
1What is 
truth? 
(2 John 1; 3 John 1)

Some Christians emphasize love at the expense

of truth; others emphasize truth at the expense

of love. John was careful to keep love and truth

in the right balance.

John greets his readers

T
owards the start of his Gospel John informed his

readers that the Lord Jesus Christ was ‘full of

grace and truth’ (John 1:14) and from the very

first sentences of his twin epistles we can see that

they too are going to be full of love and truth. Both ‘the elect

lady and her children’ (2 John 1) and ‘the beloved Gaius’ (3

John 1) could be described by John as those ‘whom I love in

truth’. In the first case, where he seems to be addressing the

whole membership of a local church, John even dares to

claim that this warm greeting comes from ‘all those who have

known the truth’!

We are going to find several statements about ‘truth’ in the

first few verses of each epistle. But these all come across in a
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very abstract way. It is all very well to talk about truth, but we

first need to discover what it actually means. When the Lord

Jesus Christ was on trial before Pontius Pilate, he said, ‘I have

come into the world, that I should bear witness to the truth.

Everyone who is of the truth hears my voice.’ Pilate clearly

wanted something more tangible to grasp and asked one of

the most famous questions in the Bible: ‘What is truth?’

(John 18:37-38). Answering this question should help us

better understand the first few verses of these epistles.

What is truth?

In his other writings John himself gives us three very helpful

and basic definitions of truth, which will be worth bearing in

mind.

THE LORD JESUS CHRIST IS THE TRUTH

Jesus said, ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes

to the Father except through me’ (John 14:6). The apostle

Paul said that ‘the truth is in Jesus’ (Eph. 4:21). There is a

danger of treating truth as something to know in a merely

academic way, but the truth is actually bound up in the

person of the Son of God. Far from being an academic

expression of truth, he is the truth for a vital purpose—to

bring us back to God the Father.

THE WORD OF GOD IS THE TRUTH

Only a little while later after making the above statement, the

Lord Jesus Christ prayed to his Father, ‘Your word is truth’

(John 17:17). Just as Jesus, the living Word, is truth, so God’s

written word is truth. God’s word is often called ‘the word of
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(the) truth’ (Eph. 1:13; 2 Tim. 2:15; Col. 1:5; James 1:18). ‘The

entirety of your word is truth’ (Ps. 119:160) is a statement

which warns us not to pick and choose which parts we are

willing to believe. As truth, God’s word has a purpose. Rather

than being truth simply to be admired, ‘the word of truth’ is

also known as ‘the gospel of your salvation’ (Eph. 1:13). It is

written that we might be saved and that we might be

sanctified, that is, set apart for God, as Jesus prayed—

‘Sanctify them by your truth. Your word is truth’ (John 17:17).

THE HOLY SPIRIT IS THE TRUTH

John also wrote that ‘the Spirit is truth’ (1 John 5:6). Here

once again truth has a practical purpose. Jesus, on the night

he was betrayed, in between the

above references to himself and

the Word of God as truth, spoke

three times about ‘the Spirit of

truth’ (John 14:17) who would

testify of him (John 15:26) and

guide the apostles into all truth

(John 16:13). In contrast to ‘the

spirit of truth’, John also wanted

his readers to be aware that there is

also something called ‘the spirit of

error’ (1 John 4:6) and that ‘no lie

is of the truth’ (1 John 2:21).

Because ‘the Spirit of God’ is

‘truth’, we should by means of

certain tests be able to distinguish

his word from the words of false prophets (1 John 4:1-3).
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Father, God the Son

and God the Holy

Spirit, can be

identified with the

truth.
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The Trinity of truth

In his own answers to the question ‘What is truth?’, John

makes it clear that all three persons of the Trinity, God the

Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, can be

identified with the truth. When he wrote in an abstract way

about ‘the truth’ in 2 and 3 John, he may have had all three in

mind. In fact, there are no direct references to the Holy Spirit

in either of these epistles. The various points John goes on to

make about ‘the truth’ here, he also makes in his other

writings in connection with the three persons of the Trinity.
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FOR FURTHER STUDY

1. Read 2 John 1-4. In how many of these verses would it make sense and be

instructive to replace the references to ‘truth’ or ‘the truth’ by either ‘the Lord Jesus

Christ’, ‘the word of God’ or ‘the Holy Spirit’?

2. Read John 8:12-20 and 39-47. What evidence did Jesus produce to back up his

claim to be telling the truth? Why was the truth rejected and what forms did this

rejection take?

TO THINK ABOUT AND DISCUSS

1. If God’s ‘word is truth’, ‘the Spirit is truth’ and ‘no lie is of the truth’, how would you

respond to people who claim that the Holy Spirit has revealed to them something

which turns out to be different from what is said in the Bible?

2. There are many churches whose ministers do not attempt to preach ‘the truth, the

whole truth and nothing but the truth’. Can sinners be converted and Christians

expect to grow in such churches? Is it sufficient to teach, as some do, that the Bible

only ‘contains’ the truth?
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