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In the Catholic Epistles the theme of the
“real” child-parent relationship is not
addressed. The figurative sense of the
term “children” is often applied to the
recipients in two ways: as the children of
the writer and at the same time as God’s
children. When discussing these texts we
focus on two questions: “What kind of
views on the child-parent relationship do
they presuppose?,” and, “What do the
authors want to achieve by using familial
imagery?”

James
The Epistle of James does not address

the child-parent relationship directly.
Since the letter refers to two command-
ments from the second table of the Ten
Commandments (2:11), and in 2:8 the
author quotes from Leviticus 19:18 the
commandment to love one’s neighbor, it
may be surprising that the commandment
to honor father and mother does not sur-
face in the letter. However, we can argue
the other way round as well: the social
interest of the letter, and its appeal to the
Ten Commandments may raise the possi-
bility that honor toward parents may be
presupposed in some passages.

Abraham appears together with his
son in James 2:21; here he is not only the
father of Isaac, but the author calls him
“our father” (ho pater hemon). Franz
Mussner argues that this expression was
originally a claim made by Jewish people
(cf. e.g., Isa 51:2; 4 Macc 16:20; Matt 3:9;
John 8:39), but in early Christianity it
included Gentile Christians as well (cf.

Rom 4:12).1  Thus Mussner argues that
James’s reference to Abraham as “our
father” does not imply that only Jewish
Christians are addressed by the letter.2

Abraham is called “our father” in
James, but this must be understood in
the sense of a “forefather” (cf. Rom 4:1,
where in many MSS he is referred to as
“father,” but there is also a textual tradi-
tion, adopted also by NA27 as the main
text, that has ton propatora hemon). Honor
toward the forefathers implies honor to
one’s parents as well. This is paralleled in
honor toward older people. In James 5:14
the readers are told that ill people should
“call for the elders of the church”
(proskalesasthe tous presbuterous tes

ekklesias). It is probable that the term
“elders” refers to “officials” here.3  How-
ever, the model of the Jewish leadership
of villages and of synagogues probably
influenced the author of the letter just as
it influenced the early Christian church
in Jerusalem.4  If so, then it is likely that
some of the elders were also “old” in age.
The “office” of eldership, at least in its ori-
gins, is probably connected with the view
that old people should be honored. This
duty is related to the duty of honoring
parents, as we can see in the environment
of the NT.5

The author repeatedly addresses his
readers as “brethren,” most often as “my
brethren” or “my beloved brethren” (see
e.g., 1:2,19; 2:1, 5, 14; 3:1; 4:11; 5:7, 19). This
usage can imply that the Christians belong
to the family of God; they are brothers and
sisters because they are children of God.
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Perhaps this idea is reflected in James 1:17-
18. Here God is referred to as the “father
of lights” (tou patros ton photon). Wolfgang
Schrage points to Genesis 1:14 and Psalm
135:7 (LXX) as examples where “lights”
mean “stars.”6  This must be its meaning
in James 1:17 as well.7

However, we may add that the expres-
sion also fits the familial imagery, since v.
17 speaks about “gifts” coming from this
father “from above”: “Every good endow-
ment and every perfect gift is from above,
coming down from the Father of lights
with whom there is no variation or
shadow due to change” (RSV). The gift is
not specified; it may be “wisdom” (cf. Jas
3:15,17).8  Whatever it may include, it
implies the father’s provision for his
children. The “slightly imperfectly quan-
tified hexameter” in 1:17 contains a word-
play; thus pasa dosis and pan dorema are
either synonymous, or dosis may be trans-
lated as a verbal noun, “so that it is ‘all
good giving and every perfect gift” (NEB)
that may be attributed to God.”9

Verse 18 continues the parental imag-
ery, since the expression “bringing forth”
is used: “Of his own will he brought us
forth by the word of truth that we should
be a kind of first fruits of his creatures.”
The expression “brought us forth”
(apekuesen) “denotes the female’s part in
giving birth,”10  but it is probably used
here as a continuation of the picture in v.
15, where the same verb occurs: “Then
desire when it has conceived gives birth
to sin; and sin when it is full-grown brings
forth death.” As Davids puts it: “Sin pro-
duces death, but God produces life.”11

In James 1:18 we further observe the
presence of the idea of creation, which is
expressed in the term “his creatures” (and
in the variant reading in some MSS which
have epoiesen instead of apekuesen). In

Philo, the creative activity of God and
the procreative activity of parents are
regarded as being closely related (e.g.,
Decal. 107). The idea of “God as the cre-
ator” and “God as father” belong together.
Sophie Laws argues that v. 18 continues
describing “God as Father,” in spite of the
use of apekueo.12  The verse refers to one
particular gift of God, “that of birth.”13

God’s gift of new life has an ethical impli-
cation: the addressees are expected to lead
a way of life that is in accordance with the
word of God (cf. also the next verse, 1:19,
which begins a paraenetic section: “Know
this, my beloved brethren. Let every man
be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to
anger . . .”).

We may put it this way: Christians are
the “children” of God. One implication of
the parental imagery is the expectation
that Christians will obey him. This imag-
ery may be in the background in the
Epistle of James, since this letter is full of
ethical advice.

1 Peter
Although 1 Peter has a long passage

dealing with duties in the realm of family
relationships and in wider circles of the
society (1 Pet 2:13-3:7), one can argue that
this text is not a Household Code. On the
one hand, its concern includes also the
leaders of the “state”; on the other hand,
it omits the child-parent relationship.
However, there is a passage affirming the
duty of children to honor their parents. In
1 Peter 1:14 we read: “As obedient chil-
dren (hos tekna hupkoes), do not be con-
formed to the passions of your former
ignorance.”14

The expression “obedient children” has
a similar genitival structure in the Greek
to the phrase “the sons of disobedience”
(tois huiois tes apeitheias) in Ephesians 2:2.
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Thus it may be that it is idiomatic, describ-
ing the readers as an “obedient people.”15

However, the term tekna in 1 Peter 1:14
may be a conscious choice of the author
in order to anticipate the reference to
“father” in v. 17. The only other occurrence
of tekna in 1 Peter is in 3:6, where the idea
of obedience plays a role as well; though
here Christian wives are addressed as the
“children of Sarah,” and Sarah’s obedi-
ence to her husband is emphasized. The
choice of the word tekna may be due to its
association with “obedience.”16  Although
1 Peter 1:14 does not say explicitly whose
children are addressed, the following
verses may imply that the readers of the
letter are referred to as God’s children.

The author goes on to exhort the
addressees to be holy, since he who has
called them is holy (v. 15). Although in the
NT 1 John 2:20 may be the only other ref-
erence to God the father as “the Holy One”
(ho hagios),17  the expression is widely
attested in the Septuagint in the form of
“the Holy One of Israel” (e.g., Ps 70:22
LXX; Isa 1:4). In verse 16, the author makes
clear that he refers to God’s call when he
quotes from Leviticus 19:2 (LXX): “You
shall be holy, for I am holy” (cf. also Lev
11:44, with minor differences). The refer-
ence to being “holy” (hagioi) can stand
in a context where a believing parent’s
child shares the parent’s holiness (1 Cor
7:14; cf. also Heb 2:11). Apart from the
“priestly” connotations of the quotation
from Leviticus,18  this further aspect may
lie behind the use of hagioi in this context.

The reference to holiness in 1 Peter 1:15-
16 is immediately followed by a reference
to God as “father” in v. 17, where we read:
“And if you invoke as Father him who
judges each one impartially . . .” (kai ei

patera epikaleisthe).19  We note the natural
way in which the reference to “father”

occurs: it is not a point to be proved, but
something presupposed. The paternal
imagery applied to God is significant for
the author of the letter, since God as
father appeared already at the beginning,
in vv. 2-3. The reappearance of the motif
in v. 17 (after it was implied in v. 14) must
have a purpose. The metaphor is used in
order to motivate the addressees,20  as v.
17b clearly says: “. . . conduct yourselves
with fear throughout the time of your
exile.” Thus I suggest that we have here
an argument similar to that in 1 Corin-
thians: a parent’s holiness is passed on to
the children; this time God himself is the
“holy parent.”

The imagery of the child-parent rela-
tionship between the addressees and God
is continued in v. 23, where a verb related
to gennao is used: “You have been born
anew (anagegennemenoi), not of perishable
seed but of imperishable, through the
living and abiding word of God.” As the
same verb is used in v. 3, the two occur-
rences form an inclusio. The picture is
carried over to chapter two, where in v. 2
the addressees are called to long for
“milk” (gala; cf. 1 Cor 3:2), “like newborn
babes” (hos artigenneta brephe). The meta-
phor has its limits, since real infants do
not need to be told “to long for” milk. The
author uses the picture to imply that the
recipients should acknowledge their need
for growth.21  This does not mean that they
have only recently become Christians.
Rather, it emphasizes that they cannot
make themselves perfect; they receive sal-
vation from God through the “spiritual”
milk (logikon here may refer back to dia

logou in 1:23).22  The picture of being nour-
ished serves to show the addressees how
much they have to rely on God.

First Peter 1:22 belongs to the familial
imagery, too: “Having purified your souls
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by your obedience to the truth (hegnikotes

en te hupakoe tes aletheias) for a sincere love
of the brethren, love one another earnestly
from the heart.” We observe that “love of
the brethren” (philadelphia) is mentioned
here together with another Greek expres-
sion for the idea of “loving” (agapesate),
and together with “heart” (ek kardias).
“Heart” has an adjective in some MSS,
“clean” (katharas), which is put in brack-
ets in the main text of NA27. If we adopt
the shorter reading, then the text is a con-
firmation of the familial imagery. Michaels
rightly notes: “The latter picks up the
emphasis on ‘genuine brotherly love’ in
the preceding clause, while the longer
reading accents the reference to purifica-
tion with which the verse begins.”23  We
may add that the reference to “obedience”
in the same verse may confirm our view
that the verse uses familial imagery.

We observe that the whole passage,
1:14-2:2, has a paraenetic character: the
author calls the readers to a life-style wor-
thy of those who have been “ransomed”
(v. 18) “with the precious blood of Christ”
(v. 19).24  The call to obedience to God is
expressed by words belonging to the
imagery of the child-parent relationship.

It is against this background that a ref-
erence to earthly fathers appears in this
longer passage. In verse 18 we read: “You
know that you were ransomed from the
futile ways inherited from your fathers
. . .” (elutrothete ek tes mataias humon

anastrophes patroparadotou).25  The adjective
patroparadotos (“transmitted by the
fathers”) is found neither in the LXX, nor
elsewhere in the NT. In non-Christian
sources it is a positive term praising the
old traditions.26  The author of 1 Peter
seems to be the first Christian to apply it
to the old, pagan way of life from which
Christians are freed.27

Thus it is striking that earthly fathers
are mentioned in a negative context: they
pass on a “futile” lifestyle to their children.
There are two possible lines of interpreta-
tion. On the one hand, it may be argued
that the negative picture about earthly
fathers serves as a contrast to highlight the
greatness of the gifts of God the Father. In
this case there is a tension between real
earthly fathers and God the heavenly
Father (the term being used in a figura-
tive sense): our heavenly Father has to
save us from the futile lifestyle inherited
from our earthly fathers. On the other
hand, it is also possible to argue that the
reference to earthly fathers is introduced
in order to point to human fallenness; fore-
fathers throughout many generations are
included.28

If we adopt the latter argument, then
the context may shed a new light on v. 18.
It becomes significant that the reference
to earthly fathers appears in a context that
is characterized by the familial imagery
calling for obedience to God as Father.
Earthly fathers are assumed to be hon-
ored, in spite of the fact that they partici-
pate in the process by which human
fallenness is passed on to new genera-
tions. Thus it is possible to interpret this
passage in such a way that it is not taken
to imply dishonoring one’s parents.
Rather, since God is to be obeyed as
“father,” earthly fathers are supposed to
receive due honor, in spite of their fallen
nature.29

We briefly note that at the end of the
letter the author refers to Mark as his
“son” (5:13-14a): “She who is at Babylon,
who is likewise chosen, sends you greet-
ings; and so does my son Mark. Greet one
another with the kiss of love.” The struc-
ture of the letter-ending is similar to those
of the Pauline letters.30  The use of the
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familial imagery in this verse is similar to
the reference to Timothy and Titus as
Paul’s children. Though 1 Peter 5:13 uses
the expression “son” (Markos ho huios mou)
instead of “child,” which is used in the
Pauline Corpus, it too points to a spiri-
tual relationship. Because of the word
“son,” Schrage rightly uses the term
“spiritual fatherhood.”31  There may be a
difference, however, when compared with
the Pauline Corpus: in the case of Peter
and Mark this may not imply that Mark
has become a Christian through Peter.32

There is a tradition attributed to a certain
“elder” by Papias that Mark was the
“interpreter” of Peter (recorded in Euse-
bius, Hist. eccl. 3.39.15), and another
tradition referring to Mark as a “follower”
of Peter (Hist. eccl. 2.15.1). Michaels argues
that the term “son” here “should be
understood as ‘convert’ or ‘disciple’ (BGD,
833.1c) in the same way that Timothy is
referred to as Paul’s ‘child.’”33  Whether
or not the latter interpretation is right,
Michaels may be right at least in his other
suggestion that “Peter seems to have
adopted it here to give to his concluding
words the ring of a family greeting (cf. his
emphasis on the Christian community as
a ‘brotherhood’ in 2:17; 5:9).”34

The reference to a “kiss” in v. 14 fits the
familial imagery. We note that a few MSS
add “holy” (hagio) to the expression
“kiss,” instead of the reference to “love”
(agapes; the latter being adopted as the
main text of NA27). “With the holy kiss”
may be an assimilation to Pauline letter-
endings (cf. e.g., Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20).
“Peter’s distinctive ‘kiss of love’ picks up
the admonitions to mutual love in 1:22
and 4:8, and love for the whole Christian
brotherhood in 2:17.”35  Schrage suggests
that this “kiss” may have been part of
early Christian worship, “als Zeichen

gegenseitiger Bruderliebe.”36  Thus the
Christian congregation is depicted here as
an extended family where “brethren”
greet each other in this way.

To sum up, 1 Peter uses household
imagery in the following ways: the author
can refer to God as the “father” of the
Christians (implying also their brother-
hood to one another), and the author can
refer to an individual as his own “son”
(implying a close spiritual bond). In the
NT only 1 Peter applies a reference to the
traditions of the forefathers to the former
pagan way of life of the addresses. How-
ever, this use does not negate the injunc-
tion to honor one’s parents.

Jude and 2 Peter
I do not discuss 2 Peter and Jude in

detail, since they use familial imagery only
in passing. The author of Jude uses
family language only in v. 1: he refers to
himself as the “brother of James,” and he
makes use of the expression “God the
Father.” The reference to being the brother
of James is probably a claim to be the
brother of the Lord as well.37  Otherwise
Jude calls his addressees “beloved” (vv.
3, 17, 20: agapetoi). The reference to “God
the Father” (v. 1) must imply that the au-
thor shares the view found in other NT
writings that Christians are the “children”
of God, but he does not make more use of
this imagery in the letter.

The author of 2 Peter calls his address-
ees “brethren” once (1:10). He refers to
“God the Father” in 1:17; this occurrence
belongs to the child-parent imagery con-
cerning the relationship of Jesus to God. 2
Peter 1:17-18 refers to the scene of the
“transfiguration”: “For when he received
honor and glory from God the Father and
the voice was borne to him by the Majes-
tic Glory, ‘This is my beloved Son, with
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whom I am well pleased,’ we heard this
voice borne from heaven, for we were
with him on the holy mountain.”

In 2 Peter 3:4 we find a reference to the
“fathers”38  who “fell asleep” (hoi pateres

ekoimethesan), meaning the forefathers
(2 Pet 3:3-4): “First of all you must under-
stand this, that scoffers will come in the
last days with scoffing, following their
own passions and saying, ‘Where is the
promise of his coming? For ever since the
fathers fell asleep, all things have contin-
ued as they were from the beginning of
creation.’” These “fathers” are either the
Jewish patriarchs, or earlier Christian gen-
erations.39  In either case, the expression is
not used here to refer to people in their role
as fathers of children. We note, however,
that the very fact that forefathers are men-
tioned implies reverence toward them.

We have already mentioned that there
is an idiomatic use of the term “children”
in 2 Peter. In 2 Peter 2:14, at the end of a
long list of vicious actions of false teach-
ers, we find the expression: “Accursed
children!” (kataras tekna). Richard Bauck-
ham paraphrases the idiom in this way:
“They are under God’s curse.”40  He notes
that literally the idiom means, “children
of a curse,” and calls it a Hebraism.41

Thus the few uses of familial imagery
in Jude and 2 Peter are close parallels to
the uses we meet in the NT elsewhere,
though they are not elaborated in any de-
tail in these letters.

The Johannine Epistles
In the Epistles of John, the recipients

are addressed frequently as “children.”
The author calls them his own children;
and he also refers to them as God’s chil-
dren.42  In 1 John 2:1 the author names the
purpose of his writing. It is significant that
this is the first time in 1 John when the

author calls his readers “children” (with
a diminutive form, “my little children,”
teknia mou): “My little children, I am writ-
ing this to you so that you may not sin;
but if any one does sin, we have an
advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the
righteous.” By addressing his recipients
in this way, the author implies that he has
a loving relationship to them and that he
writes with the expectation that they will
obey him.

We note that in the same verse the
author refers also to God as “Father” (he
already did so in 1:2-3, and implied it in
1:7 by a reference to Jesus as “Son”). Thus
the author uses the child-father imagery
in a twofold way. First, he himself is the
“father” of his addressees in a spiritual
sense. We observe that he does not refer
to himself as “father,” but refers to his
addressees as his “children.” Second,
Christians are regarded as the children of
God. This is implied in the first two chap-
ters and is expressed explicitly in 3:1a, 2:
“See what love the Father has given us,
that we should be called children of God;
and so we are. . . . Beloved, we are God’s
children now; it does not yet appear what
we shall be, but we know that when he
appears we shall be like him, for we shall
see him as he is.”43

We can find further examples of these
two uses, i.e., that both the author and
God are seen in the role of the father. We
name but a few texts. First John 2:12-14 is
a well-structured passage: it has two trip-
lets of addresses. The author begins the
first part with the address: “little children”
(v. 12). The readers may think it is the same
usage as in 2:1.44

The author goes on to address “fathers”
as a second group (v. 13a). A third group,
“young men” (neaniskoi), are addressed in
v. 13b; then each of the three groups is
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addressed a second time (v. 14). On the
second occasion, “children” are referred
to with another word, paidia.45  The Greek
word is ambiguous, it can also mean “ser-
vants,” but it probably means “children”
in this context, as they are praised because
they “know the father.”

1 John 2:12-14 reads (RSV):

I am writing to you (grapho humin),
little children, because your sins are
forgiven for his sake (dia to onoma
autou).
I am writing to you, fathers, because
you know him who is from the
beginning.
I am writing to you, young men,
because you have overcome the evil
one.
I write to you (egrapsa humin), chil-
dren, because you know the Father.
I write to you, fathers, because you
know him who is from the begin-
ning.
I write to you, young men, because
you are strong, and the word of God
abides in you, and you have over-
come the evil one.

Hans-Joseph Klauck summarises the
“most favored” exposition of our days in
the following way: The first items of both
triplets concern Christians in general, i.e.,
all the members of the congregation (“als
Anrede an die Gesamtgemeinde”). The
second and the third items of the parallel
structure are addressed to two “age
groups” in the sense of the length of their
being Christians.46  Thus this section is
probably addressing various groups
among the recipients. Klauck himself sug-
gests that it is worth considering that all
three addresses refer to the whole congre-
gation, but under different aspects.47  An
alternative view would be to understand
the three addresses as referring to age
groups. Klauck argues that this is unlikely
because of the sequence, children-fathers-
young men, and because of the content of

what is said to the different groups.48

If we accept that teknia and paidia (in
this case as synonyms) refer to the whole
congregation, then we have an ambigu-
ity (perhaps intended by the author). On
the one hand, they may be used to refer
to the “children” of the author.49  On the
other hand, the terms may refer to the
“children” of God. Klauck argues that in
v. 12 the expression “forgiveness of sins”
and the reference to the “name” (to onoma)
remind the recipients of their becoming
Christians: “Kinder sind jene, die in Taufe
und Sündenvergebung das neue Leben als
Geschenk aus der Hand des Vaters
empfangen.”50

In v. 13, “Father” must refer to God,
because it stands in the singular, and also
because children would not have to be
reminded that they “know” their own
earthly fathers. “Knowing” here probably
refers to knowing God as someone who
calls his children to love each other (cf. the
immediate context: vv. 9-10).

We observe that this passage addresses
children and fathers. We further note that
God as Father appears in a context where
earthly fathers are mentioned as well. This
implies that various groups, including
fathers, in a Christian household (and
house church) should carry out their
duties as God’s children.

In 1 John 3:9-10, the author uses the
verb gennao in the perfect tense when
referring to the Christians being “born of
God”: “No one born of God commits sin;
for God’s nature abides in him, and he
cannot sin because he is born of God. By
this it may be seen who are the children
of God, and who are the children of the
devil: whoever does not do right is not of
God, nor he who does not love his
brother.”51  The imagery includes associa-
tions both to the family and to creation.
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Christians thank God for their new life;
that is why they follow his instructions.52

The author argues that because God
loves the recipients (cf. 4:7-8), they ought
to love one another as “brethren” (3:10b;
cf. also 4:19-21, where, though not men-
tioned explicitly, God can be seen as
“Father,” and this can serve as the ground
for Christians to love one another).
Rusam emphasizes that God’s fatherhood
involves caring love.53

With these examples in the back-
ground, we cautiously raise the possibil-
ity that in 1 John 4:4 and in 5:21 there may
be a conscious ambiguity in the use of
teknia. On the one hand, it is probable that
in both cases the term addresses the
recipients as the “children” of the author,
though the possessive pronoun “my” is
not added in these cases. On the other
hand, it may be that the author left out
“my” on purpose: the addressees should
think of themselves also as the children
of God. In 4:4 this second possible mean-
ing is implied by the beginning of the
verse: “you are of God” (humeis ek tou

theou este, the Greek preposition possibly
implying being “born” of God, as in 3:9).
The final verse of the letter, 5:21, is pre-
ceded by a reference to Jesus, the “Son”
of God (5:20). Perhaps, then, the address-
ees are not only referred to as the author’s
“children,” but also as the brethren of the
Son, as God’s children.

To sum up, the author uses the imag-
ery of the child-father relationship
because he expects obedience to his ethi-
cal advice. The recipients are called the
“children” of the author and of God,
because they are expected to obey the
teaching of the author, and to fulfil the will
of God. This implies a child-parent rela-
tionship in which children honor and obey
their parents.

Whereas 1 John does not begin like a
typical letter, 2 John does contain the
sender and the addressees (v. 1a): “The
elder to the elect lady and her children,
whom I love in the truth”. “Elder” (ho

presbuteros) can be a reference to an office
in the early church, but at the same time
it can retain its original meaning: it can
refer to an old person.54  Klauck suggests
that the grammatical form of the compara-
tive, “older,” does not have to be stressed
in the Greek, so the term can be translated
as “der Alte” (“the Old One”).55  The “elect
lady” (eklekte kuria) is probably a metaphor
for the congregation.56  This view is
strengthened by the last verse of the
letter (v. 13), which refers to the “sister”
of this lady: “The children of your elect
sister greet you.”57

By the way of an inclusio, both the
beginning and the end of the letter men-
tion “children”: the addressees as well as
those sending greetings are called tekna.
Klauck rightly affirms that the letter is like
correspondence within a family, but fam-
ily in this context is understood as familia

Dei.58  It is worth noting that in v. 1 the
“children” belong to the congregation:
they are the children of the “elect lady.”
This implies that the congregation can be
thought of as a “mother.”59  Verse 4a con-
tinues this usage: “I rejoiced greatly to find
some of your children (ek ton teknon sou)
following the truth.” Here we note that
an exhortation is closely connected to
praise: the author probably met some
members of the congregation,60  and by
expressing his joy over them he implies
that all of them should live like those he
met. In v. 5 the author turns to the whole
congregation (addressed as the “lady”
again) in order to exhort them to fulfil the
commandment of love.

We observe, however, that in v. 4b
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another metaphor appears when God is
referred to as “Father”: “just as we have
been commanded by the Father” (4b). In
v. 3 we find a reference to peace from “God
the Father” and Jesus is also mentioned
together with an addition naming him as
the “Son of the Father.”61  Thus it seems
that the children of the congregation are
at the same time the children of God.

The author of 3 John refers to himself
as an elder; thus the letter begins by the
same expression as 2 John does: ho

presbuteros. However, there is a difference
in the usage of the term “children”:
whereas in 2 John 4 the children of the
“lady” were mentioned, in 3 John the
author speaks about his own “children.”
In 3 John 3-4 we read: “For I greatly
rejoiced when some of the brethren
arrived and testified to the truth of your
life, as indeed you do follow the truth. No
greater joy can I have than this, to hear
that my children (ta ema tekna) follow the
truth.”

The plural form, “my children,”
implies a general truth, but the immedi-
ate context, v. 3, makes it probable that the
addressee of the letter, Gaius, is also
included.62  This is a further example of
using the familial imagery to express the
relationship between the author and his
addressees. Our interpretation that Gaius
is included in the circle of the “children”
of the author is strengthened by the fre-
quent reference to him as “the loved one”
(vv. 1, 2, 5, 11). Gaius is praised for his
services to the “brethren” (v. 5).63  The ref-
erence to the “brethren” in vv. 3 and 5
implies that they are all “children” of God
the Father.

Thus this letter supposes the child-par-
ent imagery as regards the relationship
between the addressees and God. At the
same time, the idea that they are the “chil-

dren” of the author is more dominant in
3 John than in 2 John.

We observe that both 2 John and 3 John
are concerned with a way of life in accor-
dance with God’s will (see e.g., 2 John 4; 3
John 11). The addressees are praised, but
at the same time they are warned against
the bad examples of others (see e.g., 2 John
7-11; 3 John 9-10). Thus we may see here a
use of the familial imagery similar to that
in the Pauline Corpus: congregational
members are expected to follow the
advice of the letter-writer and to live in
accordance with the will of God; that is
why they are referred to as the children
of the writer and the children of God.

Conclusion
To sum up, Christians are referred to

as “children” in their relationship to the
senders of letters (1 John, 3 John). “Son”
can refer in a figurative sense to the spiri-
tual bond between Christians (1 Peter).
The figurative imagery may even refer to
people as the “children” of the church
(2 John).

God is referred to metaphorically as
“Father” extensively in these writings.
God is the “Father” of Jesus (2 Peter,
1 John, 2 John); and he is also the Father
of the Christians (James, 1 Peter, 1 John).
The parental imagery is used in these writ-
ings in order to imply a strong bond and
loving feelings in the relationships to
which it is applied. One particular conse-
quence of the Christians being regarded
as the children of God is that they are
“brethren” to one another. This use is
widely attested in early Christianity (here
also in 1 Peter, 1 John, 3 John). Because
Christians are loved by God, their
“father,” they ought to love one another
as “brethren.”

In general terms, in our sources it is
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expected from the recipients of parental
care that they will return such by their obe-
dience to their teachers and to God’s will.
This implies a view of the child-parent
relationship in which it is assumed that
children honor and obey their parents.

Finally, we note the absence of refer-
ences to tensions in the family that would
be similar to those envisaged by some
radical sayings of Jesus in the Gospel tra-
dition. In an indirect way, this may con-
firm a thesis that Jesus’ radical call to some
disciples was not understood by the early
church as a breach of the expectation of
their pagan and Jewish environment that
children owe honor to their parents.
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