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John is fighting for a point of view

• He is especially concerned about people who think, as some 
of the ancient Gnostics did, that Spirit is good and matter is 
evil
• Influenced by Greek philosophy, they could not imagine that 

the divine part of Jesus died in the flesh, so they thought 
that he received the Spirit at baptism, but it left before the 
cross
• John has a famous disagreement with Cerinthus, who 

apparently thought like this



John in Ephesus

"Let us fly, lest 
even the bath-
house fall down, 
because Cerinthus, 
the enemy of the 
truth, is inside!”

(Recorded by Irenaeus 
and later by Eusebius)



This is the probable meaning about the 
“witnesses”
6 This is the one who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ, 
not with the water only but with the water and the blood. And 
the Spirit is the one that testifies, for the Spirit is the 
truth. 7 There are three that testify: 8 the Spirit and the water 
and the blood, and these three agree.

Water . . . Blood . . . Spirit



Interpretations

• “Water and blood” refer to the fluids that came from Jesus’s 
side when he was pierced at the crucifixion (Augustine)
• “Water and blood” refer to the sacraments of baptism and 

communion (Luther and Calvin)
• “Water and blood” refer to the beginning and end of Jesus’ 

ministry: the baptism of Jesus and his death on the Cross 
(Tertullian)



Tertullian’s thought is best (this time!)

God was with Jesus at the baptism and on the Cross

This means that the life of God is not abstract: it’s real and it 
flows into our everyday existence with all our ups and downs



Jesus’ vision
• Jesus envisioned a community that was unlike anything that 

had been seen before . . . No ethnic or economic or gender 
distinctions
• Early Christians, spurred on by faith in Jesus, tried to make it 

a reality and they partly succeeded
• This was counter-cultural life at its finest, and they were able 

to overcome the call back to normal (hierarchy and 
patriarchy and arrogance) by faith as they demonstrated real 
love and acceptance for others and cared for them in 
practical ways



And the Spirit bears witness still



Our writer . . .

• Is convinced that Cerinthus and others who only imagine a 
“spiritual” message don’t have the real Jesus in their midst 
(they might have a ghost, but their hyper-spiritual message 
doesn’t cut it)
• This is probably why he says that those who have the Son 

have life and those who don’t have the Son do not . . . I don’t 
think he’s thinking about people who haven’t heard this 
message or even about people who have rejected it as much 
as he’s thinking about people that have corrupted it



Irony

• Cerinthus was also a legalist and some early traditions have 
him as the one responsible for telling the Gentile converts 
that they had to follow the Jewish laws, including 
circumcision
• The NT warns against 2 extremes: being too Greek (spirit 

good/matter bad) or being too Jewish (please God by 
obeying rules)
• Cerinthus might have been responsible for both errors!



What are the errors we 
should avoid today?


