











Introduction: Walking in the Light


Why 1 John Matters to the Friends

If the Epistle to the Hebrews gave the early Quakers their theology of the living Word and the inward High Priest, the First Epistle of John gave them something equally vital — their theology of the Light. No book in the New Testament states so plainly, so uncompromisingly, what the first Friends believed about God, about sin, about love, and about the possibility of real transformation in this life. “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all” (1:5). “He that saith he abideth in him ought himself also so to walk, even as he walked” (2:6). “Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin; for his seed remaineth in him” (3:9). “God is love; and he that dwelleth in love dwelleth in God, and God in him” (4:16). These were not merely texts the early Friends quoted. These were sentences they lived — sentences they were willing to go to prison for, to lose their livelihoods for, to be beaten and branded for.

The centrality of 1 John to early Quaker thought is almost impossible to overstate. The epistle’s great declarations — God is light, God is love, try the spirits, he that is born of God sinneth not — form the very bedrock of Quaker theology. First John 1:7 (“the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin”) and 1 John 3:8–9 (on the destruction of the devil’s works and the sinlessness of those born of God) are among the most frequently cited verses in the entire corpus of early Friends — in George Fox, James Nayler, Isaac Penington, William Penn, Robert Barclay, Margaret Fell, and a host of others.

What made 1 John so electrifying to the early Friends was its insistence that Christianity is not primarily a matter of doctrinal assent but of experience. John does not argue about theological abstractions. He writes of what he has “heard,” “seen with our eyes,” “looked upon,” and “handled” (1:1). He speaks of knowing God, not merely believing about God. He describes a faith that transforms conduct — “He that saith, I know him, and keepeth not his commandments, is a liar” (2:4). He presents love not as a sentiment but as the very nature of God poured into human hearts. And he speaks of sin not as an inevitability to be meekly accepted but as an enemy to be conquered through the indwelling seed of God.

This was the Quaker message in miniature. When George Fox stood up in steeplehouses across England in the 1650s and challenged the clergy, when James Nayler wrote fierce tracts from prison, when Isaac Penington composed his luminous meditations on the spiritual life, when William Penn defended the Friends before hostile courts and skeptical publics, they were saying what 1 John says: There is a Light. Walk in it. There is a Life. Live it. There is a Love. Dwell in it. And if anyone tells you that you cannot be free from sin in this life, they have not understood the power of the blood of Christ or the nature of the new birth.



The Epistle and Its Author

The First Epistle of John has traditionally been attributed to the Apostle John, the “beloved disciple” who also wrote the Fourth Gospel and the Book of Revelation. The early Friends accepted this attribution without question, and they cherished John above all the apostles precisely because of his emphasis on light, love, and inward experience. They read his writings as the deepest among the apostles, and saw in them a special affinity with the Quaker understanding of Christianity.

The epistle was likely written from Ephesus in the last decades of the first century, to communities of believers facing two related crises: a schism caused by false teachers who denied that Jesus Christ had truly “come in the flesh” (4:2–3), and a growing complacency about sin among those who claimed spiritual knowledge while living in moral darkness (1:6, 2:4). John writes to address both problems with a single remedy: the truth that God is light and love, and that genuine knowledge of God must be demonstrated in righteous living and sacrificial love.

The epistle’s structure has challenged commentators for centuries. Unlike Paul’s letters, which follow clear rhetorical patterns, 1 John seems to spiral — returning again and again to the same themes of light and darkness, love and hate, truth and falsehood, sin and righteousness. Yet there is a deepening in each return. What begins as a simple statement in chapter one becomes a more searching, more radical, more demanding vision by chapter five. The effect is cumulative, like waves breaking on a shore, each one reaching a little further up the sand.

The early Quakers intuitively grasped this spiral structure. They did not read 1 John as a systematic treatise but as a living testimony — the words of a man who had walked with Christ, who had touched the Word of Life with his own hands, and who was now calling others into the same experience. Robert Barclay opened his great Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678) with an echo of 1 John’s opening, declaring that what he wrote came more from his heart than from his head — what he had heard with the ears of his soul and seen with his inward eyes, and his hands had handled of the Word of Life.



The Great Themes


God Is Light

The most foundational claim of the epistle — “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all” (1:5) — became, for the early Friends, nothing less than the gospel itself. Penington identified this verse as the message of the gospel, the central truth from which everything else follows. If God is light, then walking in darkness is incompatible with fellowship with God. If God is light, then the Light that shines in every human conscience (John 1:9) is not merely a natural faculty or a metaphor but the very presence of God. If God is light, then to obey the Light is to obey God, and to resist the Light is to resist God.


“For in the gospel state the true light shines inwardly in the heart, the life is manifested; and being manifested, they that come into the manifestation of it, come into the holy union, and into the holy fellowship with the Father and Son, where the joy is, and where the joy is full.” (Penington, Works Vol. 3)



This was revolutionary theology in the seventeenth century. It meant that the Light in the conscience — the inward sense of right and wrong, of truth and falsehood — was not a mere human faculty but the divine Light itself. To follow it was to follow God. To disobey it was to walk in darkness. There was no middle ground, no comfortable space between full obedience and spiritual darkness.



Walking in the Light

The Quaker reading of “walking in the light” (1:7) was intensely practical. It meant bringing every action, every motive, every thought under the searching examination of the inward Light. The cleansing John promises was not hypothetical or merely positional — it was real, experiential, and ongoing. To walk in the light is to be cleansed by the blood; the two cannot be separated. Later Friends, above all John Woolman, extended this walking in the light from personal morality to the economic and social structures in which one participated — to slavery, to the holding of great estates, to every form of injustice that the Light, faithfully followed, exposes and condemns.



Perfection and the Conquest of Sin

No aspect of early Quaker theology was more controversial — or more firmly rooted in 1 John — than the doctrine of Christian perfection. The Friends taught, to the outrage of nearly every other Christian group, that it was possible in this life to be freed from sin. Not that the temptation to sin would cease, not that one would become incapable of falling, but that through the power of Christ working within, the dominion of sin could be broken and a person could actually, really, practically live without deliberately sinning.

Their primary text was 1 John 3:6–9: “Whosoever abideth in him sinneth not…. He that committeth sin is of the devil…. Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin; for his seed remaineth in him: and he cannot sin, because he is born of God.” The Friends read these verses with literal seriousness. They refused to explain them away as referring to a future state, a merely positional righteousness, or an impossible ideal. John means what he says, they insisted: those who are truly born of God do not sin. Barclay stated the position with characteristic precision and humility — that there may be a state attainable in this life in which doing righteousness becomes so natural to the regenerate soul that, in the stability of that condition, they cannot sin; and though he would speak modestly, as not having arrived at it himself, he dared not deny what the apostle so positively asserts.



Try the Spirits

First John 4:1 — “Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world” — became a cornerstone of Quaker practice. Because the Friends had no ordained clergy, no creeds, no liturgy, and no outward sacraments, the question of spiritual discernment was existentially urgent. How does one know whether a leading is from God or from the spirit of error? How does one distinguish genuine ministry from counterfeit?

The Quaker answer, drawn from 1 John, was twofold: the spirits are tested by the anointing within (2:20, 27) and by their fruits (3:7–10, 4:2–6). Margaret Fell put it memorably — that those who have nothing to try the spirits with are deceived and apt to believe every spirit; but the Friends knew the spirits, and had that which tries them, “for the Son of God is come, and hath given us an understanding” (1 John 5:20).



God Is Love

The climactic declaration of the epistle — “God is love” (4:8, 16) — was not, for the early Friends, a sentimental platitude but a statement of ontological reality with practical consequences. If God is love, then those who dwell in love dwell in God. If God is love, then hatred of one’s brother — including religious persecution — is incompatible with knowledge of God. If God is love, then the Quaker peace testimony is not merely a moral preference but a theological necessity.


“God is love: and his children are of him, and partake of and dwell in the same love, though the enmity and highest wisdom of the world knew them not, nor can know them.” (Penington, Works Vol. 2)






The Friends Who Speak in This Commentary

The voices that appear most frequently in the commentary that follows are:

George Fox (1624–1691), founder of the Quaker movement, whose journal, epistles, and doctrinal works contain more citations of 1 John than perhaps any other biblical book besides the Gospel of John. Fox’s engagement with 1 John is muscular, direct, and relentlessly practical.

James Nayler (1618–1660), the most gifted preacher among the first Friends, whose writings combine fierce polemic with extraordinary spiritual depth. Nayler’s reading of 1 John is marked by a keen awareness of the epistle’s internal logic and its implications for the question of sin.

Isaac Penington (1616–1679), the contemplative heart of early Quakerism, whose writings on 1 John are the most theologically subtle and spiritually penetrating in the tradition. Penington reads 1 John as a map of the spiritual life — from conviction through cleansing to communion.

Robert Barclay (1648–1690), whose Apology engages 1 John on universal atonement, the possibility of perfection, the nature of the church, and the peace testimony.

William Penn (1644–1718), whose theological writings, especially No Cross, No Crown, draw extensively on 1 John’s theology of light.
*   *   *
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