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BIBLE STUDY BASICS

A s time passed after Jesus’ death and resurrection, the believers had 
an increasingly difficult time remembering his actual teachings. 
Believers from different places were preaching different messages. 
As fewer and fewer people who had spent time with Jesus in the 

flesh were alive to share their experiences, John wrote these three letters to 
clear up Jesus’ teachings and to call believers back to his message. The drift 
away from Jesus’ message happens all too easily—even today—and we can all 
gain from John’s wisdom. Learn how to stay true to Christ in a very gray world.

This Bible Study Basics study can be done in the number of sessions you’d 
like, with the ideal number of 5–7 sessions. It includes excellent discussion 
questions for the text, fun icebreakers and activities to engage group 
members, clear application points, great tips on leading discussion, and 
information on how to make the study work for all levels of spiritual maturity. 

John
The Letters of

Live out the message
of Jesus.
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How to Use
Bible Study Basics 
_____________________________________

We’re so glad that you’re using this study guide with your group. We know 
you’ll gain a lot of wisdom through your discussion. Use this guide to make the 
most of this resource.

Decide How Many Meetings
Any of our Bible Study Basics can be covered as quickly or as slowly as 
you’d like. If the book you’re studying has five chapters, you might plan on five 
meetings. Or to look at the passages more in depth, plan for ten meetings. 
Consider how long your group would like to meet to discuss this book of the 
Bible.

Decide Which Themes to Cover
In this resource, each chapter is divided up into major themes that are covered 
in the text. As you discuss a chapter, you may choose to discuss only one of 
the themes or all of the themes in the chapter. Or you might focus most of your 
discussion on one theme and only briefly cover another. If you’re going more 
slowly through the book, you’ll be able to cover all of the themes more in depth. 
As you prepare for your study, consider what main idea or ideas you’d like your 
group members to walk away with.
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Choose 4–6 Questions
In the Talk It Out section, we’ve given you a variety of questions to choose 
from for your study, but please don’t use them all! You simply don’t have time 
to cover every single question we’ve written. Plan to cover 4–6 questions per 
meeting and choose them based on the themes you’ve chosen to cover. This 
will ensure you’ll have enough time to discuss each of the questions thoroughly. 
If you have extra time, you can always ask additional questions.

Do the Activity
Start your meeting with one of the Start It Out activities to engage your group 
members. If you’re covering multiple themes in one meeting, just choose one 
activity. The Start It Out activities will get your group focused and thinking about 
the important themes of your study.

Lead the Discussion
Use the tips and suggestions in “Lead a Great Discussion” and “Engage 
Everyone in Your Group” to make the most of your time together. This proven 
advice comes from the experts at SmallGroups.com.

Identify Your Next Step
The Live It Out section provides a list of possible action steps to take as a 
result of your discussion. Applying what you’ve learned will be unique to each 
group member. Let group members choose one application step from the Live 
It Out section or come up with one on their own. You might also consider what 
your next step as a group will be.

End With Prayer
Don’t forget to share prayer requests. Pray that group members will follow 
through with their application. Thank God for all he’s teaching you through your 
time together. 
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Lead a Great
Discussion 
___________________________

For many, facilitating a group discussion—especially in a Bible study—can 
be intimidating. But the goal isn’t to have all the right answers or even to get 
through all the material. To lead a great discussion, get all your group members 
involved, and help them connect the discussion to their lives. This is what 
leads to life change, and that’s the goal. Here are a few tips for leading a great 
discussion with your group.

Get to know each other. Take some time, especially at the start of a new 
group, to get to know one another. As relationships develop, group members 
will be more likely to share authentically, which will help your discussion lead 
to life change. Share a snack, devote the opening 15 minutes to small talk, or 
intentionally linger after the meeting. 

Create a safe environment. Trust makes your group a place where 
genuine community can form. Group members need to be able to trust that 
the group is a safe place—a place where they can get real and know that they 
will not be judged, gossiped about, and so on. Let everyone know that what’s 
shared in group should stay in the group.

Ask follow-up questions. Many people default to staying pretty surface-
level with their answers, so get in the habit of not letting them off the hook. 
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Ask more questions that follow up on their responses. Here are some examples of 
good follow-up questions for the short or simple answers that people often give:

• What makes you say that?

• How do you feel about that?

• How do you think that would’ve affected you if you’d lived at the time this 
was written?

• How would you explain your answer to a non-Christian friend or neighbor?

Make sure the rubber hits the road. Tell your group that by the end of 
the night you’ll each decide how to apply what you’re discussing. Otherwise you’ll 
just leave a little smarter, rather than with changed lives. So whatever it is you’re 
discussing, make sure to end with some application questions. Help your group 
members consider what the passage has to do with their lives today and what one 
thing they’ll do differently this week as a result of your discussion. Use the Live It 
Out section as a guide for some ideas.

Affirm everyone who shares. When people share in the group—no matter 
how much you may disagree, or how theologically incorrect they may be—
make sure they feel affirmed about their answer in the moment. Thank them for 
sharing. Having the courage to share is a big deal, and you’ll want to recognize 
it. If someone says something theologically off, consider talking with the person 
outside of group, one on one. And make sure to ask for clarification first. The 
person may have simply misspoken. If they still hold on to the incorrect belief, you 
can lovingly point out the truth to them.

Lead, don’t teach. Empower others to discover the truth of Scripture for 
themselves by asking questions and refraining from lecturing. Allow the Holy Spirit 
to move in your group members.

Wait 30 seconds. While it may be tempting to ask a question and then 
immediately answer it, doing so will create an unsafe environment for sharing, and 
group members will come to expect your answers. It takes at least 20 seconds for 
many people to process a question, so allow them time to think. If there’s still no 
answer, rephrase the question.

Pray together. As you dig into God’s Word, don’t forget to pray for the Holy 
Spirit’s guidance. When you’re finished with your discussion, pray for one another. 
Praying together not only brings your group members before God, but also allows 
your group members to care for one another.
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Engage Everyone
in Your Group 
___________________________________

Studying the Bible is for everyone—from not-yet believer to mature Christ-
follower. To ensure you’re engaging everyone in your meeting, use these tips.

Dedicate time to small talk and casual conversation. As 
counterintuitive as that sounds, people need to get to know each other socially 
so they can come to understand each other spiritually. One great idea is to 
build a meal into your small-group time or dedicate a portion of your meeting to 
coffee and refreshments. The casual conversation over food will help build trust 
and deepen relationships within the group.

Incorporate icebreakers at the beginning of your study time. 
While icebreakers may not seem to have much lasting value, they actually go 
a long way in setting up a healthy environment that will help group members 
develop authentic relationships. Be sure to use one of the Start It Out activities 
to begin your meeting.

Read Scripture from multiple translations during your study. 
Use both a more traditional translation and a modern translation. Consider the 
differences in how the words are translated and the changes in language over 
the years. 
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Research the historical context or commentaries for passages 
that will be studied. When you share the background information, you’ll 
give all group members, regardless of their level of maturity, a common place 
to start. You’ll find a great overview at the beginning of this study. Alternatively, 
have some of the more mature believers volunteer to do this research and 
present it at the meeting. Tap into their knowledge. 

Make it clear that all questions are welcome. Whether they’re 
questions of clarification or deeper analysis, members should feel safe asking 
what’s on their mind. Deeper questions may push new believers to take the 
next step in their relationship with God; questions from new believers may 
prompt seasoned believers to take a second look at a familiar passage.

Watch your language. Don’t assume everyone knows what covenant 
means—or any other “church” word, for that matter. Always clarify the meaning 
of these words with your group. Ask group members to explain the concepts to 
the rest of the group. This will both challenge mature believers to articulate their 
beliefs and help new believers understand biblical terms.

Look for opportunities to break into smaller groups. If your group 
is getting large, break into groups of three to five for portions of your discussion 
or prayer time. More people can share when there are fewer in a group.

Empower those further along by asking them to help you 
in some way. Allow them to organize aspects of the meeting, present 
background information on a passage, lead a discussion from time to time, or 
facilitate the group prayer. 

Let group members dig in at their own level. As group members 
prepare for the meeting, make it clear you’d like everyone to read the passage 
you’ll be discussing. Challenge more mature believers to read the passage 
each day of the week to see if they gain any new insights. Or challenge them to 
read the entire book for context (if it’s a shorter book like an epistle). They could 
also incorporate journaling into their reading. Or assign a more challenging 
question ahead of time to mature believers to research and report back to the 
group. Stretch group members with homework that fits their stage, allowing 
them to choose for themselves which level is appropriate.
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Overview of the 
Letters of John____________________________________________

Why read these books?
These books tell about God’s love and portray it as an example for you to 
follow in your relationships with others. It tells you how to love rightly, then 
encourages you to live rightly, learning and obeying God’s commands. And in 
a day when many are being deceived, these short books sound a clear call for 
maintaining truth by maintaining fellowship with the Lord.

Who wrote these books?
The apostle John, who also wrote the Gospel of John.

When was it written?
Probably between ad 85 and 95, late in John’s life.

To whom were they written and why?
John wrote to encourage and strengthen the believers in a group of churches 
near Ephesus, in the western half of present-day Turkey. John’s second letter 
was perhaps written to accompany the more general 1 John. John hoped it 
would help renew commitment to the truth by exposing false teachers. He 
wanted to encourage them to remain faithful until he could see them in person. 
Third John is written to John’s friend Gaius to commend him for supporting 
legitimate teachers, and to warn him about the actions of a certain strong-
willed leader named Diotrephes.

What was happening at this time?
Many communities were springing up throughout the Roman Empire, and a 
loose structure of authority and organization was developing. The first great 
persecution under Nero had come and gone, claiming the lives of thousands of 
Christians, including Paul and Peter. John is thought to have written as the last 
surviving apostle, looking back at the gains and setbacks of the early church.

Bible Study Basics >> The Letters of John >> Overview of the Letters of John
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What to look for in 1, 2, and 3 John:
Watch for several key definitions. John restored the meanings of words that 
some false teachers of that time had distorted. You’ll also find vivid words with 
special significance: light and darkness, Father and children, love and life. Then 
2 John primarily focuses on walking in the truth of the gospel.

  —From the NIV Quest Study Bible (Zondervan, 2011)
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1 JOHN 1

The Message of Jesus  
________________________________ ____________
1 John 1:1–4 

uStart It Out
Have you ever doubted a seemingly outrageous story someone was telling you 
and later found out it was true? Have you ever doubted someone’s description of 
something, having to see it before you believed it? Take time to share the stories 
that come to mind.

uTalk It Out
• Who is John, the author of this book?

• Why is John writing this letter?

• How does the fact that this was written late in John’s life color your reading 
of it?

• Considering the recipients of this letter, why do you think John puts so much 
emphasis on having seen, looked at, and touched the Word of life? 

• As someone who hasn’t experienced God in the flesh, what does this 
emphasis on the physicality of Christ mean to you?
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• What can you proclaim about God that you have been witness to?

• What did John proclaim in these verses?

• What does John mean when he writes, “We proclaim to you the eternal 
life”?

• How can “the eternal life” be with the Father?

• Why must John proclaim these truths so that the readers can have 
fellowship with him?

• Who is included in the “we” John keeps referring to?

• What does it mean to have fellowship with the Father and the Son?

• How do you think the writing of John’s letter is going to “make [their] joy 
complete?”

uLive It Out
• Let John’s eyewitness account of Christ’s physical nature lead you to 

meditate on the mystery of God coming to earth in the flesh. Imagine 
what it would’ve been like to see, touch, and hear him.

• Spend time considering how you’ve experienced God in your life. Find 
ways to share your experiences with others.

• Rather than feel intimidated by the thought of sharing the gospel with 
someone, think about John’s approach. He is simply telling this church 
what he has “seen” and “heard.” Be encouraged that you can simply 
share your personal experience with Christ—you don’t have to have all 
the theological answers. Think about how you might put this idea into 
practice this week.

• Plan ahead this week to prepare for any time that Satan tries to steal 
your joy. Whether it’s bookmarking this passage in your Bible or writing 
some verses from this passage on a note card where you will see it 
throughout the week, strategically plan how you will use these verses to 
remind you of the eternal life.
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Walking in the Light  
__________________________________________
1 John 1:5–2:2 

uStart It Out
Have you ever been somewhere when the power went out? How did trying to 
find your way around in complete darkness make you feel? How did you feel 
when some kind of light source finally came on? 

uTalk It Out
• In what sense is God light?

• What does it mean to walk in the darkness?

• What is it like to walk around in darkness literally? 

• What does it mean to walk in the light?

• Why do you think John uses the verb “walk”?

• John says that if we are walking in darkness, we can’t have fellowship 
with God. But he also says we deceive ourselves if we claim to be without 
sin. How do we reconcile these two, seemingly opposing statements? 

• Why must we walk in the light in order to have fellowship with one 
another?

• Why do you think John uses this metaphor of light and dark?

• Where else in the New Testament do you see God portrayed as light?

• How can blood purify?

• Will we ever be free from sin?

• Why can’t we be free of sin?

• Why does John want us to remember that we are sinful?

• What might happen if we deceive ourselves about our sinful state?
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• In verse 8, what does John mean when he says, “we deceive ourselves 
and the truth is not in us?” What is the truth he’s talking about?

• What does confession do?

• If Christ has already forgiven our sins through his work on the cross, what 
is the purpose of confession?

• What does it feel like to be forgiven? By God? By people?

• What does the phrase “my dear children” tell us about John’s relationship 
with the recipients?

• How might writing this letter help the recipients to keep from sinning as 
John hopes?

• Why does John write, “But if anybody does sin . . .” when he’s already 
established that everyone will sin?

• Why is it important that we have an advocate with the Father?

• Why is Jesus referred to as the Righteous One?

• What does it mean to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins?

• Why does John differentiate our sins and the sins of the world?

uLive It Out
• Reflect on the aspects of light and how God truly is light. Then determine 

three ways you can walk in the light this week.

• Share one way you struggle to walk in the light with the group. Hold one 
another accountable and encourage one another as you seek to walk in 
the light.

• Confess a sin you’ve been struggling with to the group. Pray over 
one another, asking God to provide wisdom, courage, and strength to 
overcome that sin.

• As you struggle to have fellowship with others who may be different from 
you, reflect on what you have in common: new life in Jesus.

• If you don’t practice this already, incorporate a time of confession into 
your daily prayer time this week.
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1 JOHN 2

Living in the Light 
_______________________________________
1 John 2:1–14

uStart It Out
Divide into smaller groups of three or four. Then ask one group to name a 
possible misunderstanding about forgiveness. If that misunderstanding matches 
one from the list below, the group gets one point. Then ask the next group to 
name a misunderstanding.

Continue until every item on this list, or nearly every one, has been named:

• Forgiveness is instantaneous or immediate.

• If you haven’t forgotten what the person did to you, you haven’t forgiven.

• Forgiveness means you’ll be reconciled to the person who hurt you.

• If the wrongdoer has never taken responsibility for what he did, you can’t 
forgive.

Afterward, have group members brainstorm what the Bible says about 
forgiveness.
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uTalk It Out
• What are the commands John refers to?

• How do we know we are living life in the light?

• What does it look like to live as Jesus did?

• Does living like Jesus did mean we must wear sandals, keep our hair long, 
and follow other traditions of Jesus’ day? Why or why not?

• In verse 7, John says he’s not writing a new command, and in verse 8, he 
says he is. What does John mean?

• What does John mean that the truth of the new command is seen in Jesus 
and in the recipients of this letter?

• How is the darkness passing and the true light shining? What is John 
referring to?

• Who are our brothers and sisters?

• Why might hatred of a brother or sister mean we’re walking in the 
darkness?

• When have you experienced conflict with a fellow believer? How was it 
resolved?

• How does John describe light and darkness in this passage?

• How do the light and darkness affect us?

• Why does John separate his audience into dear children, fathers, and 
young men?

• What is significant about separating out the generations: fathers and 
young men?

• Why did John repeat himself in verses 13 and 14?

• Why aren’t women specifically referred to in this passage? Does it still 
apply to them?

• How have the young men overcome the evil one even if they continue to 
sin?

• Why does John point out the strength of the young men?
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uLive It Out
• When you feel yourself becoming prideful, reflect on how you fall short of 

God’s best and pray, “Lord, have mercy.”

• If you’re experiencing conflict with a fellow believer, spend time in prayer 
asking God for wisdom. Then take a step to forgive and/or reconcile.

• Ask God to open your heart toward a person who tends to irritate and 
frustrate you. Work to see God within him or her.

• Spend time this week with someone of a different generation. Share your 
experiences with God and learn from one another.

• Write out your sins on index cards. Then take turns as a group dropping 
the cards into a fireplace or fire pit and watching the cards burn up.

Stay True to Christ  
_______________________________________
1 John 2:15–27 

uStart It Out
Tell group members to take off their watch and place it in their pocket. If they 
don’t have a watch, ask them to put away their phone where they can’t see it. 
Then instruct them to draw their watch or phone in as much detail as possible 
without looking at it. After a few minutes, have group members compare their 
drawing with their watch or phone.

Estimates say that we look at our watches 50 to 100 times per day, yet most 
people can’t draw it with good detail. How might we get so used to seeing our 
watches that we forget what they look like? How might we do the same with 
God’s Word?
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uTalk It Out
• What does it mean to love the world?

• How does loving the world prevent us from following Jesus?

• What is “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” 
referring to?

• How might things of this world become idols for us?

• How will those who do the will of God live forever?

• Why did John choose to write so much about antichrists and denying 
Christ?

• Why might someone believe in the Father but not the Son?

• What does John mean by “the last hour”?

• What is an antichrist?

• What does John mean that the antichrists “went out from us”?

• What does it mean to have an “anointing from the Holy One”?

• Why is it important for the recipients to remember what they’ve heard 
from the beginning?

• When have you noticed your beliefs about something changing? How did 
they change? Was the change positive or negative?

• Which of our beliefs must stand firm, and which may vary from person to 
person, place to place?

• Who was trying to lead the believers astray?

• Who or what tries to lead believers astray today?

• What does John mean that no one needs to teach the recipients?

• What does it mean to remain in Jesus?
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uLive It Out
• Consider the things of this world that mean a lot to you. Prayerfully 

examine your heart to see if they have become an idol.

• Pray for our Christian brothers and sisters around the world who face real 
trouble when they won’t deny Christ.

• Pray for your small group, your church, your denomination, or the church-
at-large, asking God to offer protection against those who would lead us 
away from his truth.

• Regularly gather together with a few people or a group to discuss God’s 
Word so you can stay firm in God’s truth.
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1 JOHN 3

Children of God 
__________________________________
1 John 2:28–3:10 

uStart It Out
Give each group member a white piece of paper, a red marker, and a black 
marker. Ask group members to use the red markers to write the negative things 
they think of themselves, sins they have in their lives, and faults they struggle 
with. Then have group members use the black markers to write words to describe 
what God has done for them, who he is, and how great he is.

Pass around a red transparent sheet, or give each group member a sheet. Tell 
group members to hold the red sheets over their white papers and see what the 
blood of Christ does. Looking through the red sheets will cover all the things 
written in red, leaving only those things written in black.

uTalk It Out
• How might remaining in Christ allow us to be confident and unashamed at 

his return?

• What does it look like to continue in Christ?
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• John writes that everyone who does what is right is born of Jesus. What 
does that mean about non-believers who do right things?

• What comes to mind when you read the word “lavish”?

• How has the Father’s love been lavished on us?

• What does it mean to be children of God?

• How did we become children of God?

• Why doesn’t the world know us?

• How will we be like Christ when he returns?

• How can we purify ourselves?

• Why is it significant that Jesus is without sin?

• If no one who lives in him keeps on sinning, how are we all with sin as John 
wrote in 1:8?

• What is the difference between continuing to sin and being sinful people?

• Why, according to this passage, did Jesus come in human form?

• What does it mean to be born of God?

• What is the alternative to being a child of God?

• What are the requirements for God’s children according to this passage?

uLive It Out
• Thank God for making you his child and allowing an open relationship.

• Reflect on how God’s love has been lavished on you. Spend time thanking 
God for this incredible gift.

• Share about a time when you felt God’s love lavished on you with your small 
group. Then listen to others’ experiences. What do they have in common?

• Ask God to point out the areas of sin in your life that you need help with. 
Then pray about how to overcome these specific sins.
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Love and Hate 
________________________________
1 John 3:11–24

uStart It Out
• Pass out to each person a sheet of paper and a pen. On one side of the 

paper, ask group members to complete the sentence “I love _____.” Give 
them one minute to list as many things or people that they love: whatever 
comes to mind—your spouse, tacos, sleeping in, the beach, new shoes, 
etc. Take a few minutes to share the lists, looking for similarities and 
patterns. 

• Then have group members flip over the paper and complete the sentence 
“I hate_____.” Give them one minute again, and encourage gut-reaction, 
knee-jerk honesty—tailgaters, republicans, democrats, coconut candy, 
Mondays, ignorance, intolerance, disco dancing, etc. Give group 
members a chance to share anything from their list that surprised them.

uTalk It Out
• John refers to “the beginning” in 1 John 1:1, John 1:1, and now again 

here in 3:11. What significance could this repetition hold—especially in 
light of the message to love one another?

• Why would John draw upon the story of Cain and Abel?

• What does it mean that Cain was “of the evil one”?

• In what ways do you think the world hated the recipients of 1 John? What 
kind of persecution do you think they faced?

• Do you think the world hates you because of your faith? If so, how?

• How could persecution affect our ability to love one another?

• 1 John 3:14 speaks of resurrection and new life. How does this language 
help us understand the importance of loving one another?

• How does hating a brother or sister make us murderers? 

www.smallgroups.com


22

SmallGroups.com     ©2014 Christianity Today

Bible Study Basics >> The Letters of John >> 1 John 3

• How might the earlier reference to Cain and Abel help us understand 
what John means about murdering our brothers and sisters?

• In what ways should we lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters? 
Christ literally laid down his life for us. Should we do the same?

• 1 John 3:17 implies some of the recipients of this letter were in need of 
material possessions. How might this be related to the persecution they 
faced?

• How can we offer material possessions to those in need? What qualifies 
as “in need”?

• What does it mean to love “in truth”? Why is this important?

• In what ways do our hearts condemn us? How might this be related to 
loving our brothers and sisters?

• Why would God give us what we ask if we keep our hearts from 
condemning us?

• Would God really give us anything we asked for? Does that have any 
limitations? 

• In what ways might the promise that God will give anything we ask for 
communicate peace to the recipients of 1 John who were in need of 
material possession?

• How does God meet our needs? How do our brothers and sisters play a 
part in this? 

• John says “whatever we ask we receive from him, because we keep 
him commandments and do what is pleasing in his sight.” What do you 
think John meant? What are the different conclusions and assumptions 
could be drawn from this passage, and how might those be harmful or 
detrimental to the message of Christianity or one’s own personal journey 
of faith? 

• How do we “live in God” by loving one another?
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uLive It Out
• Challenge your group members to choose one of the people or groups on 

their hate lists and do something kind or generous toward them.

• Read the story of Cain and Abel in Genesis 4. Do you ever feel anger 
and jealousy toward others? Reorient your feelings by praying for these 
brothers and sisters.

• Look further into how the recipients of 1 John were persecuted. Reflect 
on modern equivalences in your own life and how you could respond to 
persecution with love instead of hate.

• Take a step toward laying down your life for a brother or sister (offer to 
help them, pray with them, make them dinner, offer financial assistance, 
etc.)

• Think of ways your heart might be condemning you. Get together with a 
trusted friend and talk through your findings. Discuss ways to avoid this in 
the future.
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1 JOHN 4

Discerning Spirits 
_____________________________________
1 John 4:1–6 

uStart It Out
Break into two groups. Have one group research “Gnosticism” and how it could 
relate to issues in 1 John. Have the other group do the same with “Docetism.” 
Allow group members to use smart phones or tablets, or bring in a few books or 
articles for them to use. Have each group break each concept into a few notable 
bullet points and present their findings.

uTalk It Out
• Throughout this letter, John goes back and forth between addressing his 

recipients as “dear children” and “dear friends” (most recently in verse 4:1). 
Why? What significance could this hold?

• For the recipients of 1 John, what kinds of spirits could make up “every 
spirit”? Which previous warnings and exhortations in 1 John can help us 
make sense of who or what these spirits are?

• What kind of spirits—true and false—do you experience?
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• Who were the false prophets in John’s day? How do Gnosticism and 
Docetism come into play?

• Who are the false prophets in our day?

• Are we prone to being false prophets ourselves? If so, how?

• Do you make a habit of testing whether actions and teachings are from 
God? If so, how? If not, why not?

• Why is it important for the recipients of 1 John to acknowledge that Jesus 
came in the flesh? Why is it important for us?

• John has already brought up the antichrist before (1 John 2:22). Why is it 
significant that he brings up the antichrist again in 4:3?

• What antichrists were already in the world during John’s time? What 
antichrists are in the world now?

• How do we overcome antichrists?

• How do Gnosticism and Docetism help us understand the viewpoints of the 
world of the recipients of 1 John?

• What is the viewpoint of the world today? How does this differ from the 
viewpoint of God?

• John states that whoever knows God listens to us and whoever is not from 
God does not listen to us. In light of this, what are we proclaiming that is 
heard or unheard?

uLive It Out
• Meditate on a doctrine or doctrinal point that you hold (stance on baptism, 

the end times, evangelism, etc.). Try to discern the source of your stance. 
Was it taught to you by a pastor, parent, teacher, or friend? Did you read it 
in the Bible or a theological book? How has the source influenced the way 
you think about it? Spend some time “testing” that doctrine or doctrinal point 
by researching biblical and extra-biblical evidence and considering opposing 
or differing views. Share your findings and considerations with the group at 
your next meeting. 

• Get together with a trusted friend, your small-group leader, or your pastor. 
Discern and determine a few modern day teachings from false prophets. 
Discuss ways to lovingly avoid such teachings.
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• Take a walk in a nearby park or on a hiking trail. Focus on the physical world 
(soil, bushes, wood, trees, etc.) and contemplate the importance of Christ 
coming in the flesh. Pray and thank God that he sent his Son in physical 
form, and that he died for our sins. 

God’s Love 
________________________
1 John 4:7–21 

uStart It Out
Split into pairs or trios and give everyone a sheet of paper and a pen. Have group 
members list as many pop culture references to love that they can (song titles, 
movie titles, book titles, famous quotes, etc.). Allow group members to share their 
lists. Are there any pervading themes? What does this say about how our culture 
values, perceives, and expresses love?

uTalk It Out
• Why does John return to the concept of love in 4:7 (after already spending 

time on it in 2:7–11 and 3:11–18)? 

• 1 John 4:7–21 is full of repetition of earlier concepts. Is John rambling, or is 
his repetition a useful literary device? If it is useful, how so? 

• What could this repetition say about John’s audience and the overall point of 
his letter?

• What does it mean to be born of God?

• What did it mean practically for the recipients of 1 John to love and, 
therefore, be born of God? What does it look like practically for you?

• How do we live through God’s Son?

• Verses 4:9–10 strongly resemble John 3:16. What’s significant about this?
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• In John’s definition of love in 4:10, why is it more important that God loved 
us instead of the other way around? What could this say about our call to 
love others?

• Why does John make God’s love for us a primary reason for why we 
should love others? 

• In 4:12, John says that “no one has ever seen God.” Why is this 
important?

• In 4:9, John talks of us living through Jesus. In 4:12, he speaks of God 
living in us. How are these related?

• Why does loving one another make God’s love complete?

• How can we know if we’ve received God’s Spirit?

• How does John’s mention of God’s Spirit relate to the last section (4:1–6) 
about testing Spirits?

• How can God live in us while we live in God at the same time? How does 
living in love make this possible?

• Twice (vv. 7 and 16) John claims that anyone who loves is “of God.” What 
does this mean for those outside the fold of God (self-professed non-
believers and adherents to other religious beliefs)? Are their limits on the 
kind of love they are capable of experiencing? Why or not?

• Why might the recipients of 1 John need confidence on the Day of 
Judgment? Why do we?

• What does perfect love look like?

• What kind of punishment did John’s audience potentially fear? Do we fear 
punishment?

• John states, “the one who fears is not made perfect in love,” but fear is a 
fairly universal and common emotion. How do we reconcile this? 

• Does all fear have to do with punishment? Why is it significant that John 
focuses on punishment specifically when he speaks of fear?

• Why does the inability to love who we’ve seen (brothers and sisters), 
make it impossible to love who we can’t see (God)?
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uLive It Out
• John uses a lot of repetition to drive home his point. Think about the kinds 

of things you repeatedly think or speak about. Are you happy with these 
main focuses in your life? Why or why not?

• Spend time in prayer. Thank God that he first loved us and that love 
makes it possible for him to live in us and for us to live in him.

• Meditate on whether or not you fear punishment. If you do, take time to 
write a letter to yourself explaining why. Share this with a trusted friend 
and brainstorm ways to rectify or dispel these fears. 

• Confess to God how you have failed at loving a brother or sister. Pray that 
God will change your heart toward this person, and come up with a plan 
for how you will tangibly love him or her.
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1 JOHN 5

Faith in Jesus 
______________________________
1 John 5:1–12

uStart It Out
Throughout Scripture, God gives many commandments, much more than 
ten. Have each person in the group think about the commandments found 
throughout Scripture, and then identify each of the following:

• A favored commandment—the one they most value, identify with, or are 
pleased to uphold

• A commandment that is difficult for them to uphold

• A commandment that is confusing, they don’t understand, or seems 
unnecessary

Give group members the opportunity to share the commandments they 
identified for each category. Are there any similarities? Surprises? Clarification 
that others in the group can offer? 
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uTalk It Out
• Why does John define what it looks like to be born of God? How does this 

definition affect who our brothers and sisters are?

• How does loving the Father ensure that we love his Child as well?

• In 5:1, John talks of loving God’s child (singular), and in 5:2 he speaks of 
loving God’s children (plural). What might be significant about this?

• How do you love others when you carry out God’s commands?

• In 4:21, John claims, “anyone who loves God must also love their brothers and 
sisters.” In 5:3, John states that love for God is keeping his commands. How 
are these statements related?

• Is the command to love others the only command John refers to in 5:3? What 
about the rest of God’s commandments?

• John writes that God’s commands aren’t burdensome. Do you agree? Why or 
why not?

• How could the command to love our brothers and sisters be burdensome? In 
what ways is it not burdensome?

• What does it mean to overcome the world? How does being born of God help?

• How does John’s statement about overcoming the world relate to other 
mentions of the world in 1 John?

• How does faith overcome the persecutions of the world for the recipients of 1 
John? How does it do this for us?

• The transition starting in verse 5:6 feels somewhat abrupt. What are some 
ways that this next section about water and blood carries on the message of 
the preceding verses?

• What does John mean when he says Jesus came by water and blood?

• What could water symbolize?

• What could blood symbolize?

• Why do you think John chooses to be metaphoric and cryptic concerning his 
mention of water and blood? 

• Why is it important that three testify (Spirit, blood, and water)? 

• Why is God’s testimony greater than human testimony? Why is this important?
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• John spends five verses (5:6–10) speaking of the testimony before he finally 
reveals it in verse 11. Why do you think he does this?

• How do water, blood, and Spirit testify that God has given us eternal life? 

• The testimony of eternal life feels like a climactic point in John’s letter. 
How have the concepts of light/darkness, love/hate, true/false Spirits, etc. 
led to this point? How do the previous discussions in the letter affect the 
importance of eternal life?

uLive It Out
• Meditate on a commandment that you find burdensome or unimportant. 

Contemplate why that is and be honest with whether or not you’ve avoided that 
commandment. Get together with a trusted friend or your small-group leader 
and come up with a plan to give the commandment more attention. 

• Think of a friend who is being persecuted in some way. Schedule a time to get 
together with him or her and offer encouragement. Discuss some ways you can 
potentially help him or her overcome their persecution.

• Spend more time contemplating the testimony of the water, blood, and Spirit. 
Pray about the significance of eternal life and how it shapes your faith and day-
to-day life. 

Sin and Death 
______________________________
1 John 5:13–21 

uStart It Out
Hand out paper and pens and give everyone a chance to write down these 
seven sins: murder, dishonesty, greed, pride, adultery, envy, and theft. Ask 
group members to rank the sins they came up with in order (most serious to 
least serious). Have group members share their lists. Discuss any differences, 
surprises, and questions that arise.
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uTalk It Out
• Why do you think John found it necessary to qualify why he’s writing the 

letter?

• Do you think John had specific people in mind when he wrote this letter? If 
so, how does that affect our reading of it?

• John wanted his recipients to know that they had eternal life. Do you feel 
confident knowing you have eternal life? How does this affect you day-to-
day? 

• In verse 3:22, John says that if we keep God’s commands and please him, 
he will give us anything we ask. In 5:14, John says that he will give us 
anything we ask according to his will. Why does John add this caveat? How 
does this affect your reading of 3:22?

• How do we know that God hears us when we ask something of him?

• What kinds of sins led to death in John’s time? What kinds of sins lead to 
death today? Are they the same or different?

• What does it look like for God to give someone life when we’ve prayed for 
it? How does this affect our understanding of God granting us whatever we 
ask?

• Is John saying we shouldn’t pray for people whose sin leads to death? Why 
would he say that?

• Why do you think John finds it so necessary to explain and repeat his 
thoughts on sin leading to death and how we should pray about it?

• John 5:17 seems to suggest some sins are worse than others (some sin 
leads to death, other sin doesn’t). Do you think this is true? Why or why not?

• What or who determines what is wrongdoing (sin) and what is not?

• When it comes to right and wrong, is there some gray area? Why or why 
not?

• Who is the “them” John refers to in 5:18?

• In 4:7, John says everyone who loves is born of God and in 5:18 he states 
the “one who was born of God keeps them safe.” In 5:18, is John talking 
about us, or Jesus? Why does John use such similar language in this 
instance?
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• What kind of harm could the evil one do to us? How might this relate to 
sin that leads to death?

• In what way is the whole world under control of the evil one? How might 
this relate to John’s earlier discussion of the world hating us (3:13)?

• In 5:20, John mentions that God is “true” several times. Why is this 
significant?

• Why does John end the letter with a warning against idols when he 
previously has not mentioned idols?

• What were the idols in John’s time? What are idols today in our culture? 

• Considering the entirety of John’s letter, how do we keep ourselves from 
idols?

uLive It Out
• 1 John and many other books of the New Testament are letters written 

as warnings, exhortations, encouragements, and affirmations. Pick 
a friend or a group of people and write a letter to them that seeks to 
accomplish some of the same goals. Alternatively, write yourself a letter 
communicating the message you believe God has for you.

• Get together with your pastor, your small-group leader, or another mentor. 
Discuss what kinds of sin lead to death and what it looks like practically. 
Discuss ways to avoid this kind of sin.

• Consider the idols that may be in your life and take steps toward getting 
rid of them. Tell a friend about this for accountability. 
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2 JOHN

Walk in Love 
_____________________________
2 John 1:1–13 

uStart It Out
Give every group member a sheet of paper, an envelope, and a pen. Have 
group members write ancient style letters of encouragement to themselves 
(using 2 John as an example). Group members should then seal their letters in 
envelopes and write their names on the outside. 

Collect everyone’s letter and put them in a safe place for one month. After 
the month has passed, hand the letters back out to your group members. 
Alternatively, let your group members keep them, but instruct them only to open 
them after a month has gone by (remind them when the time comes).

uTalk It Out
• 2 John (and 3 John) both use the traditional ancient letter writing style: 

starting with naming the sender (Elder) and then naming the recipient 
(the lady chosen by God). 1 John, on the other hand, does not use this 
convention. Why do you think John does this? Is it significant that 2 John 
uses the traditional style?

www.smallgroups.com


35

SmallGroups.com     ©2014 Christianity Today

Bible Study Basics >> The Letters of John >> 2 John

• John’s name doesn’t appear anywhere in the text. Instead we read that 
the letter is from “the elder.” How can we be sure this epistle was written 
by John?

• Why would John choose to name himself “the elder”?

• Do you think the “lady chosen by God” is a literal lady, or a metaphor? 
If it’s a literal lady, who do you think it might be? If it’s a metaphor, what 
could John be alluding to?

• Who are “her children”?

• What does it look like to love somebody “in the truth”?

• Why does John articulate that “all who know the truth” love the lady 
chosen by God (instead of just himself)? Why might this be important? 
Does it say anything about the meaning of the lady’s identity?

• Are the children in verse 1 and 4 literal children? If not, why are they 
called children?

• Why does it bring John great joy to find “children walking in the truth”? 
What could this say about John’s relationship to the recipients?

• Does it give you great joy to find people walking in the truth? What does it 
look or feel like practically to have that kind of joy?

• 2 John 5 closely resembles 1 John 2:7. Is there significance in this 
repetition?

• Who could the deceivers be in verse 7?

• If the deceivers aren’t acknowledging Jesus in the flesh, how are they 
acknowledging him instead?

• What is John afraid of his audience losing in verse 8? If we were the 
original recipients, would John also give us this warning?

• What does it look like to be rewarded fully?

• What does John mean by running ahead in verse 9? 

• What unwelcome teaching does John refer to in verses 10–11? Does he 
mean a specific teaching or all teaching that is void of the Father and the 
Son?
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• John’s words in verses 10–11 seem harsh at first glance. How should 
we interpret this when many people around us offer teaching void of 
the Father and the Son (especially when you consider John’s command 
to be loving)? What if we invite a non-Christian into our home for 
dinner? What’s the heart behind John’s words and how can that help us 
understand what he means?

• John makes it clear in verse 12 that he’d rather talk face to face rather 
than write a letter to them. Why does he write the letter in the first place? 
How does this affect the importance of what he does choose to write?

• Who is the sister in verse 13? How does the mention of her affect our 
understanding of the lady in verse 1?

uLive It Out
• Contemplate whether it brings you great joy to see other believers 

walking in the truth. Think of a few believers you know who are walking 
in the truth and make a point to encourage them.

• Meditate on ways you could be potentially “running ahead” in spiritual 
teaching. Contemplate whether you’ve made any uninvestigated 
assumptions about the Bible. Think critically about spiritual books you’ve 
read and other sources of information you’ve encountered. Get together 
with a trusted friend and discuss these findings. 

• Instead of corresponding with a friend over e-mail or Facebook (our 
modern day letters), invite them out for coffee or some other activity to 
talk face to face.
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3 JOHN

Be Hospitable 
______________________________
3 John 1:1–14 

uStart It Out
In an act of hospitality, invite one of your pastors to join your small group for 
an evening. Have group members volunteer beforehand to bring baked goods 
or to cook a meal for your pastor (and the group). Make a point to include your 
pastor in your discussion of 3 John.

uTalk It Out
• What’s significant about John addressing Gaius as a “dear friend”?

• 2 John was addressed to “the lady chosen by God and to her children,” 
which signifies many recipients. 3 John, on the other hand, is addressed 
to Gaius only. How might this affect our understanding of the letter? 

• How are we meant to learn from this letter when it wasn’t addressed to 
us? Why do you think this letter is included in the canon of Scripture?

• 3 John 3 is very similar to 2 John 4. Do you think 2 John and 3 John 
speak of the same body of believers? If so, how does this affect your 
understanding of the letter?
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• Why does John choose to label the brothers and sisters in verse 5 as 
“strangers”? Does this help us understand who they could be?

• How might the use of “brothers and sisters” relate to John’s discussion of 
loving brothers and sisters in 1 John?

• What do you think Gaius was faithful in doing for these strangers? What 
is John praising him for?

• Who’s the church John speaks of in verse 6? 

• How does the phrase “send them” in verse 6 affect our understanding of 
who these strangers are? Where do you think they’re being sent and for 
what purpose?

• How do you send brothers and sisters in a manner that honors God? How 
could 1 John 3:17 affect our understanding of John’s counsel?

• Who are the pagans? How does the mention of them affect our 
understanding of the strangers?

• Why is it important that the strangers didn’t receive help from the pagans?

• What kind of hospitality is John talking about in verse 8?

• Why is it important that Gaius shows the strangers hospitality instead of 
the pagans? How could this be a positive thing in light of the work for the 
truth John mentions in verse 8?

• What does John mean when he says Diotrephes loves to be first?

• What kind of malicious nonsense could Diotrephes be spreading? Why is 
this significant?

• How does Diotrephes’ unwelcome behavior relate to the hospitality talked 
about in verse 8?

• Does Diotrephes’ decision not to welcome people affect your 
understanding of 2 John 10–11? Is it possible these are related? If so, 
how?

• What does it look like practically to imitate what is good?

• What does John mean when he says Demetrius is well spoken of by the 
truth itself?

• Why does John bring Demetrius up? How might Demetrius’ behavior 
contrast Diotrephes’?
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• What does verse 14 say about the relationship between the friends “here” 
and the friends “there”? How can this encourage us in our relationships 
with other groups of believers?

uLive It Out
• Find a long-term missionary (or someone going on a short-term missions 

trip) in your church and support him or her financially or through prayer.

• Find a mentor: someone well spoken of and worth imitating. Make a list 
of people in your life that you look up to in spiritual maturity. Once you’ve 
narrowed down your list, approach one of them and ask if they’d be 
willing to meet with you on a semi-regular basis as a spiritual mentor.

• Determine how other groups of believers or church congregations might 
be like the different groups of “friends” that John mentions at the end of 
3 John. Get together with your small group and come up with a plan to 
meet with another group (a worship night, a joint small-group meeting, a 
service project, etc.)

—Study by Amy Jackson and Justin Marr. 
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