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1 John 5:6-8, “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.”

Metonymy is a figure of speech that uses one thing to refer to something else that the thing is associated with. (For example, “Silicon Valley” for the tech industry; “from the cradle to the grave” for birth and death.) Are water and blood in 1 John 5:6-8 metonymies? If so, what do they refer to? There are several possibilities.

1)	Maybe water means Jesus’ baptism (John 1:29-34), and blood, his crucifixion (John 18-19).

Evidence for this is the occurrence of “water,” “blood,” “spirit,” “truth,” and “testify” together, not just in 1 John 5:6, but also in John 19:30c-35: “Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. . . . 34 one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once blood and water came out. 35 (He who saw this has testified so that you also may believe. His testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth, so that you also may continue to believe.)”

2)	Maybe water means our baptism (Christ dispersing living water, John 4:1-2, 10-14; 7:38-39), and maybe blood means the Eucharist (John 6:53-56).

The author seems to stress the blood more than the water (“not with the water only but with the water and the blood,” 5:6). 

3)	Maybe water and blood mean Jesus’ death: after his death, “one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once blood and water came out” (John 19:34).

If water and blood mean Jesus’ death, then probably they mean not just his physical death but his death as atonement for sin. (1 John 1:7c, “the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.” 1 John 2:2, “he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.”)

As for which of these was intended by the author: it is difficult to say. Perhaps the author intended more than one.

