνος ἐστιν καὶ ἡμεῖς ἐσμεν ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ τούτῳ.
	The idea of having boldness on the day of judgment would have been a radical statement (which will be addressed below) for those living in the Greco-Roman world, which tended to fear divine judgment and retribution.
	The earliest writers of Greek tragedies presented divine judgment in the context of moral law in which the human being would receive divine retribution based on how they acted on earth. For example, Aeschylus presents the story of Agamemnon, who beco...
	Among the most fearsome representatives of divine judgment in Greco-Roman culture were the Erinyes, sometimes called the Furies or Eumenides, who were based on the theater of Aeschylus, but remained popular in Greek, Etruscan and Roman art and were me...
	Fear itself was personified in the god Phobos (Roman: Timor or Pavor), who is often mentioned alongside his brother Deimos (Roman: Formido or Metus), the personification of terror and dread.  As their names suggest, they are fearsome deities, consider...
	War heroes were noted as honoring Phobos. According to Plutarch, Alexander the Great sacrificed to Phobos before his victory at the Battle of Guagamela in 331 BCE, just as Theseus had done before his victory against the Amazons.  By sacrificing to Pho...
	The references to the physical descriptions of Phobos indicate that he not a revered deity of beauty, but a terrifying figure meant to repulse those who see him. He is described in various forms, but he is said to be the least beautiful of the gods,  ...
	In addition to the descriptions of Phobos represented on shields, other extant material culture offers some insight into the perception of fear in the Greco-Roman culture. An inscription on an oenochoe (wine jug) from Berlin dating to around 530 BCE i...
	Phobos and the other gods and goddesses of the Greco-Roman world were feared because they were thought to have supernatural power and authority, which they would exert in the human world. People were therefore simultaneously motivated to seek their fa...
	In Plutarch, the Lives are meant to be case histories of crime and punishment in which humans bring about their own punishment or receive just punishment through supernatural means.  However, Plutarch also mentions the role of tychē (τύχη, “fate” or “...
	The Greco-Roman Response to Fear
	Because the culture of the Greco-Roman world consisted of capricious gods inducing fear through their unpredictable divine judgment, it may have prompted a desire for human beings to have some semblance of control over their lives. Different attempts...
	The sense of divine fear in the culture instigated different aversive responses. The Stoics ironically exerted control with their sense of determinism, which negated the idea of free will in a person’s life, and so the idea of divine punishment or rew...
	When you see someone weeping in sorrow, either because a child has gone on a journey, or because he has lost his property, beware that you be not carried away by the impression that the man is in the midst of external ills, but straightway keep before...
	Ὅταν κλαίοντα ἴδῃς τινὰ ἐν πένθει ἢ ἀποδημοῦντος τέκνου ἢ ἀπολωλεκότα τὰ ἑαυτοῦ, πρόσεχε μή σε ἡ φαντασία συναρπάσῃ ὡς ἐν κακοῖς ὄντος αὐτοῦ τοῖς ἐκτός, ἀλλ᾿ εὐθὺς ἔστω πρόχειρον ὅτι “τοῦτον θλίβει οὐ τὸ συμβεβηκός (ἄλλον γὰρ οὐ θλίβει), ἀλλὰ τὸ δόγμα...
	Epictetus says that it is the perspective which is of greater concern than the event itself. If people have the right judgment or perspective, then they will experience tranquility. The Stoic philosophy views life as a cycle of material recurrence: re...
	The Epicureans, by contrast, developed a different perspective. They tried to allay their fears by rejecting the idea that the gods exerted any influence and by rejecting the concept of the afterlife for human beings. They rewrote the cultural norm an...
	However, the Epicurean ideals were criticized as a reaction to deisidaimonia (δεισιδαιμονία), an extreme fear of the gods, often translated as “superstition” in English, which was significant enough in the culture for both Greek and Roman writers to c...
	Superstition, as the very name (dread of deities) indicates, is an emotional idea and an assumption productive of a fear which utterly humbles and crushes a man, for he thinks that there are gods, but that they are the cause of pain and injury.
	τὴν δεισιδαιμονίαν δὲ μηνύει καὶ τοὔνομα δόξαν ἐμπαθῆ καὶ δέους ποιητικὴν ὑπόληψιν οὖσαν ἐκταπεινοῦντος καὶ συντρίβοντος τὸν ἄνθρωπον, οἰόμενον μὲν εἶναι θεούς, εἶναι δὲ λυπηροὺς καὶ βλαβερούς.
	Plutarch denigrated superstition as emotional rather than rational, and he was critical of those who adopted the perspective of the gods as the source of pain.  Simultaneously, he disapproved of the other extreme, the Epicurean response of rejecting t...
	In the essay, That Epicurus Actually Makes a Pleasant Life Impossible, Plutarch addresses the Epicurean view:
	For Epicurus supposes that fear of punishment is the only motive to which we can properly appeal in deterring from crime. It follows then that we should cram them even fuller of superstitious dread and bring to bear on them the joint array of celestia...
	οὐ γὰρ Ἐπίκουρος ἄλλῳ τινὶ τῆς ἀδικίας οἴεται δεῖν ἀπείργειν ἢ φόβῳ κολάσεων. ὥστε καὶ προσεμφορητέον ἐκείνοις τῆς δεισιδαιμονίας καὶ κινητέον ἐπ᾿ αὐτοὺς ἅμα τὰ ἐξ οὐρανοῦ καὶ γῆς δείματα καὶ χάσματα καὶ φόβους καὶ ὑπονοίας εἰ μέλλουσιν ἐκπλαγέντες ὑπ...
	Although Plutarch did not approve of the extreme fear of the gods, he said that superstitious dread was preferable to the opposite Epicurean extreme of negating divine judgment entirely. Plutarch would actually promote superstitious dread in those tha...
	Plutarch was not alone in his criticisms of the extreme responses to divine fear in the culture. Cicero, a few decades earlier, was similarly critical of the Epicureans and their response to superstition in his De Natura Deorum (On the Nature of the G...
	For the doctrines of all these thinkers abolish not only superstition, which implies a groundless fear of the gods, but also religion, which consists in piously worshipping them.
	Horum enim sententiae omnium non modo superstitionem tollunt in qua inest timor inanis deorum, sed etiam religionem quae deorum cultu pio continetur.
	Cicero condemned the Epicureans for rejecting the fear of the gods because the rejection of this fear was essentially rejecting the gods themselves. Like Plutarch, he acknowledged that the fear could develop into an extreme, fearful superstition, but ...
	Cicero confronted Epicurus’s claim that he could detach himself from such fears:
	Epicurus however does actually think that the gods exist, nor have I ever met anybody more afraid than he was of those things which he says are not terrible at all, I mean death and the gods.
	Ille vero deos esse putat, nec quemquam vidi qui magis ea quae timenda esse negaret timeret, mortem dico et deos.
	According to Cicero, Epicurus may have purported to be free from superstition and fear, but in actuality, Epicurus himself suffered from a severe fear of the gods. In response, Epicurus developed a philosophy which promoted the absence of divine judgm...
	The Johannine Response to Fear
	With this background of fear in mind, we now turn back to the fear in the First Letter of John (4:18):
	There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love.
	φόβος οὐκ ἐστιν ἐν τῇ ἀγάπῃ ἀλλ' ἡ τελεία ἀγάπη ἔξω βάλλει τὸν φόβον, ὅτι ὁ φόβος κόλασιν ἔχει, ὁ δὲ φοβούμενος οὐ τετελείωται ἐν τῇ ἀγάπῃ.
	As we have established, this fear is not the Jewish conception of divine reverence that aligns love with fear for God. This fear is clearly a reference to the culture of fear in the Greco-Roman world which sometimes went to the extremes of superstitio...
	While the Stoics and Epicureans offered their responses to the fear of the divine in the culture, the writer of 1 John proclaims another countercultural response, which embraces love and results in boldness on the day of judgment (4:17):
	Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world.
	ἐν τούτῷ τετελείωται ἡ ἀγάπη μεθ’ ἡμῶν, ἵνα παρρησίαν ἔχωμεν ἐν τῇ ἡμέρα τῆς κρίσεως, ὅτι καθὼς ἐκεῖνος ἐστιν καὶ ἡμεῖς ἐσμεν ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ τούτῳ.
	The writer explains that those who embrace the perfect love  of God may have “boldness” (παρρησία), a word that he uses three other times in the letter in having boldness before Jesus or God (2:28;  3:21), and in making requests to him (5:14). The ide...
	One was not supposed to be bold before the gods in the Greco-Roman world because it operated in a culture of honor and shame.  The cultural expectation would be honor or shame before the gods based on a person’s behavior. The writer of 1 John seems to...
	And now, little children, remain in him, so that when he is revealed we may have boldness and not be put to shame before him at his coming.
	Καὶ νῦν, τεκνία, μένετε ἐν αὐτῷ, ἵνα ἐὰν φανερωθῇ σχῶμεν παρρησίαν καὶ μὴ αἰσχυνθῶμεν ἀπ' αὐτοῦ ἐν τῇ παρουσίᾳ αὐτοῦ.
	In this verse, the author had called his spiritual disciples to attention again with the vocative “little children” (τεκνία, cf. 2:1, 12), and he had exhorted them to remain “in him” (ἐν αὐτῷ), referring to their pistis in Jesus.
	The writer of 1 John wants the Johannine believers to know that if they remain in Jesus, they can have boldness (παρρησία) and not be put to shame (μὴ αἰσχυνθῶμεν) when they stand before him on the eschatological day of divine judgment. Although the “...
	The writer of 1 John refers to a future eschatology multiple times in the letter (cf. 2:18, 28; 3:2; 4:17),  and he offers an explanation as to why the Johannine believers may have boldness on the day of judgment: “because as he is, so are we in this ...
	We have discussed Phobos who was representative of the fear in the culture and how he often appeared in the context of military battle. The writer of 1 John offers a counter to this as well, as he is alluding to a different kind of battle with the wor...
	Through the allusion to the negative fear of the gods, the Johannine author demonstrates his countercultural narrative in which the Johannine audience is contending against the ideals of the Greco-Roman culture. He assures his readers that they do not...
	3.2 Avoiding the Idols
	A Confusing Ending?
	4. Conquering the World with Pistis
	As we have seen, the author of 1 John frames his letter in a countercultural narrative because of his concern about the pistis of his readers. The sections below will now examine the associations of pistis in the culture, including the pistis that le...
	4.1 Pistis and Greco-Roman Victory
	We have seen that the concept of pistis/fides was important to the Romans. The word fides itself was an ambivalent and open norm with no fixed definition, and thus it appeared in a variety of contexts, mostly with a positive nuance that could connote ...
	The Romans’ high regard for fides is reflected in the way they honored the goddess Pistis/Fides, the personification of good faith. Roman historian Livy writes about Numa Pompilius (715–673 BCE), Rome’s pious second king, establishing her cult:
	Clasped hands became a ubiquitous symbol for good faith, reflecting the relational nature of trust between two parties having faith in one another. Clasped hands would appear as imagery on coins, often along with images of the goddess Fides.
	When Greek historian Dionysius of Halicarnassus writes about Numa establishing the Pistis/Fides cult, he adds that Numa had established the cult because other gods had been sufficiently worshipped:
	Πίστιν δέ, ἧς οὔτε μεῖζον οὔτε ἱερώτερον πάθος ἐν ἀνθρώποις οὐδέν, οὔπω σεβασμῶν τυγχάνειν οὔτ᾿ ἐν τοῖς κοινοῖς τῶν πόλεων πράγμασιν οὔτ᾿ ἐν τοῖς ἰδίοις. ταῦτα δὴ διανοηθεὶς πρῶτος ἀνθρώπων ἱερὸν ἱδρύσατο Πίστεως δημοσίας καὶ θυσίας αὐτῇ κατεστησατο, ...
	Both Livy and Dionysius not only reflect the importance with which Pistis/Fides was regarded in Greco-Roman history but they also indicate that pistis/fides was considered sacred. Pistis/fides was valued for oneself, between men, and also before the g...
	The cult of Pistis/Fides was important for the Romans especially because the divine-human fides was woven into every aspect of the Roman public life and even some parts of the domestic life. We have already seen that pistis/fides to the Romans was imp...
	Fides to the emperor was particularly valued and promoted throughout the Empire. Roman legions were granted the title of pia fidelis (pious and faithful) when they showed exceptional loyalty to an emperor during his bid for power or when he was puttin...
	Many emperors understandably took advantage of the association of the benevolent Fides who was also connected with wealth and power, and imprinted her on their coins. The emperors Galba, Vespasian, and Domitian were some of the emperors who had coins ...
	Pistis to the Divi Filius
	4.2 A Countercultural Battle over Pistis
	In light of this cultural context that achieves victory through a pistis to the Romans and proliferates a pistis in the emperor as the divine son, we now turn to the Johannine community that was situated within this culture and examine the letter tha...
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