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“Is it true love?” That’s what Hollywood watchers have been asking ever since 42-year-old Tom Cruise
gave 26-year-old Katie Holmes an engagement ring on June 17" in the shadow of the Eiffel Tower. Cynics
point to the fact that the engagement coincided with the opening of the new movies in which the two are
appearing (War of the Worlds and Batman Begins, respectively), and suggest that the whole thing is nothing
more than a publicity stunt. Romantics on the other hand cling to the hope that true love is not dead and that this
is the real thing. For what it’s worth about 2/3 of the people asked thought the whole thing was just a publicity
stunt. So which is it, true love or publicity stunt?

Now it’s entirely possible that you aren’t particularly interested in whether it’s true love between Tom
and Katie, but we must not for that reason simply ignore the question: “Is it true love?” That’s because the
whole law of God can be summed up in one word—Iove. The Savior said: “Love the Lord your God with all
your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the
second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself.”* “Love is the fulfillment of the law.” Love is what the law
requires of us toward God, our neighbor and even our enemies. So what about us? Is it true love that we show
toward our God? Is it true love that we show toward our brothers and sisters in Christ? Is it true love that we
show toward our fellow men, even those who may be enemies of the truth of God’s Word? That was the
concern of St. John when he wrote the letter we call Il John. That letter is an encouragement to God’s people to
walk in true love, true love first of all for our friends in the truth, and true love also for the enemies of the truth.

Walk In True Love
I. True love for our friends in the truth (vv.1-6)

10O mpecPiTepos éxdexti] xupia xat Tols Téxvols adTis, ols éyh dyamd év dAnbeia, xal odx éyw wévos
GAAa xal mdvTeg ol Eyvawxbtes TV GAnbetay, 2 o ™V dAnfetay TV wévouoay év Nulv xal peld’ Nudv Eotal eig TOV
aidva.

The elder, to the chosen lady and her children, whom I love in truth; and not I alone, but also all
who have come to know the truth, because of the truth, which lives in us, and will be with us forever.

There is some irony in the fact that a group known in some quarters as the “oldies” has gathered this
Labor Day to study a letter written by “the elder.” This elder, however, isn’t just any grumpy old man of the
cloth. It is the Apostle John. There have been some who question John’s authorship of the second and third
letters that are assigned to him in the New Testament; a comparison of the language used in I John with that of
[1 and 111 John, however, will confirm that they were all written by the same author.® What convinces us that the
author is the Apostle John? Remember that the consensus of early church history is that John, the son of
Zebedee and brother of James, was the only one of the Twelve who did not suffer a martyr’s death, that he lived
until near the end of the first century A.D. and served the churches in Ephesus and the surrounding area of Asia
Minor. In view of this information, it would seem that only the Apostle John, in view of his age and apostolic
authority, could have referred to himself as “the elder” without any further explanation and fully expect his
readers to recognize him.

I1 John is addressed to “the chosen lady and her children.” The Greek word for lady, xupia, may be the
proper name “Cyria,” in which case the letter is intended for a Christian woman with whom John was familiar,
or it may be a figurative way of referring to a church since the word for “church” in Greek is feminine. The
former understanding appears to have more problems than the latter. It is admittedly not inconceivable that St.
John knew a woman named Cyria; that he had met some of her children who were walking in the truth; that he
wrote to encourage the rest of her family to do the same; that she had a sister who lived in Ephesus; and that
John includes greetings from her sister in his letter to Cyria and her family. While it is conceivable that all those



stars could align, there are convincing clues in the context which indicate that the letter is written to a church
and its members rather than a specific woman and her children.* The letter was no doubt sent out from Ephesus,
but it is impossible to say in what city the church that is addressed was located.

John says the Christians he addresses in his letter are people: ol éyw ayand, “whom | myself love.” The
author of our letter is the “disciple whom Jesus loved.” That title did not arise from arrogance but from
astonishment. John wasn’t all that loveable; he could be self-absorbed® and short-tempered® but Jesus loved him
anyway. John learned about love from the Lord’s love for him. He wrote in his first letter: “This is how we
know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.”” It was the love he had learned from Jesus that
prompted him to write this letter. The word St. John uses for love, agape, has become a standard part of the
Christian lexicon. It refers to a kind of love that is not merely a feeling based on emotion or affection but love
that is a choice prompted by the will and guided by the intellect. We see such love personified in God. God
didn’t like the foul, stinking, sinful world, but he loved it, desired its salvation, saw what needed to be done and
acted on its behalf by sending his Son to redeem it by his life, death and resurrection.

The Apostle declares that he loves the members of this congregation év aAxnfeia, “in connection with
truth.” Four times in the first three verses, twice without and twice with the definite article, the word dA»feie,
“truth” appears. Lacking the article here, St. John could be professing the sincerity of his love for God’s people;
asserting that he truly or sincerely loves them. The fact that Greek has an adverb John could have used (&Anbéc)
to express that thought, and the context which contains two subsequent references to “the truth,” seem to
connect his love with a specific truth—"“the truth.” The rest of John’s writings indicate that the specific truth he
has in mind is the truth which Christ came to reveal, the Christian truth contained in the words of Christ and his
apostles, the heart of which is the Gospel of the grace of God in Jesus his Son.®

John was not alone in his love for the Christians in the congregation to which his letter is addressed. He
says his love is shared by mavteg o &yvwxdres v dAnfeiay, “all who have come to know the truth.” The whole
church, all those who have come to know (éyvwxétes: perfect of ywaoxw) the truth, not just in their heads (that
would be oide) but with blessed effect in their hearts and lives, was concerned about the spiritual health and
welfare of this congregation.

St. John underscores in the second verse that the love Christians have for one another is a love that is
grounded in the truth. Their love is g v é¢Anbeiav, “on account of the truth.” The Apostle further asserts that
this is the truth v pévovoav év nuiv, “which continues to live in us.” These Christians not only know that there
is such a thing as objective, absolute truth; they, like the Apostle, have it within them. Not only that, the Apostle
affirms with confidence that the truth will continue to be with them. He emphasizes the last thought by using a
finite clause xat ued’ Hudv &otar eig Tov aidva, which we might translate: “And with us it will be forever.” It’s
noteworthy that this letter, which may be best known for its instructions on how to deal with false teachers,
begins with a confident affirmation that “the truth” exists and will continue to dwell with those who humbly but
firmly hold to it, in spite of the worst efforts of its enemies.

Several things about St. John’s address jump out at the reader. First of all it is clear that in the Apostle’s
mind there is such a thing as truth; it is available and knowable. Apostle of love that he was, John did not
consider it arrogant or unseemly to lay claim to the truth in the first century; nor is it that for those today who
remain in the teaching of Christ. The arrogance and unseemliness lies rather with those who in spite of
Scripture’s clear teaching proclaim the truth to be “out there” perhaps, but ultimately unknowable. Let some
criticize as divisive and rude those who lay claim to the truth; St. John knew that there was such a thing and he
knew that Christian truth unites.

That’s the second striking thing about John’s address. Notice how John weaves together the concepts of
truth and love. Friends of the truth are friends of each other, and earnestly desire each other’s highest good. It’s
a good reminder that St. John has for us at the beginning of his second letter. These are times when brothers are
suspicious of each other; when rumor and innuendo abound. What is the solution? Some would say we all need
to be more tolerant; St. John would say we need to dig into the truth which is in us and will be with us forever.
Find out what God says about the issues that threaten to divide us. Ubi veritas, ibi unitas.



3 EoTal ueh’ nuddv xdpis Eleog eipivn mapa Beol matpds xat mapd Tnool Xpiotol Tod viol Tol maTpds év
ainfela xal dyamy.

There will be grace, mercy and peace with us from God the Father, and from Jesus Christ, the
Father’s Son, in connection with truth and love.

In Greek letter writing the name of the writer and the identity of the recipients were followed by a
greeting; a wish or prayer for peace or good health.® John’s greeting here departs somewhat from that formula
in as much as it is not merely a wish or even a prayer, but a confident assertion. As God’s people remain in the
unity they enjoy, a unity founded on the truth of God’s Word and exhibited in selfless love, they will enjoy
God’s gifts of grace, mercy and peace. Grace is God’s undeserved love toward us sinners; mercy is his pity for
those who are in misery and distress; peace is the well-being that results when grace and mercy are ours. “Put
togetherl,opeace indicates the character of salvation, mercy our need of it and grace God’s free provision of it in
Christ.”

The blessings of grace, mercy and peace come “from God the Father,” (mapa g0t matpds) and “from
Jesus Christ, the Father’s Son” (mapc 'Ingol Xpiotol Tol viol Tol matpoég). Note that both the preposition mape,
and “the Father” are repeated. By repeating the preposition, St. John emphasizes the equality of the Son with the
Father as the source of the blessings of grace, mercy and peace. By repeating “the Father,” St. John stresses
what he means when he calls Jesus “the Son,” namely, that he is the eternal Son of the Father, coequal with him
in divinity; possessing with him all the attributes of the Deity. Already here the Apostle has his eye on the
deceivers he will deal with shortly in more detail.

Once again at the end of his greeting St. John joins truth and love. He says that his readers will have
grace, mercy and peace from God the Father and the Son év aAnbeia xal aydmy, “in connection with” or “in the
sphere of truth and love.” The single preposition with two nouns connected by xat puts both truth and love in
the same “sphere.” St. John is saying that truth and love go hand in hand so that where the truth is there true
love will be, and where true love is there the truth will be. That really only stands to reason since the truth will
(and only the truth can) produce true love, and since only that love is true love which is grounded in the truth.
That means there is no conflict between the truth, as God tells us to proclaim it or guard it (by practicing
biblical fellowship principles, for example), and love—true love, that is.

4 Exapnv Aav 871 elpnxa éx TGV Téxvwy cou mepimatoivtag év aAndeia, xabig évtodny éAafouey mapa
Tol TaTpoS.

I rejoiced greatly because I have found some of your children continuing to walk in connection
with truth, just as we received command from the Father.

Like Paul in many of his letters, St. John begins the body of his second letter with an expression of joy
and thanksgiving. He says, ’Exapnv Alav 6Tt elpyxa, literally that is, “I rejoiced (the verb is a second aorist
passive in form but active in meaning) greatly.” This joy arose, John says, “because | have found,” éx Tév
Téxvwy gov meptmatolvrag év aAnbeia, “some” (the word is lacking in Greek but is expressed by the
prepositional phrase) “of your children continuing to walk” (the present participle indicates continuing action)
“in connection with truth.” Perhaps as the result of a visit paid to him by some of the members of this church,™
or from news that had reached him,*? the Apostle has become aware of the fact that some of the members of this
congregation are walking in the truth. What does it mean to walk on the path of truth?

St. John explains when he says that the conduct of these “children,” was xabag évtoAny éldfouev mapa
Tol matpog, “just as we have received commandment from the Father.” To know what it means to walk on the
path of truth, just look at the commandment that has been received from the Father. St. John summarized the
Father’s commandment in his first letter this way: “This is his command: to believe in the name of his Son,
Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us.”** “Walking in connection with truth” means
exhibiting “moral purity and sincerity as a natural outflow of the Christian truth, the Gospel, and faith in the



Gospel.”** Faith and love; there is the simple summary of the commandment received from the Father.

Notice that in the mind of the Apostle the “truth,” though it “lives in us” (v.2), is not merely a set of
principles or facts to be filed away somewhere in the brain. The truth lies before us like a path on which we
walk. The Apostle’s words are a good reminder for us as we struggle to put into practice the truths or principles
God reveals in his Word, whether they are those dealing with the roles of men and women in the church,
worship or fellowship principles. Just as the Gospel is given to us to believe, so those principles are given to us
to be applied in our lives. Yes, it may be a struggle, and yes, there may be “questions of casuistry,” but to walk
in the truth means that we need to be careful about being content to “agree on principles” and blithely dismiss a
seemingly endless array of (often antithetical) practices in our midst as mere “differences in application.”

A Seminary Professor of mine wrote in regard to applications of the biblical principles of the role of
women in the church, words that are equally pertinent to biblical fellowship principles:

That consensus is our common goal is a non-debatable premise for those in a truly confessional church
body. Such a church body presupposes unity in doctrine and a practice that reflects such unity (emphasis
mine). The consensus dare not, however, be an agreement to disagree about Scripture teaching. It dare
not be reached by a resort to the weak-kneed conclusion that difficulties in practical application of a
doctrine warrant an adjustment in the doctrine. It dare not be a stalemate situation that continues
indefinitely while “further study’ goes on and on and on.*

The children of the elect lady were able to walk in the truth to the point where someone could tell that
they were; with God’s help I’m sure we in the WELS can too.

John’s language doesn’t require us to assume that only some and not all of the members of this church
were walking in the truth. It could be that John is referring only to those members he met, perhaps when they
visited Ephesus or those specifically mentioned by those who brought him news. If we assume, however, as
some™® do that 11 John and 111 John were written at the same time to the same church, we would conclude that
besides knowing that some of the members were walking in the truth, John is also aware of others, like
Diotrophes. Diotrophes is described in 111 John as one who “loves to be first,” and “will have nothing to do
with™’ the faithful teachers sent out by St. John. 111 John 10 says that Diotrophes is gossiping maliciously about
the Apostle, and continues: “Not satisfied with that, he refuses to welcome the brothers.” If the above
assumptions are true, that John wrote the two letters at the same time and was aware of some who opposed the
truth, it adds urgency to his instructions regarding false teachers and how to deal with them. The following
words in vv.5 and 6 would then be intended to encourage the faithful and recall those who have gone astray.

. a

5 xal viv épwTd ae, xupla, oy W EVToANy xawvyy ypadwy aot GAAa Hv elxouey am’ apxis, va dyamiduey
aAAMAoVS. 6 xal alTy éoTly 9 dyamy, (va mepimatiduey xata Tag evrolas adTol- alTy %) évTody) éoTiy, xabig
nxovoate AT apxis, va &v alTij TepimaTiTe.

And now I’'m asking you, lady—not as writing to you a new command but that which we’ve had
from the beginning—that we love one another. And this is that love: that we walk according to his
commands. That command, as you’ve heard it from the beginning, is that we walk in (love.)

The previous verse, with its commendation of those who were walking in the truth already implies an
encouragement for the rest of the congregation to do the same. But just so there is no mistake, John states his
desire for all the members of the congregation to walk in the truth in a dignified and formal way in verse 5. He
says: xal viv épwtd ae, xupla “And now I’m asking you, lady....” We might expect the content of the Apostle’s
request to follow immediately, but instead John inserts a parenthetical clause which explains that in making this
request he is oUy @g évtoAny xawy ypadwy cot aAAa Ny elyopev am’ apys, “not as writing to you a new
command but which we were having from the beginning.”

Written like a true oldie. John has a noble goal in mind for his readers. The final clause of v.5 contains
the contents of his request. It is: va ayamduev aArnrous, “that we continue to love one another.” But notice that

to achieve this lofty goal St. John doesn’t form a new committee, initiate a new program or even issue a new
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command. Right up front he informs his readers that he is not “writing...a new commandment;” just the will of
God as they’d heard it from the very beginning of their new lives of faith in Christ. Yet, St. John knew there
was something new about this old command. In his first letter he wrote: “Dear friends, | am not writing you a
new command but an old one, which you have had since the beginning. This old command is the message you
have heard. Yet | am writing you a new command; its truth is seen in him and you, because the darkness is
passing and the true light is already shining.”*® “The old commandment, at the same time, is ever new,
insomuch as one can never become a master of it and satisfy its demands. One must start over again and
again.”*® That means returning again and again penitently to the cross which proclaims the love of God because
of which “we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. They are new every morning.”%

“Love one another.” That seems pretty self-explanatory, doesn’t it? The elder didn’t think so. He didn’t
want there to be any misunderstanding of his old command so he writes in v.6: xal aity éatlv 1 dyamy), iva
mepimat@pey xata Tag évrolas adtol “And this is love: that we walk according to his commands.” These words
need to be read with I John 3:23 in view where St. John explains more fully the Father’s commands. He writes
there: “This is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he
commanded us.” With those words John reminds us that the love he has in mind is not independent of faith and
the Gospel, but includes them; indeed, true love is born of faith and the Gospel.

Two things jump out in the Apostle’s definition of love. First he underscores what is inherent in the
concept of agape love, namely, that it is not just a warm, fuzzy feeling inside, but a “continuing to walk” in
God’s commands. This is true of the love we show for God. St. John wrote in his first letter: “This is love for
God: to obey his commands.”?* This is true also of the love we show for our neighbor. He also wrote in his first
letter: “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love
of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.”

Second, St. John underscores that true love is walking “according to his (the Father’s) commands.” Love
undirected by God’s revealed will may easily degenerate into unwise, sentimental activity. Love disconnected
from what God commands may invent its own ways of dealing with issues—false teachers—for example, and
in the end may fail to be true love at all. Professor Forrest Bivens writes in this regard:

We assume proponents of false ecumenism imagine that they are showing love and accomplishing what is
good for people. Practicing church fellowship without regard for confessional unity is perhaps done in the
hope that such activity will bring people closer to God and to each other. But this cannot happen if the
truth of Scripture is neglected. Early in this century Adolf Hoenecke identified the basic flaw in such
thinking: “‘All unionism is based on the assumption that the truth of Scripture will not be urged in earnest,
especially not in so far as it condemns all errors, even the smallest, and warns against them as poison to
the soul. For as soon as this would be done such a union would collapse.’?

St. John reminds us that “true love does not invent its own course of action, but humbly follows the road
which God has appointed in his commandments. ‘Just remember,” he would say, ‘what God requires of you in
the second Table of the Law, then you will know how to practice brotherly love well-pleasing to God.” True
love never chooses its own way.”?*

Does anyone still not get it? Does anyone still think of love as a mere emotion rather than truth-guided
motion? Anyone still think of love as a self-chosen path rather than a walk in God’s commands? St. John circles
back again in v.6 to disabuse his readers of any such ideas. He writes: alty % évtody] éotiv, xabwg Rxovoate am’
apyis, va év adti] mepimatijte, “This is the command, as you heard it from the beginning, that you keep walking
in (love).” The statement serves to show that “love” and “God’s commandment” are virtually interchangeable;
as Christians we can truly practice love only by doing what God tells us to do, and, conversely, what God tells
us to do is always love.?® Since the second part of the verse is a reverse way of saying what the first part of the
verse said St. John could be accused of arguing in a something of a circle. It is, however, an effective way of
driving home his points about the truth or God’s command (which is “God’s truth as it tells us what to do”*®)
and love. Those points are that true love is walking and not just talking in the way of God’s commands and not
the way of one’s own choosing.



A few observations may be in order as we come to the end of the first main part of Il John. First note
John’s emphasis on brotherly love. Note the warmth of his love for those who are his friends in the truth. As
Christians we are to love our neighbors and even our enemies; but we are bound to our fellow Christians by the
special bond of truth. This means that we have a special obligation to love our brothers and sisters in faith. St.
Paul seems to have that in mind when he writes: “As we have opportunity, let us do good to all people,
especially to those who belong to the family of believers.”?" I think it is fair to say that we have given due
emphasis in recent years to those who do not belong to the family of believers (think of the countless new
programs designed to evangelize those on the outside, the new forms of worship designed to appeal to the
unchurched, etc.), but I wonder if we always keep in mind the “especially those who belong to the family of
believers” part? St. John speaks of those he loves “in the truth.” Is it possible that while we have been rightly
zealous in our love for the unchurched, we have neglected the debt of love we owe each other as friends in the
truth?

Take as an example the area of worship and liturgy. We all agree with Article X of the Formula of
Concord which says:

We believe, teach and confess also that no Church should condemn another because one has less or more
external ceremonies not commanded by God than the other, if otherwise there is agreement among them
in doctrine and all its articles, as also in the right use of the holy Sacraments, according to the well-known
saying: Dissonantia ieiunii non dissolvit consonantiam fidei, Disagreement in fasting does not destroy
agreement in faith.

That being said, there is some wisdom to be found in the observation that

uniformity in the order of service and ministerial forms of churches belonging to the same body is very
desirable (emphasis mine), especially in these days, when many people move about from one place to
another and travel and visit much; they can then not only readily take part in the service, but will also at
once feel at home. Insistence on independence ceases to be a virtue when it tends to disorder and lack of
cooperation.”®

Our own pastoral theology textbook in speaking of liturgical innovations warns against making changes
“just to satisfy some whim of the pastor,” and urges that care be taken beforehand “in order that proper
consideration might also be shown for sister congregations.”?

This is not to say that the innovative have a monopoly on falling behind on their payments on the debt of
love we owe each other. This oldie will admit to frequent frustration and thoughts that are not right. This
happens, for example, when | Corinthians 9:22,23* is waved around as a justification for any and every
innovation that comes along in worship and ministry. I will admit that (in an occasional snit) I entertain the
thought that if someone could, it would be good to forbid the use of those verses unless those who quote them
give at least as much time to the verses in the same letter from the same Apostle which read: “Therefore if what
| eat causes my brother to fall into sin, | will never eat meat again, so that | will not cause him to sin,”** and
“*Everything is permissible’—but not everything is beneficial. ‘Everything is permissible’—but not everything
is constructive. Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others.”** Why the snit? What possible harm
can come from everyone doing what is right in his own eyes without concern for others?

One answer is given by Pastor Klemet Preus, in his book The Fire and The Staff. In it he describes a
personal experience that reveals the harm that comes from unrestrained innovation in worship. He writes:

| talked to a pastor of a large Lutheran congregation employing all the techniques described in this
chapter (“praise” or “contemporary’ type worship; “providential’ preaching; ministry focused on “felt
needs;” etc.). | serve a congregation that more closely resembles your grandfather’s Lutheran church. |
asked this pastor, ‘If one of your members moved into my area and came to my church one Sunday and
then went to the local Evangelical church with the “praise services,” ‘practical preaching,” ‘seeker
services,” and exhortational or providential preaching the next Sunday, which church would that member
join?’ The pastor thought about it for more than a couple of seconds. ‘I don’t know,” was his reply. He



wasn’t certain that his own members would choose a Lutheran church.®®

I am afraid he is describing something that will more and more be the case in our synod. How is that a
good thing? Is it true love that we are showing for our friends (brothers in the ministry, all the members of our
congregations and members of sister WELS congregations) in the truth? Are we hearing St. John’s
encouragement? Perhaps we could all benefit from a journey to the cross where God showed his love among us
and hear St. John say: “Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.”** “Walk in true
love,” he says, for your friends in the truth. In the second half of the letter he will expand the scope of his
encouragement to include also the enemies of the truth.

Il. Walk in true love for the enemies of the truth (vv.7-13)

7 871 moAdol mAdvou EEFABov els TOV wbapov, of wn dpodoyolivres Tnaodv Xpiotdv Epxduevov év oapxi- 0TS
0Ty 6 mAvog xal 6 avTixptaTos. 8 BAEmeTe EauTols, (va wi) amoAéanTe & eipyacapeba GANG wigBov TAYp
amoAafyrte.

For many deceivers went out into the world—those not confessing Jesus as Christ coming in the
flesh. Such a one is the deceiver and the antichrist. Watch yourselves, so that you will not lose the things
which we worked for but will receive a full reward.

With 6étt, “for,” the Apostle explains the emphasis he has placed on things like “truth,” “love” and
“obedience” in the first part of the letter. Already by the end of the first century “many” deceivers had gone out
into the world. God’s people would need to live in the truth of God’s Word to avoid being deceived by them.
They would need true love for one another to stand shoulder to shoulder and present a united front against the
enemies of their souls. They would need to be obedient; “walking according to God’s commands,” as they dealt
with the false teachers.

As the apostles of Christ went out at his command to preach, so these deceivers é£#iA6ov, “went out”
from their leader to promulgate their errors. That leader is generally supposed to be a first century heretic
named Cerinthus. John summarizes the deception of Cerinthus, which those who went out from him taught, this
way: “They do not confess Jesus as Christ coming in the flesh.” Cerinthus denied the incarnation and deity of
Jesus Christ. Irenaeus says Cerinthus:

represented Jesus as having not been born of a virgin, but as being the son of Joseph and Mary according
to the ordinary course of human generation, while he nevertheless was more righteous, prudent and wise
than other men. Moreover, after his baptism, Christ descended upon him in the form of a dove from the
Supreme Ruler, and that then he proclaimed the unknown Father, and performed miracles. But at last
Christ departed from Jesus, and that then Jesus suffered and rose again, while Christ remained impassible,
inasmuch as he was a spiritual being.*

The elder says: ot wy) oporoyolvteg, literally, “those not confessing.” We are not told that they
categorically denied the incarnation, but that they did not confess it. It doesn’t matter to St. John. In his first
letter he made it clear that to fail to confess is the same as to deny, and to deny is to lie. He wrote: “Who is the
liar? It is the man who denies that Jesus is the Christ. Such a man is the antichrist—he denies the Father and the
Son. No one who denies the Son has the Father; whoever acknowledges the Son has the Father also.”® It is
noteworthy that St. John bases his judgment on these deceivers on their confession (or in this case the lack
thereof.)

Lenski makes a worthwhile comment in this regard when he writes:

This is the test to apply: examine the man’s confession. The Scriptures nowhere ask us to look into a
man’s heart. They know of no Herzensrichterei. God alone sees the heart; no man can see into another’s
heart. It is precarious to assert: “The man’s heart is alright!” when the man’s confession is wrong. The
Lord has given us the one safe test, the confession. Beyond this our responsibility ceases. ‘What is the



man’s real confession?” is for us the only question.’

John’s words suggest that one needs to listen not only to what a teacher says to evaluate whether he is a
true prophet of God or not, but to what he doesn’t say as well. This is especially important to remember these
days when doctrinal statements are considered passé and more and more religious teachers avoid making clear
confessions. Billy Graham was widely quoted recently as saying in response to a question about gay marriage:
“| don’t give advice. I’m going to stay off these hot-button issues.”® The same issue of Newsweek indicated that
as he slows down with age Rev. Graham just wants to preach the Gospel. (So did St. Jude, but he realized that a
faithful ministry required more. He wrote: “Dear friends, although | was very eager to write to you about the
salvation we share, | felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to
the saints.”*%) St John would say: “Watch yourselves when it comes to those not willing to clearly confess what
God says in his Word.”

Our WELS doctrinal statement says: “A Christian confession of faith is in principle always a confession
to the entire Word of God. The denial, adulteration, or suppression of any word of God does not stem from faith
but from unbelief...We recognize and acknowledge as Christian brethren those who profess faith in Christ as
their Savior and with this profession embrace and accept his entire Word.”*°

What the “deceivers” in John’s day failed to confess was Tnaolv Xpiatov épyouevov év oapxl, “Jesus as
Christ coming in the flesh.” In his first letter St. John spoke of the same deception*, there, however, he used a
perfect participle éAnAvbéta, “having come,” whereas here he uses a present participle. The present participle
has led some to conclude that the deception actually had to do with Christ’s second coming rather than his
incarnation. It is a fact, however, that we know of no early controversy regarding whether the Father’s Son
would come again in the flesh, whereas John’s letters clearly assert that his first coming was in the flesh. It
seems better then to understand the present tense to be “altogether timeless.”* St. John teaches that the
incarnation is not only an event in history, but is an abiding truth.

St. John has already proclaimed Jesus Christ to be the Father’s Son (v.3), now he makes it clear that
“Jesus did not become the Christ or the Son at his baptism, or cease to be the Christ or the Son before his
death,” as Cerinthus taught, but that “Jesus was “the Christ come in the flesh.””*® John Stott says that to speak of
‘Jesus Christ’ as having ‘come in the flesh” would be a strange “theological anachronism’ since it was not until
after the incarnation that he was called “Jesus.”** This being so, we should probably adopt the alternative double
accusative, namely to acknowledge “Jesus’ as ‘Christ come in the flesh’, or ‘the Christ incarnate.” This
accords....with what is known of the heretics’ views; that the Christ, a divine aeon, descended upon the man
Jesus at his baptism, and withdrew from him before his death. John repudiates this doctrine. The truth is not that
the Christ came “into’ the flesh of Jesus, but that Jesus was the Christ come “in’ the flesh.*”®

Faithful shepherd that he was, St. John sounds the warning: pAémete éautots, “Keep watching
yourselves!” St. John’s use of the present tense emphasizes that “eternal vigilance is the price of freedom.”
Jesus used the same verb in Matthew 24:4, where he warned his disciples: “Watch out that no one deceives
you.” Is the Apostle’s warning still valid today? Do we need to keep watching? Certainly. There are still those
around us who deny the deity of Christ and the reality of his incarnation. There are the Mormons and the
Jehovah’s Witnesses who deny those truths. Gnosticism, of which Cerinthus’ error was a precursor and in
which Cerinthus’ error was perpetuated, has reappeared in our time.*®

But is what St. John warns against limited only to such blatant denials of the incarnation? What about
the Reformed, who on the basis of the philosophical principle that “the finite is not capable of the infinite”
(finitum non est capax infiniti), insist that the Son of God after his incarnation is not everywhere present
according to his human nature, but insist that his divine nature extends beyond his human body, the so-called
extra Calvinisticum. What about those who deny the results of Christ’s incarnation, namely, God’s gracious
universal verdict of acquittal which Spirit-given faith does not create, but simply claims? What about the
Evangelicals and their demand for faith as a decision which constitutes man’s contribution to his salvation? Do
not these, though they would object strenuously to the charge that they “do not confess Jesus as Christ coming
in the flesh,” in the final analysis do just that?
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Professor Carl Lawrenz addresses that question in connection with | John 4:3, “Every spirit that does not
acknowledge Jesus (come in the flesh) is not of God.” He writes:

In the statement of St. John just quoted the requirement at first glance might seem to be a very narrow
one, namely the confession that Jesus Christ is come into the flesh. But very obviously St. John is not
satisfied with a mere confession of Christ’s incarnation, for that alone does not set forth the heart of
Christian faith as St. John teaches it. Out of a very practical interest the apostle mentions only the
particular point of doctrine which was being perverted by Cerinthus (a Gnostic teacher who was active
around A.D. 100 at Ephesus), who with his false teaching was troubling the Christians to whom John is
writing. Yet the denial of Christ’s incarnation involves also the precious purpose, the blessed fruit, the
glorious outcome of Christ’s entrance into the flesh.*” (Emphasis mine)

John’s analysis of anyone who does not confess Jesus as Christ come in the flesh is odtég éotv 6 mAdvog
xal 0 avtiyptatog, “this is the deceiver and the antichrist.” In 1 Jn 4:3 the Apostle provided a similar view of the
relationship between false teachers and the antichrist. There he described the denial of Christ’s incarnation as
ToUT6 éoTv TO Tol avtiyploTov, “the thing” or “the characteristic of the antichrist.” John’s words here are no
doubt to be understood the same way. The AAT translates: “That (the denial of Christ’s incarnation) is the mark
of the deceiver and the antichrist.”

But aren’t appellatives like “deceivers,” and “antichrists,” a bit harsh for today’s Reformed teachers,
many of whom are in many ways pious, sincere and apparently zealous for the gospel? Remember that Satan
himself “masquerades as an angel of light”*® and that’s why Jesus said of false teachers: “By their fruit (the
doctrines they bring, not their smiles or outward success) you will recognize them.”* It may be that false
teachers teach their errors out of ignorance and not out of malice, but the end result is the same—soul-
destroying seeds of deception are sown. “Since Scripture enjoins that in Christ’s Church nothing but Christ’s
Word is to be taught and to rule (Matt. 28:20; John 8:31,32; 17:20; | Pet. 4:11; | Tim 6:3ff.), all who teach
another word are eo ipso avtiyptatot, opponents of Christ, rebels in his kingdom.”°

Good reason then to take to heart the elder’s warning “Watch yourselves,” and to remember what is at
stake. The Apostle shows what’s on the line here: Tva py) amoAéonte & eipyacapeba dAda piobov mAnpn
amoldafnte, “so that you will not lose the things which we worked for but will receive a full reward.” There is
some question about the verb eipyacaueba, which is a first person plural—“we worked for.” A number of
manuscripts have a second person plural, “you worked for.” The former would make the verse speak of the
work of the Apostles; the latter the work of the readers. George Stoeckhardt seems to be on the right track when
he opts for the first plural, and explains:

The Christians are to be on their guard, lest through acceptance of false doctrine they lose what faithful
teachers had bequeathed to them through diligent instruction in the truth. If they hold fast to this truth,
they will receive the reward of faithfulness. If they let it go, they frustrate all the precious labor of their
pastors and make themselves the greatest losers in the end. Christians should have an eye on those who do
not bring the right doctrine concerning Christ. They are antichrists. Their doctrine deprives Christians of
the true Christ, leads them into misbelief, and also perverts their morals.>

John is expressing the same concern Paul felt in regard to the Christians in Galatia. He wrote: “I fear for
you, that somehow | have wasted my efforts on you.”*?

9 még 6 Tpoaywy xai Wi wévwy &v T ddayfi Tod Xpiotol Bedv odx Exel- 6 wévwy v THj odax i, ouTog xal ToV
TaTépa xal TOV VIOV EXEL.

Anyone who “advances” and does not continue in Christ’s teaching does not have God. Whoever
remains in what he taught has both the Father and the Son.

Is it possible that some might think St. John has overblown the threat posed by the false teachers? Were
some questioning whether false teachers are really deceivers and antichrists, and whether their deceptions could
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put a Christian’s eternal reward in jeopardy? If so, the Apostle explains the serious threat posed by those who
do not confess the full reality of Christ’s incarnation; “its precious purpose, blessed fruit, and glorious
outcome.” He refers to the false teachers as those who mpoaywv, “are advancing,” or “running ahead.” “John is
almost certainly borrowing from the vocabulary of the heretics. They claimed to have ‘go ahead’ views, a
superior gnosis, which had enabled them to advance beyond the rudiments of the faith in which the common
herd were content to ‘continue.””®

Paul E. Kretzmann reminds us that these progressive false teachers are still with us. He writes:

The false teachers of Asia Minor were fond of boasting that they alone were progressive, advanced
thinkers; they alone were making the Gospel fit new situations, just as the false prophets of our day are
always advertising, with a pitying side glance at the poor benighted Bible Christians that still cling to its
doctrines of sin and grace. The old teaching of Christ, of salvation through his blood, had been set aside
by them as not agreeing with the demands of an enlightened people.>

John wants God’s people and their preachers to know that to “advance” beyond Christ is “not progress
but apostasy.”>

This is not to condemn all progress on the part of Christians. St. Paul encouraged a young co-worker
named Timothy to devote himself to preaching and teaching and to the public reading of Scripture. Then he
added this encouragement: “Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see
your progress.”*® Forbidden is “progress” beyond Christ’s teaching, not progress in understanding and applying
it. Which of us will claim to have finished that journey, to say nothing of being ready to advance beyond it?

The question is asked whether to¥ Xptatod, is an objective genitive, the doctrine, or what was taught
“concerning Christ,” or a subjective genitive, the doctrine “Christ taught.” While either would make sense, in
the New Testament when §idax3 is used with a genitive of the person it is invariably a subjective genitive,” the
doctrine Christ (or his apostles) taught and which is recorded in the Bible. Here is the answer to anyone who
supposes we have unfairly applied the description of the false teachers in v.7 to the heterodox in our day. St.
John, himself, now expands his warning to include every apostasy from the doctrine of Christ, every deviation
from the truth of God as laid down in the Bible. This includes “the great truths taught by Christ and his apostles,
of his divinity, incarnation, and atonement; of justification by faith in him, regeneration by the Spirit of God,
and the necessity of perseverance in holiness in order to obtain salvation.”*®

Our WELS doctrinal statement agrees. It says:

Yet there is nothing to indicate that the withholding of fellowship to which St. John exhorts is to be
restricted to the type of errorist of whom he happened to have a special occasion to speak. The reason
adduced for withholding such fellowship, “For he that biddeth him Godspeed is partaker of his evil
deeds,” would apply equally well to any persistent errorist. Cf. | Timothy 5:22.> %

The elder’s verdict on a teacher who denies the doctrine of Christ is brief and to the point: fgdv odx &ye,
“God he does not have.” He denies the true God, and although he may shout ever so loudly, “I know him!”” he
deludes himself and misleads others. It’s interesting that John maintains that only by continuing in the teaching,
the doctrine, of Christ can anyone have God; that is, knowledge of God, and a relationship with or fellowship
with God. Much is said these days about doctrine; mostly contemptuous and condescending.®* Preachers talk up
relationships with God and talk down propositions, that is, doctrine. St. John refuses to trade doctrine for
relationships; instead he insists that the only way to “have God” is by way of pure doctrine, “continuing in the
teaching of Christ.” St. Paul said the same to Timothy: “Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in
them, because if you do you will save both yourself and your hearers.”®

Fans of Hillary Clinton used to talk about how by electing her husband, America got two for the price of
one. St. John says something similar about those who continue in Christ’s teaching. Whereas those who
advance beyond Christ’s teaching leave God behind and end up without God at all, those who continue in his
teaching have “both the Father and the Son.” Ever so subtly, but surely with an eye on the deceivers, St. John
reaffirms the Deity of Christ, for those who continue in his teaching have God—God the Father, and Jesus
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Christ, the Father’s Son (v.3).

But again the question comes to mind: Isn’t John overdoing it a little here when he says these false
teachers don’t have God? And even if what he says is true, isn’t it a bit of a stretch to apply the conclusion he
reaches in Il John to Reformed teachers in our day since he is dealing with the doctrine being brought by the
disciples of Cerinthus—the denial of Christ’s incarnation? Franz Pieper answers:

The question has often been discussed whether or not Reformed Christology, inasmuch as it opposes
Lutheran Christology, injures the Christian faith... The question may be answered thus: In so far as
Reformed theology, in its effort to disprove Lutheran Christology, applies the principle that the finite is
not capable of the infinite, it inevitably denies the incarnation of the Son of God and Christ’s vicarious
atonement, and so destroys the foundation of the Christian faith.®®

Adolf Hoenecke agrees. He writes that the personal union of the divine and human natures in Christ “is
not a respective or relative union, where a union exists at the same time with a relatively simultaneous
separation, as, e.g., between spouses, friends and members of a church...That was the position of the Gnostics
and is today of Reformed Christology.”®* (Emphasis mine)

So then you have to be WELS to “have God,” and get to heaven. Not true. Orthodox theologians have
always allowed for what is known as the “felicitous™ or “happy inconsistency.” Pieper refers to this when
having stated that traditional Reformed Christology vitiates both Christ’s incarnation and the vicarious
atonement, he adds: “But in so far as Reformed theology is inconsistent and ignores its basic error that the
human nature is not capable of divinity, and especially, inasmuch as it maintains, over against Socinianism, the
incarnation of the Son of God and the vicarious satisfaction of Christ as possessing infinite value, it returns to
the Christian faith.”®

It is with joy that we acknowledge the happy inconsistency that God has true children in false churches;
true believers who are included in the “Holy Christian Church” we confess in the Creed. For all the miles on the
old canard that claims “The WELS teaches that only WELS members are going to heaven,” | can honestly say |
have never heard a WELS teacher or preacher say that and would correct anyone who did. “The Lord knows
those who are his,”®® even in false churches. That being said we hasten to add that we are unable to practice
church fellowship with those we may think and hope are happily inconsistent and believe better than they
confess. It is only the basis of what a person confesses with his words and his visible church membership that
one can practice church fellowship. Before we can deal with someone as a “weaker” brother, we have to be able
to determine that we are dealing with a “brother,” on the basis of his confession. To do otherwise; to ignore the
confession of lips and life and attempt to judge the faith that’s hidden in person’s heart would be the height of
arrogance. “Man looks at the outward appearance;” the Lord alone “looks at the heart.”®’

With verses 7 and 8 John provided his readers with the means to identify false teachers. The test they are
to apply is this: do they confess “Jesus as Christ coming in the flesh?”” In verse 9 St. John warned against
progressing beyond Christ’s teaching and showed the blessings of continuing in the doctrine of Christ. Next he
gives instructions about how to deal with false teachers.

10 €l Tig EpyeTatl Tpog LYl xal TavTYY THY O1daxNV ob dépel, un AapfBavete adTédv eig oixiav xal yalpey
a0TE un Aéyete-

If one comes to you and doesn’t bring this teaching, do not receive him into the house and do not
say to him, “Greetings.”

The elder, with a view to the ravenous wolves that threaten his flock, has already urged the sheep to
“keep watching yourselves” (v.8). Now he explains just how careful God’s people need to be when it comes to
false teachers and their false teachings. He says: €l Tig épyetal mpog vuds, “If anyone comes to you.” Lenski calls
this “the condition of reality.”®® And, of course, it is a reality. If false prophets are wolves, the sheep shouldn’t
be surprised to find them in their neighborhood. St. John suggests that the false teachers will come “to you.”
Here it will be helpful to know something of the historical setting in which St. John wrote. There was, of course,
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in the first century, no synod to carry on mission work. Individual congregations and members within those
congregations supported the missionaries of that day.

St. John’s third letter gives us some insight into how this worked in real life. 111 John is apparently a
“letter of introduction” carried by a traveling faithful missionary named Demetrius who is coming to Gaius.
John urges Gaius, who has a history of providing food and lodging to traveling missionaries (I11 John 5,6a), to
continue his former kindness by welcoming Demetrius (vv.6b,7). As he welcomes faithful teachers like
Demetrius and provides them with food and lodging, he is supporting their work (v.8). It is in this context that
St. John writes to God’s faithful people and warns them: 3 AauBdvete adTov eig oixiav, “Do not receive him
into the house.”

Clearly St. John, the Apostle of true love, is not talking about simple acts of hospitality on the part of
God’s people. The implication is that the one who comes is a traveling religious teacher who’s looking for room
and board; he’s looking to be supplied with a base for his operations and support for his work. St. John says that
in the case of a false teacher such a display of support must be denied. “Do not receive him into the house.” It
may be worth noting that St. John does not use the pronoun “your,” which is supplied in most of our
translations. He simply says: “Don’t receive him into the house.” Which house? Is he talking about the homes
of individual members of the congregation? Or is he speaking in his own historical setting, the time before
church buildings as we know them existed, and churches met in private homes?®® If we are correct that the letter
before us is addressed to a Christian congregation and not to a Christian woman named Cyria, then the
assumption would be that John is not forbidding “private hospitality...so much as an official welcome into the
congregation, with the opportunity this would afford to the false teacher to propagate his errors.”™

But his language is general enough, perhaps deliberately so, to also apply to individual members, such
as Gaius, the man who is commended in I11 John for his support of faithful preachers of God’s Word. We
repeat: John is not forbidding God’s people to show hospitality and common courtesy to all people even false
teachers. His words here do not contradict St. Paul’s encouragement: “Practice hospitality.””* Lenski explains
the distinction between common courtesy and support for false teachers:

To what extent do John’s words affect men who are not proselyters? To none. As occasion offers, we do
any man a kindness. We do not even ask what he believes or whether he has a religious belief at all. I may
take a Jew, a Mohammedan, a heathen, a tramp, a beggar under my roof; I may bid the time of day to any
and to all men. But a notorious proselyting errorist? Do you as a true believer want even the least
fellowship with his works? If he, because of your even kindly wishing him well, succeeds in snaring even
one humble Christian, can you answer to God for your kindly wish?"?

Not even a kindly wish is to be offered to a false prophet? That’s right, according to the Apostle. He
says: “Do not...welcome him” (NIV). “Welcome him,” is literally, “Say ‘Greetings’ to him.” The Greek word
for “greetings” here is xaipewv, which comes from a root meaning “to rejoice, to be glad.” yaipewv was used as a
cordial address of welcome or farewell, something like “I am glad to see you” or “I wish you well.”” Once
again, keep in mind that St. John is not forbidding Christians to “bid the time of day to any and to all men,” but
is speaking in the context of church fellowship. Our WELS statement on fellowship emphasizes this when it
says: “When St. John warns against receiving such a man into one’s house and of bidding him Godspeed, he
does not have an ordinary reception and a civil greeting in mind, such as we properly accord to all men, but a
reception and greeting which would be understood as an acknowledgement of him as a Christian brother, as an
expression of church fellowship.”"

At this point, some may be wondering what all this has to do with us, WELS pastors, teachers and
laypeople, who have given up a Labor Day weekend to study Il John. The answer is that there is a practice
which is becoming more and more common in our synod which appears in some cases at least to be at odds
with the words and warning of 11 John. That is the practice of inviting non-WELS speakers to address WELS
gatherings. The most prominent example, perhaps, is the “Church and Change” group which will feature a
Methodist speaker by the name of Leonard Sweet at its next event. There have been others. The Charis Institute
of Wisconsin Lutheran College regularly invites non-WELS speakers to its events. Christian Life Resources and
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the National Conference on Worship, Music and the Arts among others have featured non-WELS speakers at
their events. The practice of inviting non-WELS speakers to events sponsored by WELS groups has become
rather commonplace by now in our synod.

And what does that have to do with 11 John? The answer is that some of these speakers are regulars on
the religious lecture circuit. That lecture circuit is made up of men and women of various denominations who
have achieved celebrity status as a result of books they’ve authored; ministries they’ve established; or churches
they’ve grown. These ecclesiastical celebrities travel around sharing the secrets of their success at conferences
and workshops. This would seem to be strikingly similar to the situation John addresses in his second and third
letters with the itinerant religious teachers of his day. While many on the lecture circuit no doubt still have their
day jobs, as pastors or teachers or authors, there can be no doubt that the fees they collect for their appearances
supplement their regular income and serve to support them and their ministries. There can also be no doubt that
such invitations provide false teachers with a platform, exposure and may we say validation of their erroneous
views. Is this consistent with St. John’s instructions that false teachers not be given aid and support?

Lenski makes a striking observation here. He says: “The state locks up murderers, thieves, criminals as a
matter of protection. Is the church to aid and abet spiritual murderers and thieves? Not for one moment, all
maudlin sentiment in the state and in the church to the contrary notwithstanding.”” If St. John is right, and false
teachers of the stripe that deny the truth and full implications of Christ’s incarnation do not have God, then it
seems that some of the very teachers who are being invited to speak at WELS gatherings do not have God, or do
so only by a happy inconsistency. They appear to be more in need of our admonition than our admiration; our
sympathy rather than our support; our rebuke rather than our rapt attention.

Does St. John anticipate someone saying, with Ronald Reagan a few years ago: “There you go again?”
Does he think someone might still think he’s overstating the threat, and getting too extreme with his
instructions? With verse 11, he answers those criticisms.

11 6 Aéywv yap adT® xalpe xowvel Tois Epyols adTol Tolg Tovypois.
The one who says to him, “Greetings,” shares in his wicked works.

Why must God’s people refuse to welcome false prophets in such a way as to support them in their
work? Because it is a movnpols, “wicked” work. The Scriptures speak of false teachings in terms of yeast, a little
bit of which “works through the whole batch of dough,”’® and gangrene,”” which spreads like poison throughout
the whole body. Scripture says false teaching “contaminates body and spirit.””® Those who spread false teaching
are engaged in a wicked work. “Yes,” declares the LORD, *“I am against the prophets who wag their own
tongues and yet declare, ‘The LORD declares.””® But the Lord is not only against the false prophets, according
to the elder, he is also against those who welcome them and provide them with a base for their nefarious work.
Such a person “shares,” xowwvel, “is a partaker” (KJV) of his wicked work.

60 years ago C. August Hardt, in the Concordia Theological Monthly elaborated on the “wickedness” of
the wicked work done by those who support false teachers. He wrote:

If we reflect for a minute we see the serious implications of the words of John. He who has fellowship
with an errorist has a share in his evil deeds in more ways than one. First, he sins against the Lord and
His Word; for he is indifferent to the truth, which much be supreme. The Lord has said: “To this man will
I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit and trembleth at My Word.” And Jesus declares: ‘If
ye continue in my Word, then are ye my disciples indeed.” Secondly, he sins against the Church, for he
gives offense to its members by leading them to believe that one doctrine is as good as another, thus
making them indifferent. In the third place, he sins against the false teachers by strengthening them in
their conviction that they possess the truth, rather than testifying and “in meekness instructing those that
oppose themselves, if God peradventure will give them repentance to the acknowledging of the truth.’
And finally, he sins against his own soul, because he exposes himself to the corrupting influence of error,
which is never static, but spreads ‘and will eat as doth a canker.”®
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It may be worthwhile to give Pastor Hardt’s words a bit more thought. There is a tendency to downplay
the significance of the sin the person who has fellowship with an errorist commits against his own soul.
Confronted with the danger some will respond that they are strong enough in faith so they have nothing to
worry about. But that danger has to be considered along with the sin against the Lord and his Word. In other
words, it isn’t merely a matter of being stronger than the false teacher or false teaching; it is a question of being
stronger than the Lord. In | Corinthians 10 where Paul speaks of the danger of joining the heathen in their idol
feasts, it is as though he expects some to give the brush-off to his warning, “So, if you think you are standing
firm, be careful that you don’t fall.”® That’s why later he asks those who may wish to press the issue: “Are we
trying to arouse the Lord’s jealousy? Are we stronger than he?”® It isn’t just a matter of being strong enough to
handle the false teacher or false teaching, it’s a matter of being stronger than a jealous God—which one of us
iS?

Hardt also states that the one who fellowships with false teachers sins against the Church, “for he gives
offense to its members by leading them to believe that one doctrine is as good as another, thus making them
indifferent.” Even if 1l John has nothing to say in regard to the practice of inviting false teachers to address
WELS groups (an assertion | would challenge), it would seem that this concern alone would make the
organizers of these gatherings stop in their tracks. It wasn’t that long ago that that our Synod’s official magazine
published the following:

St. Paul urges Christians not to do what may be perfectly innocent if others might be misled by that action
(Romans 14; | Corinthians 8 and 10). When our actions may be misconstrued by other (‘weak’) Christians
in such a way that they are led to sin or doubt, we have no right to exercise our ‘right.” When Christianity
or the church may be slandered by hypocrisy hunters who misinterpret our actions, then it’s wrong to
insist ogr; ‘rights’....Christian love means yielding what may be right for oneself when it may wrong
others.

Hardt finally mentions sinning against the false teacher. 50 years ago the essay delivered to the 33"
Convention of the Wisconsin Synod was based on | Corinthians 9:22,23, and was entitled “Being Made All
Things To All Men.” In it the essayist warned against using Paul’s words in those verses as camouflage for
unionistic practice and asked:

Don’t you see what happens when you join in a unionistic service? Among men so fed on unionistic fare
you are creating the general reaction: ‘These Lutherans aren’t so narrow any more. They’re getting more
liberal. They’re not condemning us any more. We must all be alike, with, perhaps, a few minor
differences.” It will not save you to bring a forthright testimony for Christ then and there. You have
already undermined, weakened, and blunted your testimony. What is more, you have done that to your
subsequent testimony. Don’t you recall that this Paul to whom you appeal exhorts you and us to be sober
and circumspect. That is, carefully and prayerfully to appraise all that is involved in any step that we
take? You say you do not want to be remiss in your Gospel-stewardship by failing to seize any
opportunity to bear witness for Christ? You wish to be resourceful and aggressive like Paul? That’s good.
But will you insist on pursuing a course that works counter to the very cause you wish and profess to
serve, bringing the witness for Christ?*

Granted that the essayist’s warning is made in the context of “joining in a unionistic service,” but all he
says surely applies just as well to sitting at the feet of false teachers and lending support to their cause.

How does this apply to the present question of inviting speakers who are outside of our fellowship to
speak to WELS assemblies? On the one hand we have not taken the position that such an invitation would be
wrong in every instance. In the Church Fellowship volume of the “People’s Bible Teachings” series the author,
Professor John Brug, makes the following observation:

Various WELS organizations or schools may invite lecturers from outside our fellowship to present
information to their group. This does not involve fellowship if no worship or religious instruction is
involved (emphasis mine), but only the giving of information. In situations that might create unclarity,
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such as a series of public lectures presented at a seminary or college of our fellowship, it is wise to make a
specific announcement that these lectures are being presented outside the framework of fellowship.®

One could envision Christian Life Resources inviting someone in to speak on the science involved with
embryonic stem cell research or our Seminary inviting a linguist to speak on the history of the pointing of the
text of the Hebrew Old Testament. Such events, conducted “outside the framework of fellowship,”® may not
present a problem.

On the other hand, the same volume contains the following under the heading: Financial Support. The
author writes there:

Scripture clearly states that anyone providing financial support to a teacher of religion is expressing
fellowship with him or her. This is true whether this teacher is one’s own pastor or someone whose work
is being done elsewhere. The Philippians were partners in Paul’s work through the financial support that
they sent to him (Philippians 1:5; 4:15). On the other hand, those who support or encourage false teachers
are partners in their evil deeds (11 John 11).%

It would appear that there is a difference between inviting someone who is outstanding in a particular
secular field to speak on his secular specialty and inviting someone who is not only a “teacher of religion,” but
on the basis of his or her confession would have to be labeled a false religious teacher, to speak at a WELS
gathering. An important question would arise in such a case: Is not the fee paid and/or the accommodations and
the exposure such an invitation provides for the false teacher and his or her false teachings in fact providing
support for the false teacher?

At the risk of having someone ask what business a seed picker from South Dakota has issuing a
fellowship fatwa, | will offer some thoughts in response to that question. On the basis of the Apostle’s words in
I1 John and the position taken by Professor Brug in his volume on Church Fellowship, the answer is clearly yes.
That answer is given realizing that there are WELS men who have participated in free conferences sponsored by
LCMS and even ELCA groups and received compensation for their time and travel, and that WELS groups
have invited LCMS and ELCA representatives to speak at free conferences and compensated them for their time
and travel. Is that any different from inviting someone outside of our fellowship from the religious lecture
circuit to give advice on how to do the Lord’s work more successfully? I would say yes. Free conferences,
which are held to define differences and clarify positions to determine if there is any hope of working toward
true unity with others, seem to harmonize well with St. Paul’s words: “We cannot do anything against the truth,
but only for the truth.”®

On the other hand, to invite a false teacher in to explain how our culture is changing and how we can
make the gospel and our churches more relevant in view of those changes; to offer him publicity, a platform and
exposure seems to be completely at odds with all St. John has said. It’s difficult to envision a scenario that could
possibly be any closer to identical to the situation addressed in Il John—God’s people, the truth, itinerant false
teachers, their errors, comfort and support, etc. St. John’s counsel to the Christians of his day could hardly be
clearer. It boils down to St. Paul’s “keep away from them,”® and “have nothing to do with them.”® Neither
John’s words nor Paul’s can possibly mean, “Invite them in, promote their appearance, provide them with a
platform, validate their views, hand them a check and wish them well when they leave.”

But what if the false teacher happens to have information that may be useful? Is it possible to extend the
invitation and stipulate that we want only the useful information presented and no harmful theology? Think of
what we have studied in 1l John. Is it possible to imagine that the elder would have made a distinction between
the blasphemous teachings regarding Christ’s incarnation that the false teachers were bringing and other useful
information they might have had? They were, after all, the avant-garde of what in its full-blown form became
known as Gnosticism (from the Greek word for knowledge). They surely had plenty of information, but it’s
doubtful that St. John would have waived his warning on that account. Instead he might have pointed out that it
was the promise of knowledge that Satan first used to beguile man: “You will be like God, knowing good and
evil.”" And he surely would have sided with St. Paul who had to deal with Christians who worried that they
were missing out on some needed information because they stuck with the simple message of Christ. Paul



16

reassured them that in Christ “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge,”®* they had all
the information they needed. And he might have issued a warning similar to St. Paul’s: “See to it that no one
takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic
principles of this world rather than on Christ.”®

If there are some who have no taste for what St. John serves up in this second letter; perhaps it is
because the analysis of a modern author is correct. Zane Hodges writes:

To some modern minds these instructions seem unduly rigid and harsh. A great part of the problem,
however, lies in the modern inclination to be highly tolerant of religious differences. One must frankly
face the fact that the New Testament writers did not share this spirit of toleration. Their commitment to
the truth and their consciousness of the dangers of religious error called forth many stern denunciations of
false teachers. Not surprisingly, this modern age, having a diminishing sense of the dangers of heresy, has
lost its convictions about the truth.**

There are those who have perceived a tension between St. John’s harsh denunciation of false teachers,
his prescribed method of dealing with them, and his emphasis on love. One writer comments this way on John’s
instructions about refusing to give aid and comfort to a false teacher:

This counsel (in v.11) recalls the story of John’s behavior to Cerinthus and it was cited by Irenaeus as
inculcating intolerance of heretics. (The author is referring to a reported incident in which St. John,
seeing Cerinthus in a public bathhouse, cried out: “Let us flee lest the building fall, since Cerinthus, the
foe of the Truth is within it!”) If so it is certainly an unchristian counsel, contrary to the spirit and
teaching of our Lord...Heretics are our fellow creatures; Jesus died for them also, and our office is to win
them. If we close our doors and our hearts against them, we lose the opportunity of winning them and
harden them in their opposition.*

And now it is clear why St. John stated and restated at the outset of the letter that true love does not
invent its own way, but walks in God’s commands. Professor Brug writes:

In I Timothy 1, immediately after telling Timothy to oppose false teachers, Paul says, ‘The goal of this
command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (verse 5).
We dare not lose sight of the reason that we practice the biblical principles of church fellowship: The goal
of this command is love—Ilove for errorists, love for their victims, love for anyone who is threatened by
false teachings, and love for God and his truth...To be silent in the presence of error, which sweeps
people away to hell, makes us as guilty—no, more guilty—as the person who stands silently by and
watches a fire burn up a house and its sleeping inhabitants. Love requires me to cry out; love requires me
to warn. To be silent because | don’t want to offend anyone, because | don’t want to be labeled intolerant,
because | love the praise of men more than the praise of God—this is not love; this is selfishness.*®

St. John didn’t sense any conflict between the instructions he gave regarding treatment of false teachers
and the love he inculcated on the part of God’s people for each other and for false teachers, and so he closes his
letter not with a heavy heart and a sense of loss, but with optimism and hope.

12 TToAA& Exwy Oulv ypddewv odx Boudndny did xdpTou xal wélavos, GANG éATilw yevéobal mpds Opds xal oTéua
mpds oTépa Aadfioal, tva ¥ yapd NGy TemAnpwuévn 1. 13 Aondletal ot & Téxva T ddeddiis oou THs Exdextic.

Although I have much to write to you, | don’t want to use paper and ink. Instead, | hope to come
to you and speak face to face so that our joy may be complete. The children of your elect sister send you
greetings.

An “oldie” right to the end. We thank God that the Apostle did use yaptou xai uéAavog, literally,
“papyrus and what is black,” at least enough to write this brief epistle which would have fit on a single sheet of
papyrus of standard size. (The preservation of such a small document is no doubt a testimony to its inspiration
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and the importance of its message in the eyes of the Holy Spirit.) But we note that even with the latest
technology —paper and ink—right there for the Apostle to use, he uses it sparingly and makes clear that his
preference is atopa mpog otopa AaAjjcat, literally “mouth to mouth to speak.”

The result of such a face to face meeting would be in the Apostle’s words: tva 7 yapa Huv
memAnpwuévy 1), “that our joy may be complete.” Some have found it incongruous for St. John to speak of joy,
and not just joy but complete joy, in a letter which seems to deal so harshly with false teachers, and contains
such stern instructions for dealing with them. If John’s joy is inconsistent with his instructions he is at least in
good company. St. Paul didn’t feel it was inconsistent to write in consecutive verses of Philippians: “Finally,
my brothers, rejoice in the Lord! It is no trouble for me to write the same things to you again, and it is a
safeguard for you. Watch out for those dogs, those men who do evil, those mutilators of the flesh.”®” Perhaps St.
John’s joy is a reminder that for those born of God “his commands are not burdensome.”®® Maybe his joy tells
us that all worldly sentimentality aside, what he had written and what he would say when face to face about
how to walk in love for friends in the truth and how to walk in love for the enemies of the truth was true love,
after all.

We close with an encouraging word from a pamphlet published by our synod’s Conference of Presidents
more than 50 years ago entitled “Cooperation in Externals:”

Then let us do the work the Lord has assigned us, not disheartened because we cannot cooperate with
those who do not stand together with us in doctrine and practice, but with a good will and in quiet
confidence, because we shall find much strength through being able to work with those who are of one
mind and heart with us, and above all because he who has exhorted us to ‘be...steadfast, unmovable,
always abounding in the work of the Lord,” promises that our labor will not be in vain in him (I
Corinthians 15:58).%

Soli Deo Gloria!
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