Truth and Doctrine – An Overview of 2nd John

Robert Burns is a Scottish poet, born almost two hundred fifty years ago.  His legacy lives on and in a way I’m sure he couldn’t have imagined.  If you were in Times Square on New Year’s Eve and went from person to person asking who he was, I expect the most common answer you would get would be, “I don’t know.”  Yet, when that ball drops and the new year lights up, almost everyone there would start to sing his words: “Should old acquaintance be forgot, and never brought to mind?”

Robert Burns contribution to most English speaking people with another of his works, with a poem he wrote in 1785 entitled, “To a Mouse, on Turning Her Up in Her Nest With the Plough.”  I suppose it is in the purview of poets to be moved by the smallest of things and certainly, being inspired by the sight of a mouse running away from a plow preparing the soil for seed falls in the category of small things.  Very few people know that poem.  I certainly didn’t until I started looking into a phrase that comes from that poem.  It is a poem of sympathy by the poet to one of the smallest of creatures, sympathy mixed with envy, of all things.  But it is not my intention to speak on the subtleties of the poet or to explain his motives.  Rather, I bring this up because of a phrase in that poem that describes the situations we find ourselves in all too often, for it was Robert Burns who gave us this well-known passage:  “The best laid plans of mice and men often go awry.”

The truth of those words rings just as clearly now as they did two hundred thirty years ago.  But just because our plans go awry, just because we’re not able to do things the way we had hoped to do them doesn’t mean we give up entirely on what we wanted to do.  It shouldn’t take but a heartbeat for each of us to be able to cite an example of that.  For Pastor Charles, it’s finishing the ramp at his parents’ new location.  He won’t be handling a power saw for a few days but he knows someone who will.  For Sister Cherry, it’s following the doctor’s orders not to use her upper body to garden.  She has figured out a way to use her feet in keeping her plants in good order.  For Maki, Hurricane Katrina certainly changed her plans but she is still working toward her musical goal.
The unexpected happens and after the surprise wears off we adjust for it.  That’s the part of life Robert Burns most likely had in mind when he pen to paper and started to write about a tiny mouse he saw scampering away in the field.

For many people, “To a mouse, on Turning Her Up in Her Nest With the Plough” is an obscure poem about obscure circumstances yet it is remembered for that one phrase, “the best laid plans of mice and men …”
The Bible also has it’s share of obscure writers and obscure circumstances.  In the Old Testament, perhaps one of the most obscure is the book of Obadiah.  It’s a hard book to find, nestled firmly among what are called the Minor Prophets.  And Obadiah speaks about the land of Edom, a country that hasn’t existed for over two thousand years and it takes him only twenty one verses to finish his work.  Twenty one verses and then Obadiah is complete and that’s all we know about him.  But obscurity isn’t limited to the Old Testament.  In the New Testament there are several books that are referenced not by chapter and verse but just by verse as there is only one chapter.  Paul’s letter to Philemon is one of those, as is Jude’s letter and the two letters of the Apostle John, brother of James, son of Zebedee.

But being small in size doesn’t mean small in content or relevance to us today.  So let us turn to one of these small letters, to the Second Epistle of John, and spend a little time exploring the thirteen verses making up this letter.
2 John 1:1 THE ELDER, To the elect lady and her children, whom I love in truth, and not only I, but also all those who have known the truth,  2 because of the truth which abides in us and will be with us forever:  3 Grace, mercy, and peace will be with you from God the Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of the Father, in truth and love.  4 I rejoiced greatly that I have found some of your children walking in truth, as we received commandment from the Father.  5 And now I plead with you, lady, not as though I wrote a new commandment to you, but that which we have had from the beginning: that we love one another.  6 This is love, that we walk according to His commandments. This is the commandment, that as you have heard from the beginning, you should walk in it.  7 For many deceivers have gone out into the world who do not confess Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh. This is a deceiver and an antichrist.  8 Look to yourselves, that we do not lose those things we worked for, but that we may receive a full reward.  9 Whoever transgresses and does not abide in the doctrine of Christ does not have God. He who abides in the doctrine of Christ has both the Father and the Son.  10 If anyone comes to you and does not bring this doctrine, do not receive him into your house nor greet him;  11 for he who greets him shares in his evil deeds.  12 Having many things to write to you, I did not wish to do so with paper and ink; but I hope to come to you and speak face to face, that our joy may be full.  13 The children of your elect sister greet you. Amen.
One of the themes John brings out is that of truth.  Five times he uses that word in the first four verses:

2 John 1:1-4  THE ELDER, To the elect lady and her children, whom I love in truth, and not only I, but also all those who have known the truth,  2 because of the truth which abides in us and will be with us forever:  3 Grace, mercy, and peace will be with you from God the Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of the Father, in truth and love.  4 I rejoiced greatly that I have found some of your children walking in truth, as we received commandment from the Father.
Truth.  John seems to pound on it here.  He loves the elect lady and her children in truth.  But let me first explore the questions of Who is the elect lady?  Who are her children?  That is a question whose answer seems to be wrapped in obscurity.  Many commentators have thought it was a woman of high standing, for the Greek word used here, “kurias” is the feminine from of “kurios,” which is translated “Lord.”  Some scholars have thought that John is giving her actual Greek name, “kuria electa,” so that translating it into English obscures more than reveals her identity.  

But is John speaking literally here with one person in mind, or is he speaking metaphorically, with something else in mind.  We find Jesus Christ is nearly always addressed in the New Testament as “Lord” or “kurios” and more than once the church is described as the bride of Christ.  So it seems no small leap to me that the bride of a “kurios” would be called a “kurias.”  If John is speaking figuratively here, it would not be the first time he has likened the church to a lady of high standing.  In the book of Revelations, John writes in chapter twelve, verses one to six:

Revelation 12:1-6  Now a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her head a garland of twelve stars.  2 Then being with child, she cried out in labor and in pain to give birth.  3 And another sign appeared in heaven: behold, a great, fiery red dragon having seven heads and ten horns, and seven diadems on his heads.  4 His tail drew a third of the stars of heaven and threw them to the earth. And the dragon stood before the woman who was ready to give birth, to devour her Child as soon as it was born.  5 She bore a male Child who was to rule all nations with a rod of iron. And her Child was caught up to God and His throne.  6 Then the woman fled into the wilderness, where she has a place prepared by God, that they should feed her there one thousand two hundred and sixty days.  
John continues his description in verses thirteen to seventeen:

Revelation 12:13-17  13 Now when the dragon saw that he had been cast to the earth, he persecuted the woman who gave birth to the male Child.  14 But the woman was given two wings of a great eagle, that she might fly into the wilderness to her place, where she is nourished for a time and times and half a time, from the presence of the serpent.  15 So the serpent spewed water out of his mouth like a flood after the woman, that he might cause her to be carried away by the flood.  16 But the earth helped the woman, and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed up the flood which the dragon had spewed out of his mouth.  17 And the dragon was enraged with the woman, and he went to make war with the rest of her offspring, who keep the commandments of God and have the testimony of Jesus Christ.
The woman John writes of in Revelation chapter twelve is not the Virgin Mary, though some hold that idea.  The majority opinion in historic Protestant thinking is that John is writing about the church.  Jameison, Faucet and Brown conclude that John describes, “… the Church, Israel first, and then the Gentile Church; clothed with Christ, “the Sun of righteousness.”  Robertson continues that line of thinking:  “the church of the Old Testament” as “the Mother of whom Christ came after the flesh. But here, as everywhere in the Book, no sharp dividing line is drawn between the Church of the Old Testament and the Christian Society.”  He goes on to say she is… “the heavenly representative of the people of God, the ideal Zion, which, so far as it is embodied in concrete realities, is represented alike by the people of the Old and the New Covenants.”  Barnes puts it plainly and simply:  The woman, beyond all question, represents the church.
If the woman is the church, then, in John’s second epistle who are the children?  In Revelation, we saw the woman “…bore a male Child who was to rule all nations with a rod of iron …”  This is clearly Christ.  And who would the other children be?  For that answer, I look to Paul and his words in Romans chapter eight.  We are familiar with verse twenty eight, 

28 And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose. 

But it is in verse twenty nine we are told, 

 29 For whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brethren.
Christ is the firstborn among many brethren, the firstborn of a large family.  
So, who is it that John addresses at the start of this letter?  I do not believe it is to a specific woman and her family.  I believe John is writing to a broader audience, to the church and all the believers, all those who have cried out to God for the forgiveness of their sins, who have sought forgiveness in the finished work of Christ, who are saved from the coming judgment.  I believe John is writing not to one group, but to us all.  Now, let’s explore what he has to say to us.

I mentioned he used the work “truth” five times in four verses.

2 John 1:1-4  THE ELDER, To the elect lady and her children, whom I love in truth, and not only I, but also all those who have known the truth,  2 because of the truth which abides in us and will be with us forever:  3 Grace, mercy, and peace will be with you from God the Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of the Father, in truth and love.  4 I rejoiced greatly that I have found some of your children walking in truth, as we received commandment from the Father.
“Truth” has always had a hard time in the world.  When he was on trial for his life, Jesus and Pilate have this dialog in John chapter eighteen, verses thirty seven and thirty eight:

Everyone who is of the truth hears My voice."  Pilate said to Him, "What is truth?"
As a politician in a world that was full of intrigue, Pilate knew all too well about what we today call “spin”  But where Pilate could ask the question, knowing there was an ideal in mind, knowing there was something absolute, sure and unchangeable meant by the word, “truth,” today, our society has lost even that certainty.  “It’s all relative, that’s just true for you.  It doesn’t apply to me.”  Truth is not questioned, rather, it’s very existence is dismissed.  There’s only one problem.  Just because we choose to believe something doesn’t exist doesn’t mean it really doesn’t exist.  Truth exists and it comes home to every person who denies it or claims it is just relative.

When you go to a store and buy something, unless there are special circumstances, you have to pay the price that’s marked.  That’s truth.  Also, you have to pay for it using a commonly accepted form of payment.  If you try to pay for it using something you’ve made up, something that’s “true for you,” then you will be arrested for counterfeiting and you will go to jail.  That’s truth, too.
Truth exists, and not just in our wallets and purses.  Truth exists spiritually as well.  That’s why John is so insistent on it.

To the elect lady and her children, whom I love in truth, and not only I, but also all those who have known the truth,  2 because of the truth which abides in us and will be with us forever:  3 Grace, mercy, and peace … in truth …  4 I rejoiced greatly that I have found some of your children walking in truth

What is the truth that John speaks of?  John tells us what it is not in verse seven:

  7 For many deceivers have gone out into the world who do not confess Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh. This is a deceiver and an antichrist.

What is not the truth, what is a lie is that there are those who deny  Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh, that is, that God who created all things, God who spoke the world into existence, God who gives mercy to those who ask for it, did not become a man and walk among us.  It only seemed like it was God.  In John’s day, this lie was making its way throughout the church, causing many to stumble, to doubt.  It took a few years before this lie, this heresy had a name and today we call it doceticism, from the Greek work, dokeo, to seem or to appear.
But this lie did not remain in the first century.  It has followed the truth through the ages, making war against the church just as John described in Revelation chapter twelve, verse seventeen,

he went to make war with the rest of her offspring, who keep the commandments of God and have the testimony of Jesus Christ 

That war started in John’s day and it continues today but under new names and with new faces.  Specifically, the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses.  Both deny God came in the flesh even though both claim to worship Jesus, the Mormons going so far as to call their addition to the Bible, “another testimony of Jesus Christ.”

No, the Mormons are wrong.  They have believed a lie and the lie is summed up in their own words: “As man is, God once was.  As God is, man can be.”  For the Mormons, godhood is something we can achieve, just as Adam and Eve thought they could achieve it in the Garden.  They teach that by obeying the ten commandments, by doing all the works that are laid out in the Book of Mormon and the Pearl of Great Price and all the other books and literature they’ve developed, that they will be like God, having their own solar system to govern, each in charge of the affairs of people on the multitude of planets that fill the universe.  No.  That is a lie.  Jesus told the woman at the well in John 4, verse 24,
"God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth."
God is Spirit, not flesh, but God became flesh, as Paul tells us in Philippians 2, 6 to 8

who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God,  7 but made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men.  8 And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross.
God became a man, not man became God.  That is the Mormon lie.  The Jehovah’s Witnesses?  Christ was not God, they will say.  He was a god, one of many.  They turn to John’s Gospel, chapter one, verse one:
       In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
No, they will say, that’s not what the Bible says in the original Greek.  It says, “the Word was A god” and they hinge their entire theology upon an obscure point in the Greek language, a language most of them can’t read or understand.  Yet they parrot the party line given to them and say the Bible doesn’t teach Jesus was God.  And yet it does.  The next few verses in John’s Gospel tell us about Jesus:

John 1:2-4  2 He was in the beginning with God.  3 All things were made through Him, and without Him nothing was made that was made.  4 In Him was life, and the life was the light of men.
First, He was in the beginning with God.  That is, He wasn’t created.  He was co-existent with God.  He was there with God in the beginning.  If He was created, then His creation have come after the beginning.  Next John tells us “All things were made through Him.”  Jesus Christ, God made flesh, made all things.  And of what did He make them?  That’s just it – there was nothing in the beginning.  All that exists today had to be made, “ex nihilo” – out of nothing.  Only God can do that.  John continues, “In Him was life.”  How can something that is made, something that depends on another for its existence have its own life, a life that can be given to others?  The answer is simple.  It can’t.  There’s one other proof, though, of the divine nature of God.  That’s found in Luke’s Gospel, chapter five, verses 17 to 24:
Luke 5:17-24  17 Now it happened on a certain day, as He was teaching, that there were Pharisees and teachers of the law sitting by, who had come out of every town of Galilee, Judea, and Jerusalem. And the power of the Lord was present to heal them.  18 Then behold, men brought on a bed a man who was paralyzed, whom they sought to bring in and lay before Him.  19 And when they could not find how they might bring him in, because of the crowd, they went up on the housetop and let him down with his bed through the tiling into the midst before Jesus.  20 When He saw their faith, He said to him, "Man, your sins are forgiven you."  21 And the scribes and the Pharisees began to reason, saying, "Who is this who speaks blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God alone?"  22 But when Jesus perceived their thoughts, He answered and said to them, "Why are you reasoning in your hearts?  23 "Which is easier, to say, 'Your sins are forgiven you,' or to say, 'Rise up and walk'?  24 "But that you may know that the Son of Man has power on earth to forgive sins" -- He said to the man who was paralyzed, "I say to you, arise, take up your bed, and go to your house." 

That Jesus was able to heal certainly shows He has divine power, but the Pharisees were right: who can forgive sins but God alone?  Only God can forgive sins.  For anyone else to do this is, as the Pharisees again rightly say, is blasphemy.

Jesus is God, manifest in the flesh.  And as John tells us in verse seven,

  7 For many deceivers have gone out into the world who do not confess Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh. This is a deceiver and an antichrist.

This is the lie, the enemy of truth, the truth that unites us with each other and that unites us with the God who has called us.  So I urge you, walk in truth, just as John found the children of the elect lady doing.  Walk in truth, seek after truth, pursue after it.  This is what John wanted of those who received his letter and it’s what Paul wanted of Timothy when he wrote to him saying, 
1 Timothy 4:16  Take heed to yourself and to the doctrine. Continue in them, for in doing this you will save both yourself and those who hear you.
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