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INTRODUCTION 

How would you define good health? Many people 

pursue it passionately, but they have different 

definitions. Some focus on how they feel. They want to 

be free of any pain, and they will take any medication 

or supplement that might grant them relief. Others 

take a more preventative and quantifiable approach. 

They adjust their diet seeking to reach the right 

numbers on the scale or in a blood test. Then there are 

those whose main concern is how they look or how 
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strong they are, so they devote themselves to some 

exercise regimen. 

The human body is complex! Good health probably 

includes all these factors and many more. But we like 

simple solutions, so we tend to pick one approach and 

ignore the others. For instance, you might exercise 

hard and then reward yourself by eating junk food. Or 

you might rely on medication while avoiding physical 

activity. Our efforts can be so lopsided that they end up 

harming our health. 

Those of us who are Christians tend to make the same 

mistake in our spiritual lives. We focus on one aspect 

of spiritual maturity and ignore others. We emphasize 

right worship, right belief, right behavior, or right 

experience. Throughout church history various 

denominations have even grown out of such 

differences, as I explained in my previous study, 

“Finding Your Way in the Religious Maze.” But if we 

are not careful, our spirituality can become so lopsided 

that it no longer represents biblical Christianity. 

This problem is not new. It was one of the concerns that 

prompted the Apostle John to write the three New 
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Testament letters that bear his name. He does not 

identify himself in the letters, but there are clear 

similarities with the Gospel of John, and early church 

fathers from the second century refer to him as the 

author. Tradition tells us that he ministered in Ephesus 

toward the end of the first century. By that point he was 

probably the last living apostle. So, these letters were 

preparing churches for a new generation without the 

original apostles. 

John’s thoughts are not easily summarized. He does 

not use a linear train of thought like Paul does in his 

letters. He communicates in a spiral. He introduces an 

idea then moves on and circles back to it from a 

different perspective. Perhaps this style represents his 

personality. He could be bombastic. Jesus referred to 

him and his brother, James, as “Sons of Thunder” (Mk 

3:17). But he is also called the disciple whom Jesus 

loved, and we will see that he himself placed a strong 

emphasis on loving one another. When taken out of 

context, some of his statements are easily 

misinterpreted. So, we must keep in mind the whole. 

Spiritual life stands at the center of his spiraling 

thoughts in these letters. He wants his readers to avoid 
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sin, experiencing fellowship and joy in knowing that 

they have eternal life (1 Jn 2:1; 1:4; 5:13). So, I have 

titled this study “Vital Signs of Spiritual Life.” Each 

passage asks probing questions designed to lead us 

toward spiritual health. As we work our way through 

them, I encourage you to do so with an open heart. Let 

John give you a fuller understanding of what makes for 

a healthy Christian life. Recognize the areas in which 

you need to grow and change. 
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1 

CONNECTING WITH 

THE WORD OF LIFE 

1 JOHN 1:1-4 

It is hard to imagine how different our lives would be 

without electricity. We use it for everything—lighting, 

heating, cooling, work, entertainment, 

communication, and increasingly for transportation. 

But most of us seldom consider how it works. I am 

certainly no expert. I have only performed simple 
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household electrical work, changing out a switch, a 

plug, or a light fixture. But I do grasp the basic idea that 

for electricity to flow there must be a complete circuit. 

When you turn off a switch, you are breaking a 

connection. 

The idea of a circuit might help us reflect on what John 

has to say in the prologue to his first letter. In 1 John 

1:1-4, he reveals four connections that we need with the 

word of life. Each one is like a switch that must be 

turned on for the saving power of Christ to energize our 

lives. If we focus on one and ignore the others, then the 

circuit is not complete. There will not be any power. 

So, as we walk through these verses, I encourage you to 

consider how you relate to Jesus and his gospel. One of 

these connections might be strong for you, but others 

less so. The onslaught of false ideas that we face in our 

world can corrode our contact with these aspects of 

God’s truth leaving us with a spiritual life that is barely 

flickering. But heeding John’s words can restore us to 

full strength. 
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C o n n e c t i o n  1  

H i s t o r ica l  

T h e  W o r d  B e c a m e  F l e s h  

People today associate the body with life itself. They 

say that our existence is biological and nothing more, a 

happy little evolutionary accident in a chaotic universe. 

But in the First Century, many in the Greco-Roman 

world considered their bodies to be a prison, a mere 

shadow of their true immortal self. Some went so far as 

to say that physical matter is evil, and that only spirit is 

good. 

So, if you believe that our bodies are evil prisons, how 

could you possibly accept that the Son of God became 
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human? Some church leaders in the Second Century 

spoke of a heretic named Cerinthus who taught that 

Jesus was just a man upon whom the divine Spirit of 

Christ descended at his baptism. Cerinthus may have 

crossed paths with the Apostle John in Ephesus. Even 

if that encounter did not happen, however, the culture 

of the time certainly pushed believers toward this false 

view of Jesus. So, John emphasized that our 

connection to the word of life is rooted in a physical 

being, an historical person, and the things he said and 

did.  

He began his gospel with this focus. He started in verse 

1 of chapter 1 by saying, “In the beginning was the 

Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 

God.” But in verse 14 he added, “And the Word became 

flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, 

glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace 

and truth.” 

John is even more explicit about the physical existence 

of Jesus in 1 John 1:1. He wrote,  

That which was from the beginning, which 

we have heard, which we have seen with our 

eyes, which we looked upon and have 
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touched with our hands, concerning the 

word of life— 

At the beginning of time, the Word already existed. He 

was God and yet was somehow also distinct from God. 

Sometime around 4 B.C. he became human. He was 

supernaturally conceived in the womb of a virgin, born 

in Bethlehem, and given the name Jesus. When he 

began his teaching ministry around 30 years later, 

John and the other apostles were there listening. As he 

performed miracles, they were watching. After his 

death on the cross, he did not abandon his body. He 

physically rose from the dead and appeared to the 

apostles, inviting them to touch the healed wounds in 

his hands and side (Jn 20:27). 

When John spoke of the word of life in 1 John 1:1, it is 

not clear whether he was referring to Jesus as he did in 

the opening of his gospel or to the message about all 

that Jesus has accomplished. Perhaps the phrase 

encompasses both. Belief in the physical reality of the 

incarnation, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ is essential to the Christian faith. God created us 

to live forever in glorified physical bodies, but that is 

only possible through our connection with the risen 
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Christ. As Paul said in 1 Corinthians 15:17, “And if 

Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you 

are still in your sins.” 

By rejecting these historical realities Cerinthus rejected 

the gospel. But some today make the opposite mistake. 

They accept our society’s false assumption that there is 

nothing more to life than our physical existence. They 

say that Jesus was just a man and nothing more. They 

deny his incarnation, miracles, and his resurrection, 

while still claiming to follow some of his teaching. 

There is no power in that way of thinking.  Both of these 

views break the vital connection with the supernatural, 

historical, life-giving reality of the incarnation, death, 

and resurrection of Christ. We must believe in these 

historical events from which salvation flows. 
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C o n n e c t i o n  2  

D o ct r i na l  

T h e  W o r d  P r o c l a i m e d  

When we want to remember significant historical 

events, we build monuments. We preserve memories in 

stone, marble, bronze, concrete, or steel. But over time 

those creations are neglected. They become weathered 

and worn. To remember the historical events of the 

gospel we need more than a monument. You might say 

we need a place to live, a permanent structure that 

demonstrates why those events matter. 

The apostles met that need by recounting the story of 

Jesus in the gospels and by explaining its significance 
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in their epistles. They constructed a system of belief. 

They proclaimed the Word of life to give Christians a 

doctrinal connection. John described their efforts in 1 

John 1:2 by saying, 

the life was made manifest, and we have seen 

it, and testify to it and proclaim to you the 

eternal life, which was with the Father and 

was made manifest to us— 

They did not merely tell people about Jesus and what 

he had done. They proclaimed the new life that flowed 

from his actions. They articulated beliefs and applied 

those beliefs to shape people’s behavior. Jesus taught 

many of these truths during his ministry. But the Holy 

Spirit led the apostles to continue to explain and 

clarify. Acts 2:42 tells us that from its earliest days the 

church was devoted to the apostles’ teaching. 

The Apostle Paul spoke of the apostles and prophets as 

the church’s foundation (Ep 2:20). Their ministry gave 

us the knowledge we need to become spiritually stable. 

In Ephesians 4:11-14, Paul said, 

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the 

evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to 

equip the saints for the work of ministry, for 

building up the body of Christ, until we all 
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attain to the unity of the faith and of the 

knowledge of the Son of God, to mature 

manhood, to the measure of the stature of the 

fullness of Christ, so that we may no longer 

be children, tossed to and fro by the waves 

and carried about by every wind of doctrine, 

by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful 

schemes. 

Some Christians resist learning doctrine, claiming that 

it only serves to divide. They like the stories of the Four 

Gospels and seek to follow the example of Jesus. But 

the gospel calls us to trust in Jesus and in his message. 

He made assertions about what is true, and the 

apostles explained those further. If we do not make 

those convictions our own, then we will be spiritually 

unstable. 

We need the doctrinal connection of the word 

proclaimed by the apostles. If someone contradicts 

those fundamental truths, they need to be corrected. If 

they refuse to listen, then division is unavoidable. John 

will return to this idea again later, but for now we 

should ask ourselves whether we are grounded in the 

faith. Do you have a clear, biblical system of beliefs? 

Can you articulate a fundamental understanding about 
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God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, the Bible, sin, salvation, the 

church, and future events? This doctrinal connection 

with the word of life is essential. 
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C o n n e c t i o n  3  

R e l a t io na l  

T h e  W o r d  S h a r e d  

Family means different things to different people. For 

some it’s everything. They have tight bonds with 

mother and father, brothers and sisters, aunts, uncles, 

and cousins. But for others those connections are paper 

thin. Conflict could tear them apart at any moment. 

Even in strong families, a person’s decision to follow 

Christ might lead to them being shunned. 

John wanted his readers to understand that accepting 

the word of life involves a relational connection. In 1 

John 1:3, he wrote, 
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that which we have seen and heard we 

proclaim also to you, so that you too may 

have fellowship with us; and indeed our 

fellowship is with the Father and with his Son 

Jesus Christ. 

The word “fellowship” might be misleading. We often 

use it in the church to speak of eating a meal together. 

It can seem somewhat trivial and shallow, but true 

fellowship is far more than socializing. It is deeper than 

friendship and stronger than family. It is a sharing in 

the word of life that unites us with other believers and 

with the Triune God.  In John 17:20-21, John tells us 

that as Jesus was praying, he said, 

I do not ask for these only, but also for those 

who will believe in me through their word, 

that they may all be one, just as you, Father, 

are in me, and I in you, that they also may be 

in us, so that the world may believe that you 

have sent me. 

Fellowship is an integral part of God’s nature. In some 

mysterious way, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have 

always had this kind of connection. They are distinct 

but also one. When we believe in the word, we become 

attached to that fellowship. In John 15, John says that 
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Jesus described us as branches abiding in him as a 

vine. Life flows through that connection enabling us to 

bear spiritual fruit. We will see that John also uses that 

idea of abiding in Christ here in his letters. 

So, this connection with other believers is not 

peripheral or optional in the Christian life. Acts 2:42 

tells us that the early church was devoted to fellowship. 

They related to one another as the family of God. There 

is no such thing as solo Christianity.  These 

relationships are essential to spiritual life. As we read 

from Ephesians 4, our individual spiritual growth 

happens in the context of a body of believers who speak 

the truth to one another in love. Sharing the word of 

life is central to our fellowship. 

Admittedly, fellowship in a local church often falls 

short of what it should be. This struggle is evident in all 

three of John’s letters. A lot of people today seem to 

treat the church like a school or even a theater. They 

come to get something without any personal 

commitment. Others seek true fellowship but end up 

disillusioned when someone betrays their trust. 

Fellowship is risky in this fallen world! Nevertheless, 

we must keep pursuing the unity for which Jesus 
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prayed. Don’t give up on the vital connection of 

fellowship.  
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C o n n e c t i o n  4  

E xp e r ie nt i a l  

T h e  W o r d  E n j o y e d  

Life can feel like an emotional rollercoaster. We go up 

and come plunging down. We jerk one way then 

another, and sometimes everything turns upside down. 

People respond in one of two ways. Some give 

themselves over to the drama. They are willing to 

accept the lows because they crave the highs. Others do 

all that they can to stay calm and avoid emotional 

extremes. 

The way you handle emotions can impact your spiritual 

life. Some act as if it is unspiritual to be sad. You must 



VITAL SIGNS OF SPIR ITUAL L IFE  

 

20 

always be on an emotional high. Others show no 

emotion and barely any interest. John shows us a 

different approach. We must have an experiential 

connection with the Word, but it cannot be fake. Our 

joy should be building.  In 1 John 1:4, John wrote, “And 

we are writing these things so that our joy may be 

complete.” 

Some early Greek manuscripts of 1 John say “your joy,” 

and some say “our joy.” Textual critics reason that the 

more difficult reading is the original one. They argue 

that scribes were more likely to accidentally smooth a 

phrase than to make a phrase more awkward. We 

would expect John to say “your” rather than “our.” But 

he could be including his readers in the word “our.” 

John wanted to experience a more complete joy. He 

wanted his readers to experience a more complete joy. 

He was not looking for an instantaneous reaction, a 

sudden thrill. He believed that as people heard the 

word and grew in their knowledge of the Lord and their 

experience of salvation, their joy would keep 

developing. 
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What is complete joy? How can we experience it? 

Perhaps John had in mind something that Jesus said 

on the night before his crucifixion. He told the disciples 

that he was going away. In John 16:20-22, John tells us 

that Jesus said, 

Truly, truly, I say to you, you will weep and 

lament, but the world will rejoice. You will be 

sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn into joy. 

When a woman is giving birth, she has 

sorrow because her hour has come, but when 

she has delivered the baby, she no longer 

remembers the anguish, for joy that a human 

being has been born into the world. So also 

you have sorrow now, but I will see you 

again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no 

one will take your joy from you. 

Jesus might have been referring to seeing the disciples 

after his resurrection. They certainly rejoiced in his 

resurrection as they came to understand the salvation 

that he accomplished. But we will see later in 1 John 

that though John had seen the risen Christ, he was 

waiting to see him again. In 1 John 3:2, he wrote, 

Beloved, we are God's children now, and 

what we will be has not yet appeared; but we 

know that when he appears we shall be like 

him, because we shall see him as he is. 
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Believers will experience complete joy when Jesus 

returns because our struggle against sin and 

temptation will be finished. So, what do we do as we 

wait for him? John wrote this letter. He wanted his 

fellow believers to better understand the hope of the 

gospel. He called them to grow in obedience. He 

equipped them to recognize and reject false teaching.  

He encouraged them to lead others to eternal life.  Life 

has its ups and downs, but the word of life gives us hope 

that one day our joy will be complete. We must keep 

our eyes fixed upon that day! 

C o nc l u s io n  

Spiritual life flows through these four connections with 

the word. We need a historical connection through 

faith in the incarnation, ministry, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus. We need a doctrinal connection, 

an understanding of the good news proclaimed by the 

apostles that shapes how we live here and now. We 

need a relational connection, sharing life with fellow 

believers in a local church who speak the truth to one 

another in love. We need an experiential connection, a 
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confident hope that we will experience true joy in the 

presence of Christ. 

It is possible to attend a church without personally 

having any of these connections. If that is the case with 

you, would you receive the word of life today? Believe 

in Jesus and let his message begin to transform you. If 

you are trying to learn more about Christianity, reading 

John’s first letter would be a good place to start. 

If you are a believer, are these four connections with 

the world strong in your life? Do you need to grow in 

one of them? If so, I encourage you to focus on that 

area. I would be glad to point you to resources that give 

evidence for the historical accuracy of the gospels or 

that help you build a stronger belief system. Perhaps 

you need to work at developing stronger relationships 

with fellow believers or a steady hope in Christ’s return. 

If we have that hope and are growing in joy, then we 

should also share this word of life with others.  

May the word of life fill our hearts and shape our lives!  
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Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. Which of these connections has been strongest for 

you? Why? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these connections do you most need to 

develop? How could you do so? 

 

 

 

3. How could you use this passage to explain the 

Christian life to someone? 
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2 

DIAGNOSING OUR 

DEEPEST PROBLEM 

1 JOHN 1:5-2:2 

The last time I rode an inner tube down a snow-covered 

hill was over 14 years ago. I had taken two of my kids 

to Kindleberger Park for the afternoon. My daughter 

and I were riding on the tube together. The massive hill 

there was a bit icy, so our first run went very fast. She 
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loved it, so, of course, we trudged up the hill to do it 

again. 

But as we were hurtling down a second time, I realized 

that we were heading toward a jump that someone had 

built. My impulse was to get off the tube, but my 

daughter was sitting on my lap. I rolled her off to one 

side, but before I could escape, the tube launched into 

the air. It came out from beneath me, and I landed 

sitting. 

It knocked the wind out of me, but I figured that I 

would catch my breath after a few minutes. It did not 

seem too serious. My daughter and I went over to the 

side for a while, but I still felt out of breath. So, we all 

walked back to the car, and I drove us home. I laid 

down for a while, expecting to recover and be a little 

sore, but time did not help. My condition did not 

improve. 

I asked my wife to take me to the emergency room to 

get checked out, but the staff there did not seem to be 

too concerned. They left me sitting in the waiting room 

for a few hours. When they examined me, their initial 

diagnosis was that I was probably just bruised. They 
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gave me a shot to ease the pain and promised to check 

back on me. 

The pain medication did not help. So, after a few more 

hours they reluctantly wheeled me over for a CT scan. 

They were surprised to discover that I had fractured 

one of my lower vertebrae. Their tone became much 

more urgent. After all my walking, driving, sitting, and 

waiting, they were suddenly worried that too much 

movement might cause severe spinal problems. They 

called in a specialist to determine whether I needed 

surgery, but he decided to order a full torso brace and 

to prescribe four months of bed rest. That was a trying 

time for me and my family, but thankfully I made a full 

recovery. 

Of course, we all encounter hard times, and many of 

them are not caused by physical injury. We face 

emotional struggles and relational conflicts, along with 

natural disasters and problems in society. But what is 

the root cause? To use medical terms, we might say that 

your diagnosis will affect your treatment plan. 

Some say that’s just life in a chaotic world, find a way 

to numb the pain. Some try to remain optimistic, 
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saying, “Catch your breath. You’ll get through this. It 

will pass in time.” Others seek to exert power over their 

problems through science, technology, politics, or 

physical might. But the Bible teaches that our deepest 

problem is spiritual. 

Whether directly or indirectly, sin is the root cause of 

all suffering. We experience consequences from our 

own sins and from the sins of others. Even sickness and 

death trace back to the first sin of Adam and Eve. So, 

you cannot proceed down God’s path to spiritual life 

and vitality unless you accept this diagnosis. 

The Apostle John made this point in 1 John 1:5-2:2. We 

must recognize that sin is our deepest problem. If we 

do not accept that diagnosis, you will not understand 

or accept God’s treatment plan. John introduces that 

plan by giving us three prescriptions for dealing with 

sin. So, as we consider these verses, I encourage you to 

take his instruction to heart. 
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P r e s c r i p t i o n  1  

W al k  i n  Go d’ s  L i g ht  

Winters in Michigan can be long and dark. We 

sometimes go weeks without seeing the sun. This 

absence of light takes a toll on us physically and 

emotionally. It saps our energy and tempts us to stay 

home and hibernate. 

We experience a similar problem in our spiritual lives. 

The darkness of this fallen world numbs our senses and 

leaves us apathetic. But we can choose to walk in God’s 

light, and this choice is essential for us in dealing with 

sin. John gives us this prescription in 1 John 1:5-7. He 

says, 
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This is the message we have heard from him 

and proclaim to you, that God is light, and in 

him is no darkness at all. If we say we have 

fellowship with him while we walk in 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the 

truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in 

the light, we have fellowship with one 

another, and the blood of Jesus his Son 

cleanses us from all sin. 

What did John mean when he spoke of darkness and 

light? The mention of sin at the end of verse 7 and in 

the subsequent verses, leads many to conclude that 

John was thinking of light and darkness in a moral 

sense. If so, his point is that God is holy. There is no 

impurity in him. So, rather than behaving in an impure 

way, we must grow in holiness. Matthew 5:14-16 tells 

us that Jesus spoke of light this way in his Sermon on 

the Mount. He referred to his followers as the light of 

the world. He told them to let their light shine by doing 

good works. 

But the imagery of light and darkness can also be used 

in a cognitive sense. It can refer to knowledge versus 

ignorance and truth versus falsehood. If John had this 

in mind, then he was saying that God is entirely true 
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without any deception. So, to walk in the light is to 

practice the truth as John says at the end of verse 6. 

Aligning your life with God’s truth leads to holy 

behavior, so these two interpretations are not entirely 

separate. But in John’s Gospel, light and darkness are 

used in a cognitive sense. He tells us in verse 5 of 

chapter 9 that after Jesus referred to himself as the 

light of the world, he healed a man who had been blind 

from birth. The blind man came to believe in him and 

to see spiritual truth. But Jesus also said that the 

Pharisees had become blind. 

John’s Gospel also records a powerful statement about 

darkness and light that John the Baptist made. John 

3:19-21 tells us that he said, 

And this is the judgment: the light has come 

into the world, and people loved the darkness 

rather than the light because their works 

were evil. For everyone who does wicked 

things hates the light and does not come to 

the light, lest his works should be exposed. 

But whoever does what is true comes to the 

light, so that it may be clearly seen that his 

works have been carried out in God. 
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Here we see the connection between God’s truth and 

morality. If you are living an immoral life, the light of 

truth is painfully convicting. People hate it and do 

everything they can to avoid it. Some work to discredit 

it and others resort to mocking it. They 

unapologetically love the darkness.  

But in 1 John 1:6, John exposed a different response to 

God’s truth. He said, “If we say we have fellowship with 

him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not 

practice the truth.” How can someone claim to have a 

relationship with God but still walk in darkness? It 

could be as simple as refusing to learn from God’s 

word. 

But this hypocrisy can also be expressed in more subtle 

ways. Some avoid the light by only shining it on others. 

It can seem very spiritual to expose all the evils of 

society, while hiding your own immoral behavior. 

Some emphasize doctrine or experience while ignoring 

practical application. Others actively distort the truth 

to create pockets of darkness. In 2 Timothy 4:3-4, Paul 

warned, 

For the time is coming when people will not 

endure sound teaching, but having itching 
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ears they will accumulate for themselves 

teachers to suit their own passions, and will 

turn away from listening to the truth and 

wander off into myths. 

So, to walk in the light is to seek to understand and 

apply God’s truth in your life. As Psalm 119:105 says, it 

means using God’s word as a lamp to your feet and a 

light to your path, letting him guide you every step 

along the way. But why is this pursuit so important? 

What are the benefits? John identifies two of them in 1 

John 1:7. He says, “But if we walk in the light, as he is 

in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and 

the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.” 

The person in verse 6 claimed to have fellowship with 

God, but it turned out to be a lie. But when you walk in 

God’s light, it connects you to him and to other 

believers as we saw back in verse 3 of chapter 1. So, you 

do not have to walk alone! God’s design is for believers 

to support and encourage one another with the truth.  

The second benefit that John identifies is cleansing 

from all sin. As we saw a moment ago, people avoid the 

light because it is convicting. But by sending his Son to 

die on the cross, God provided a way for us to be 
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cleansed from sin. John will say more about that in a 

moment, but at this point you must recognize that you 

will never hear that good news outside of the light. If 

you have never done so, I urge you to step into the light. 
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P r e s c r i p t i o n  2  

C o nfe s s  Yo u r  S i n s  

Are you really in the light if you refuse to open your 

eyes? The sun can be shining in full strength all around 

you, but you are not able to see it. If you try to walk, you 

are bound to stumble and fall. The light will not help 

you unless you let it in. 

In the spiritual realm, opening your eyes means seeing 

as God sees and saying what he says. His truth must 

change our perspective, particularly about ourselves. 

So, John’s prescription is that we must confess our 

sins. But in 1 John 1:8-10, he contrasts that response to 

the truth with two others. He says, 
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If we say we have no sin, we deceive 

ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we 

confess our sins, he is faithful and just to 

forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness. If we say we have not 

sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is 

not in us. 

The first response in John’s list is, “We have no sin.” 

Since the word “sin” is singular rather than plural, this 

statement seems to be a denial of a sin nature. Perhaps 

some in John’s time were asserting that people are 

inherently innocent and generally inclined toward 

doing what is right. That belief is certainly common 

today. As I mentioned previously, some in Greco-

Roman culture believed that matter is evil and spirit 

good. So, some argued that deeds committed in their 

physical body had no bearing on their spiritual purity. 

John says that those who deny that they have a sinful 

nature are deceiving themselves. God’s truth is not in 

them. Because Adam and Eve sinned, they passed on a 

sinful inclination to all their descendants. So, as David 

confessed his sinful deeds, Psalm 51:5 tells us that he 

said, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin 

did my mother conceive me.” He was not suggesting 
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that his mother had been immoral or that he was an 

illegitimate child. He was acknowledging that sin had 

been present in his life from the moment of conception. 

It is an inherent part of being a fallen human being. 

The Apostle Paul addressed our sin nature in several of 

his letters. In Romans 7, he confessed his own struggle 

with the law of sin that dwelt within him. In Galatians 

5, he described the desires of the flesh and the works 

that they produce. In Ephesians 2:3, he spoke of how 

apart from Christ we live in the passions of our flesh, 

carrying out the desires of the body and of the mind, 

being by nature children of wrath. 

So, we cannot deny our sin nature, nor can we deny that 

we continue to commit sinful deeds. John refuted this 

response in 1 John 1:10 by saying, “If we say we have 

not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in 

us.” To claim sinless perfection directly contradicts 

God’s word. It is tantamount to saying that he has lied. 

Psalm 14:2-3 tells us, 

The LORD looks down from heaven on the 

children of man, to see if there are any who 

understand, who seek after God. They have 

all turned aside; together they have become 
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corrupt; there is none who does good, not 

even one. 

It is possible that this claim of sinlessness in 1 John 1:10 

may not be one of life-long obedience but of reaching a 

state of perfect obedience. Perhaps some thought that 

some enlightening experience set them apart from 

other believers, ushering them into a state of sinless 

perfection. Some Christians today make a similar 

claim. Of course, to do so, they only consider overt, 

willful violations of God’s commands as sin. But Jesus 

said that the greatest commandment is to love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 

with all your mind (Mt 22:37). Can anyone ever do that 

perfectly on this side of glory? 

John prescribed confession as the right response to 

God’s truth. In 1 John 1:9 he said, “If we confess our 

sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 

cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” The verb tense 

that John used indicates that confession is not a one-

time event. It is ongoing. It is more than simply 

acknowledging that you have a sin nature.  Since John 

used the definite article and switched to the plural, 

“sins,” he is speaking of humbly identifying specific 
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sins that you have committed. In stark contrast to our 

society’s emphasis on self-esteem, we must recognize 

that each sin that we commit offends God and stains 

our lives.  

The Roman Catholic church teaches that confession 

should be made to a priest, but we do not see that here. 

This verse suggests that we should go directly to the 

Lord, and we find further support for this in the Lord’s 

Prayer. As Jesus gave the disciples a pattern for prayer, 

he taught them to look to God and say, “Forgive us our 

debts as we also have forgiven our debtors” (Mt 6:12). 

He did not intend for us to repeat these words 

verbatim. They remind us that regular confession to 

God should be part of our prayer life. 

John assures us that God is faithful and just to forgive 

and to cleanse. We might expect him to say, “gracious 

and merciful.” God’s faithfulness and justice would 

seem to lead him to punish sin. But we will return to 

this description of God’s character in a moment. For 

now, we need to grasp this good news that as we 

confess our sins God forgives them and cleanses us 

from the unrighteous stain that they leave on our lives. 
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To have a vital spiritual life, we must regularly confess 

our sins. 
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P r e s c r i p t i o n  3  

T r u s t  i n  J e su s  

In our society, there are only two possible outcomes for 

a criminal case. The defendant is either pronounced 

guilty or not guilty. If there is a conviction, then a 

punishment is determined and carried out. But an 

acquittal does not necessarily mean that someone is 

innocent. The evidence could have been weak, and the 

defense attorney clever. Justice is not always served in 

our courts. 

But as the Lord judges our lives, he will be perfectly 

just. No evidence escapes him. He knows everything we 

do and why we do it. He will ensure that every sin is 
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punished. So, how is it possible for us to be forgiven? 

Only through Jesus Christ. So, John’s third 

prescription for dealing with our sin is that we must 

trust in Jesus. In 1 John 2:1-2, John wrote, 

My little children, I am writing these things 

to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone 

does sin, we have an advocate with the 

Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. He is the 

propitiation for our sins, and not for ours 

only but also for the sins of the whole world. 

Some might be tempted to exploit God’s promise of 

forgiveness to excuse further sin. They might assume 

that they can live however they want, as long as they 

follow up with confession. But that attitude would not 

be consistent with the first two prescriptions. To walk 

in the light is to let it guide you. To confess your sin is 

to recognize when your behavior is wrong. So, John 

explicitly states that we must strive to avoid sin. 

But even when we strive to live a sinless life, we still 

fail. Satan works through the world to tempt us. Our 

sin nature presses us to give in to our impulses. So, we 

must understand how God’s forgiveness and cleansing 

works. It is not based upon our humble response to 

God, but upon the intervention of Jesus. 
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He is our advocate, our defense attorney. On our own, 

we are unworthy to draw near to the throne of God. But 

as John says, Jesus is perfectly righteous. If Satan 

accuses us, as he did with Job, Jesus is there to 

intervene. The author of Hebrews adds that he is the 

perfect priest to represent us because he will never die. 

Hebrews 7:25 tells us, “Consequently, he is able to save 

to the uttermost those who draw near to God through 

him, since he always lives to make intercession for 

them.” 

What argument does Jesus make on our behalf? He 

presents his death. John said that he is the propitiation 

for our sins. In other words, he died as our substitute. 

The righteous Son of God bore the punishment in our 

place. He gave himself as the ultimate sacrifice that all 

the Old Testament sacrifices foreshadowed. That is 

why his blood cleanses us from all sin. That is why God 

is faithful and just when he forgives us. It is all because 

of Jesus. 

John adds that he is the propitiation for the sins of the 

whole world. Some have interpreted this to mean that 

his atonement was universal, that he paid for 

everyone’s sins. But the problem with this view is that 
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other passages of Scripture reveal that many people 

will not be saved. They will be judged according to their 

deeds and sentenced to eternal punishment (Rev 

20:12-15). 

So, John’s point is to say that the sacrificial death of 

Jesus is the only way of salvation for the entire world. 

No one is without sin. No one is righteous enough to 

deserve God’s acceptance. No religious rituals will earn 

you forgiveness. You must trust in Christ alone. 

C o nc l u s io n  

Our deepest problem is sin. To deal with it, we must 

walk in the light of God’s truth, accepting his definition 

of right and wrong. We must open our eyes to what the 

light reveals about us and keep confessing our sins. 

Finally, we must trust in Jesus as our heavenly 

advocate who presents the blood of his sacrificial death 

to cleanse us and purchase our forgiveness. These 

prescriptions lay the foundation for true spiritual life. 

Have you taken these steps? If not, I encourage you to 

do so today. Don’t run away from the light. Step into it. 

Confess your sins and seek the cleansing that only 
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Christ provides. Receive God’s forgiveness. If you want 

to learn more about this salvation, I encourage you to 

read the second chapter of Paul’s letter to the 

Ephesians. 

If you are a believer, do you need to refocus on one of 

these prescriptions? Are you avoiding the light, closing 

your eyes to your sin, or relying upon your own 

spiritual efforts? Get back into the Word, seek God’s 

forgiveness, and renew your trust in Jesus. And since 

God is so willing to forgive you, make sure that you are 

extending that forgiveness to others. 

May God help us to avoid sin! 
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Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. As you face problems, what other diagnoses are you 

most tempted to accept? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these prescriptions have you followed 

best? How so? 

 

 

 

3. On which of these prescriptions do you most need 

to focus? How can you do so this week? 
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3 

ASSURANCE FROM OBEDIENCE 

1 JOHN 2:3-11 

If you are looking for an enjoyable way to spend a 

morning, an appointment with your doctor is probably 

not high on your list. Doctors poke, prod, and run 

various tests to identify conditions that might cause 

health problems. They are always focused on what 

might be wrong. Their goal is to hold off death as long 

as possible. The only assurance they can give is that 
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they did not find any problems, but that is no guarantee 

of health. 

You might expect similar treatment at church. 

Admittedly, some pastors do seem to focus exclusively 

on pointing out sin. But in many ways spiritual 

ministry should be the exact opposite. We saw in 1 John 

1:9 that the ongoing confession of sin should 

characterize our lives. But that verse also declares that 

God is faithful and just to forgive our sins and to 

cleanse us from all unrighteousness. The good news of 

Christ is the promise that we can have the confident 

hope of eternal life and spiritual transformation 

through faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

This promise is the foundation for a life of assurance, 

but how do I know whether I will participate in it? How 

do I know whether I am saved? 

The Apostle John answered that question by looking 

not for something negative but something positive, 

obedience. In 1 John 2:3-11, he shows that keeping 

God’s commandments assures us of three realities. 

These spiritual realities are aspects of salvation that 

enable us to obey God. In other words, you only 

become genuinely obedient when these things are true 
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of you. But since they are spiritual, we cannot observe 

them directly. So, we must start with what we can see 

and evaluate, namely our behavior. 

It is easy to misunderstand this idea of drawing 

assurance from obedience. John is not saying that we 

earn eternal life by being obedient. Salvation does not 

flow from obedience. Obedience flows from salvation. 

Furthermore, John is not saying that you cannot have 

assurance apart from perfect obedience. In the first two 

verses of chapter 2, he explains that perfect obedience 

must be our goal. But he adds that if we do sin, we have 

Jesus as our advocate and as the propitiation, the 

atoning sacrifice for our sins. Nevertheless, salvation 

should produce a pattern of obedience in our lives that 

confirms that we are truly saved. But if we are not 

pursuing obedience, then even if we say all the right 

things, we cannot have any certainty that we are saved. 

As we walk through these verses, we will see how John 

explains assurance. 
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R e a l i t y  1  

K n o w i n g  Go d  

A few weeks ago, my wife and I celebrated our twenty-

eighth wedding anniversary. We remembered how we 

stood before our pastor, our family, and our friends to 

make our vows to one another.  As important as those 

commitments are, they were not the beginning of our 

relationship. We made them because we had already 

grown to love each other. Today we continue to honor 

those vows not because we said them in a ceremony but 

because they are a natural expression of our love. Even 

if you are unaware of our marriage, it should still be 

evident because of how we behave.  
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John used a similar rationale to describe how 

obedience flows from our relationship with God. In 1 

John 2:3-5a he wrote, 

And by this we know that we have come to 

know him, if we keep his commandments. 

Whoever says “I know him” but does not 

keep his commandments is a liar, and the 

truth is not in him, but whoever keeps his 

word, in him truly the love of God is 

perfected. 

It may sound repetitive to say, “We know that we have 

come to know him,” but it is not. The second “know” 

describes the beginning of a relationship with God. The 

first “know” describes the assurance that this 

relationship is genuine. John may be drawing upon a 

statement that Jesus made as he prayed on the night 

before his crucifixion.  John 17:3 tells us that he said, 

“And this is eternal life, that they know you, the only 

true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.” So, 

eternal life is not just about living forever. It is about 

enjoying a relationship with God, and that relationship 

can begin here and now. 

So, how can you be assured that you have that 

relationship with God? John said that it should be 
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evident in your keeping of God’s commandments. 

Why? His commandments are not arbitrary. He did not 

establish them to burden us. They show us the best way 

to live. They make perfect sense in the context of a 

relationship with him. If you know God, then you 

should respect his authority and trust his wisdom and 

his goodness. That relationship produces more than 

reluctant submission. To keep the commandments is to 

value them, to embrace them, and to guard them. 

But verse 4 presents a different response. This person 

says that he knows God. He claims to have a 

relationship with him. He might identify with a body of 

believers and say all the right things. But he does not 

value God’s commandments. He does not make any 

effort to keep them. Can that person have any 

assurance about knowing God? 

No, John said that such a person is a liar, and the truth 

is not in him. His unwillingness to obey the Lord shows 

that he does not have a genuine relationship with God. 

He does not believe in his wisdom and goodness. He 

does not accept his authority. The truth about God and 

his gospel are simply not present in this person’s life. 

Jesus warned about such people in his Sermon on the 
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Mount. Matthew 7:21, tells us that he said, “Not 

everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the 

kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my 

Father who is in heaven.” 

But John has more to say about the person whose 

relationship with God leads him to keep the 

commandments. In verse 5, he says, “in him truly the 

love of God is perfected,” but this statement can be 

interpreted in two different ways. He could be speaking 

of our love for God. Jesus said, “If you love me, you will 

keep my commandments” (Jn 14:15). But it is difficult 

to explain how our love for God could have already 

become perfect. That would require us to perfectly keep 

his commandments, and such perfection does not seem 

to line up with the ongoing confession of sin that he 

described back in verse 9 of chapter 1. 

So, I think that John is referring to the perfect love that 

God has for us. When we come to know him, we can be 

assured that we are the recipients of his perfect love. It 

is in us. Paul spoke this way in Romans 5:5. He said, 

“and hope does not put us to shame, because God's love 

has been poured into our hearts through the Holy 
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Spirit who has been given to us.” In Romans 8:38-39, 

Paul then described God’s love by saying,  

For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor 

angels nor rulers, nor things present nor 

things to come, nor powers, nor height nor 

depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 

be able to separate us from the love of God in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. 

This relationship with God creates an empowering 

cycle. When we come to know him, it inspires us to 

begin to obey him. As we keep his commandments, our 

assurance of our relationship with him deepens. That 

confidence in his perfect love then inspires us to focus 

more on keeping his word. Obedience flows from this 

relationship. Make sure that you know the Lord! 
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R e a l i t y  2  

A b i d i ng  i n  C hr i s t  

I used to have some vines that grew up around the 

corner posts of a pergola in my backyard. The location 

must have been perfect for them because they thrived 

there. I would have to trim them back several times 

over the course of the summer. Branches would shoot 

out in all directions. But sometimes I found that 

branches from some other plant managed to climb up 

within them. They would strangle other branches and 

stifle their growth. But in trying to remove them, I had 

to be careful not to sever the link between the good 
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branches and the vine. Their life was entirely 

dependent upon that connection. 

John 15 tells us that Jesus used a similar picture. He 

said that he is the vine, and his followers are the 

branches. He said that there will be branches that do 

not abide in him. Those will end up being thrown away 

and burned up. But he promised that if we abide in 

him, we will bear fruit. Apart from him we can do 

nothing.  

John highlighted the reality of this connection with 

Christ in 1 John 2:5b-6. How can we be assured that we 

are abiding in Christ? He explained, “By this we may 

know that we are in him: whoever says he abides in him 

ought to walk in the same way in which he walked.” 

The reality of union with Christ is taught throughout 

the New Testament. In Ephesians 1:3, Paul says that 

every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places comes to 

us in Christ. In Romans 6, he explains that we are 

united with Christ in his death and resurrection. There 

is no salvation without this connection, but it is not 

something that we can see or feel. So, we need 

assurance that we are truly in him. How can we know? 
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John says that when we abide in Christ, we walk in the 

same way in which he walked. This makes perfect sense 

when you consider the analogy of the vine and 

branches. If we are connected with Jesus and drawing 

our life and strength from him, then we should become 

more and more like him. Our walk, our behavior, our 

character should reflect his. Paul captured this goal in 

1 Corinthians 11:1 by saying, “Be imitators of me, as I 

am of Christ.” 

But in what sense are we to be Christlike?  People ask, 

“What would Jesus do?” But their answers to that 

question can be very subjective. John gave us more 

direction in 1 John 2:7-8a. He wrote, 

Beloved, I am writing you no new 

commandment, but an old commandment 

that you had from the beginning. The old 

commandment is the word that you have 

heard. At the same time, it is a new 

commandment that I am writing to you, 

which is true in him and in you, 

What is this new-old commandment? We will see in a 

moment that in verses 9-11 John was thinking of 

brotherly love. But why did he introduce it this way? 

He was alluding to something else that Jesus said on 
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the night before he was crucified. John 13 recounts how 

Jesus humbly washed the disciples’ feet. Then verses 

34-35 tell us that Jesus said,  

A new commandment I give to you, that you 

love one another: just as I have loved you, 

you also are to love one another. By this all 

people will know that you are my disciples, if 

you have love for one another. 

The command to love one another was given long 

before the ministry of Jesus. Leviticus 19:18 tells us 

that the Lord told the people of Israel, “You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.” Earlier in his ministry, 

when Jesus was asked about the greatest 

commandment in the Law, he pointed to the command 

to love the Lord from Deuteronomy 6 and to this 

command from Leviticus 19. But no one had truly been 

able to live out this instruction. Even the godliest Old 

Testament believers fell short.  

This command became new in Jesus because he was 

the first person to ever keep it perfectly. The disciples 

saw its truth fully displayed in him. They observed how 

he cared for people and showed compassion for the 

lost. They witnessed his miraculous healing and 
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provision for people’s needs. They even heard him ask 

his heavenly Father to forgive the people who were 

crucifying him as they were driving the spikes into his 

hands and feet (Lu 23:34). 

The reality of abiding in Christ makes it possible for 

this commandment to be true in us as well. We can 

begin to walk as Jesus walked, relating to people as he 

did. We can extend mercy and show love and 

compassion. We may not be able to perform miracles, 

but we can meet physical needs and share the hope of 

the gospel. We continue to fall short, but we should be 

growing to become more like him. As we do so, we can 

be assured that we are abiding in him. 
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R e a l i t y  3  

A b i d i ng  i n  t h e  L i g ht  

For my first semester of college, I attended the 

University of Southern California, located in south 

central Los Angeles. The campus itself has well-

manicured lawns, flowers, and beautiful brick 

buildings, but the surrounding neighborhoods are run 

down. In the full light of day, the campus was full of life 

and the surrounding neighborhoods were quiet. But in 

the dark of night, the city came alive in the worst 

possible ways. From my dorm room, I could hear 

sirens, helicopters, and occasional gunshots. But as the 

sun rose in the morning, the atmosphere changed back. 
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The people of the night seemed to go into hiding when 

the people of the day came out. 

A similar change began to happen in our world when 

Jesus came. In 1 John 1, John told us that we must walk 

in the light because God is light.  But in the first chapter 

of his Gospel, John said that the light came into our 

world through the Son of God (Jn 1:4-5). It was like a 

sunrise. The light began to shine, and the people of 

darkness hid away from it. John circles back to that 

imagery in 1 John 2 to show how we can have assurance 

that we are abiding in the light. In verses 8-9, he wrote, 

At the same time, it is a new commandment 

that I am writing to you, which is true in him 

and in you, because the darkness is passing 

away and the true light is already shining. 

Whoever says he is in the light and hates his 

brother is still in darkness. 

In explaining 1 John 1, I argued that the core idea 

behind John’s light metaphor is God’s truth. There 

John was addressing the idea that God’s light exposes 

our sin so that we can confess it. Here John uses that 

imagery to describe how the truth is shining and 

driving the darkness away. But there will be people who 

claim to be in the light but are not walking as Christ 
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walked. They are not keeping that new commandment. 

Instead, their lives are characterized by hatred. In that 

case, their behavior shows that they are still in the 

darkness.  

In verses 10-11, John elaborated on the contrast 

between those who abide in the light and those who 

walk in darkness. He wrote, 

Whoever loves his brother abides in the light, 

and in him there is no cause for stumbling. 

But whoever hates his brother is in the 

darkness and walks in the darkness, and does 

not know where he is going, because the 

darkness has blinded his eyes. 

Brotherly love is the proof that you are truly abiding in 

light. Love shows that you are allowing the truth of 

Christ to guide your steps. When he says there is no 

cause for stumbling in him, he could be speaking about 

the person not tripping himself up or not causing 

others to stumble into sin. Either way, we come back to 

that cycle. When you abide in the light, you show 

Christlike love for people. When you walk in love, the 

light shines even brighter in and through you. 
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On the other hand, when someone harbors hatred they 

are not only in darkness. They are walking away from 

the light, and they might not even realize it. Their 

perception of life becomes increasingly murky. 

Darkness blinds them from recognizing where they are 

headed. 

The understanding we have from abiding in the light 

should lead us to have Christlike compassion for those 

who are blinded by darkness. We cannot look down on 

them for the bad choices that they are making. We 

must recognize that God has shown his grace in 

opening our eyes. Apart from his intervention, we 

would all be heading down that path. Paul expressed 

this sentiment in Titus 3:3-5 by saying,  

For we ourselves were once foolish, 

disobedient, led astray, slaves to various 

passions and pleasures, passing our days in 

malice and envy, hated by others and hating 

one another. But when the goodness and 

loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, 

he saved us, not because of works done by us 

in righteousness, but according to his own 

mercy, by the washing of regeneration and 

renewal of the Holy Spirit. 
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The light leads us to love. Make sure that you are 

abiding in the light! 

C o nc l u s io n  

True obedience flows from these three realities: 

knowing God, abiding in Christ, and abiding in the 

light. They enable us to keep God’s commandments, to 

walk as Jesus walked, and to love our neighbors as 

ourselves. So, the Christian life is not a matter of 

outward conformity with such conduct. It is not about 

following rules. It is about being transformed by these 

realities. Keep seeking to know God, to abide in Christ, 

and to abide in the light. 

If you do not know God, I encourage you to start 

seeking him. Listen to the truth of his word. Accept the 

good news that Jesus died and rose again so that you 

can be forgiven and cleansed of your sins. Trust him to 

light your way and guide you in your walk in this world. 

If you want to learn more about knowing God, I 

encourage you to take some time to read the third 

chapter of Paul’s letter to the Philippians. 
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Perhaps you are a believer, but you realize that you 

have not been living it out. Remind yourself of those 

realities. Renew your commitment to obey him. Shine 

the light for those who are still in darkness. 

May God help us to walk as Jesus walked! 

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. How does this passage change your 

understanding of assurance? 

 

 

2. How does this passage change your 

understanding of obedience? 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to grow in obedience? 
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4 

THE JOURNEY OF SPIRITUAL GROWTH 

1 JOHN 2:12-17 

News reports tell us about an increase in travel. Plane 

flights, hotel rooms, and rental cars, campgrounds and 

camping gear are all in high demand. Prior to the Covid 

pandemic, people took for granted that they could visit 

various destinations at some point in the future. They 

had dreams and aspirations to travel, but they never 

acted upon them. The lockdowns of 2020 gave us all a 

greater sense of urgency. 
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We learned that if you want to go somewhere, you had 

better do it while you have the opportunity. 

Spiritual growth is often likened to a journey, but many 

of us lack a sense of urgency about it. We have dreams 

and aspirations, but we do not act upon them. We tell 

ourselves that we will get there someday. We need to 

seize the opportunity when it presents itself. But even 

if you are ready to move forward, you might not know 

how. Should you attend church more or go to Bible 

study groups? Should you listen to a particular 

preacher or read a particular book? 

In 1 John 2:12-17, we find what you might call a four-

point travel plan for the journey of spiritual growth. I 

have summed up John’s letters with the title, “Vital 

Signs of Spiritual Life.” From the verses I have covered 

thus far, we have seen that a healthy spiritual life is 

marked by a connection with the Word, a proper view 

of sin, and a commitment to obedience. Now we will 

see that a healthy spiritual life is marked by growth and 

progress. So, as we consider how John described the 

way forward, I encourage you to evaluate your own 

spiritual growth. 
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T h e  S t a r t  

K n o w i n g  Go d  

When children are born, we look for signs of life. Crying 

shows that they are breathing. Eating and filling their 

diapers demonstrates that they have the necessary 

biological functions to live outside a mother’s womb. 

They still need a lot of care, but they are physiologically 

independent.  They should be able to grow and develop. 

In a sense, the process is the reverse in spiritual life. 

Spiritual life starts not with independence, but with 

dependence upon God. Because of Adam and Eve’s sin, 

we are all born into the world separated from him. We 

are spiritually dead. We need to be connected with him. 
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We must choose to trust him as our heavenly Father. 

Spiritual life and growth begin with knowing God. 

In 1 John 2:3, John said, “By this we know that we have 

come to know him, if we keep his commandments.” 

Our obedience gives us assurance. His argument is so 

strong, that you might conclude that the presence of 

any sin would invalidate that relationship. But John 

went on to explain that Christians do not immediately 

become perfectly obedient. They must grow and 

develop over time. There are spiritual children, 

spiritual young men, and spiritual fathers. 

In 1 John 2:12-14, he wrote, 

I am writing to you, little children, because 

your sins are forgiven for his name's sake. 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, 

children, because you know the Father. I 

write to you, fathers, because you know him 

who is from the beginning. I write to you, 

young men, because you are strong, and the 

word of God abides in you, and you have 

overcome the evil one. 
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John was not using the word “children” to describe 

biological age. Later in the letter, he referred to all 

Christians as children of God. Jesus also spoke this 

way, addressing his disciples as children even though 

they were adults biologically. So, to call someone a 

spiritual child is not derogatory in any way. 

John revealed two characteristics of spiritual children. 

In verse 12, he said that they are, “forgiven for his 

name’s sake.” In verse 13, he added that they, “know 

the Father.” These are not goals that Christians work 

toward or rewards that we earn.  These characteristics 

are true from the start for everyone who trusts in Jesus 

Christ. This is spiritual life. We stand forgiven through 

the sacrificial death of Jesus, and that forgiveness 

makes it possible for us to draw near to God as our 

Father. We are saved by his grace for the glory of his 

name. 

So, to begin the journey of spiritual growth you must 

be a child of God. Growth cannot happen unless you 

have been forgiven and have come to know God. So, are 

you a child of God? If not, John 1:12-13 promises, “But 

to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, 

he gave the right to become children of God, who were 
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born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the 

will of man, but of God.” If you have never done so, I 

encourage you to become a child of God by receiving 

Jesus as your Lord and Savior.  

So, if we begin by coming to know God as his child, 

where are we headed? 
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T h e  E n d  

K n o w i n g  Go d  

Do you ever head out on a drive with no particular place 

to go? You might not have any destination in mind. You 

just want to pass the time seeing the countryside. Of 

course, gas prices today will make you think twice 

about that. If you are going to spend that much money, 

you probably want to get somewhere worthwhile. 

I think a lot of Christians take a similar approach to 

spiritual growth. They have no destination in mind, no 

clear goal of maturity to pursue. They simply do what 

feels right in the moment. It should not be surprising 
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then, if they never make any progress. So, spiritual 

growth does not always track with age. 

Of course, some people insist on picking their own 

destination. They might equate maturity with gaining 

academic knowledge of the Bible or with serving in a 

leadership position in the church. John, however, 

defined maturity in a surprisingly familiar way. Our 

God-given destination is to know him. In 1 John 2:13 

and 14, John wrote, 

I am writing to you, fathers, because you 

know him who is from the beginning… [and 

again] I write to you, fathers, because you 

know him who is from the beginning.  

So, how is this a journey if you wind up back where you 

started? What is the difference between a childlike 

knowledge of God and a fatherly knowledge of God? 

John’s words here may give us a hint. He said that 

children know the Father. They understand their need 

to rely upon God, and we never leave that need behind. 

But fathers know, “him who is from the beginning.” 

They understand how the Lord has worked throughout 

history. They also have personal experience in using 

that knowledge to rely upon the Lord over time. 
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The Apostle Paul expressed a similar idea in his letters. 

He linked spiritual maturity to knowing Christ. In 

Ephesians 4:13-14, he spoke of how this knowledge 

gives believers spiritual stability. He wrote of the 

church body being built up, 

…until we all attain to the unity of the faith 

and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to 

mature manhood, to the measure of the 

stature of the fullness of Christ, so that we 

may no longer be children, tossed to and fro 

by the waves and carried about by every wind 

of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness 

in deceitful schemes. 

He also linked this knowledge with trusting Christ 

through times of suffering. In Philippians 3:8-11, he 

wrote, 

Indeed, I count everything as loss because of 

the surpassing worth of knowing Christ 

Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered 

the loss of all things and count them as 

rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and 

be found in him, not having a righteousness 

of my own that comes from the law, but that 

which comes through faith in Christ, the 

righteousness from God that depends on 

faith—that I may know him and the power of 
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his resurrection, and may share his 

sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 

that by any means possible I may attain the 

resurrection from the dead. 

So, whether male or female, we should all seek the 

maturity of spiritual fatherhood, even though we will 

never fully arrive at it in this life. There is always more 

to learn in our relationship with God as we walk with 

him through every blessing and every trial. When we 

arrive in eternity, we will find that the greatest blessing 

will be to know him even better. So, how do we move 

forward from day to day? 
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T h e  M o v e m e n t  

O ve rco m i n g  t h e  Ev i l  O n e  

To arrive at your destination, you need the right kind 

of equipment. I have a compact car that is perfect for 

driving around town because it gets great gas mileage. 

But when I tried driving it on a long road trip with my 

family, it felt noisy, cramped, and uncomfortable. If I 

ever tried taking it off-road somewhere it would 

quickly fall apart. 

The journey of spiritual growth takes us through a 

battlefield. We have an enemy who seeks to tempt us, 

discourage us, and hinder our growth. He erects all 

sorts of obstacles along our path. So, part of growing is 
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becoming equipped to overcome the evil one. In 1 John 

2:13 and 14, John likened this preparedness to the 

maturity of a young man. He said, 

I am writing to you, young men, because you 

have overcome the evil one. [And then] I 

write to you, young men, because you are 

strong, and the word of God abides in you, 

and you have overcome the evil one. 

John used different names to describe this enemy in his 

writings. In John 13, he referred to him as Satan and 

the devil and said that he entered Judas as he set out to 

betray Jesus. We will see that he also spoke of the devil 

in chapter 3 of 1 John. But here and on three other 

occasions in this letter, he called him the evil one. This 

was the name that Jesus used as he prayed during the 

night before his crucifixion. John 17:15 tells us that he 

spoke of his followers and said, “I do not ask that you 

take them out of the world, but that you keep them 

from the evil one.” 

So, how can we overcome him? John said that we need 

to become strong and to let the word of God abide in 

us. Matthew, Mark, and Luke tell us that after Jesus 

had been fasting for forty days in the wilderness, the 
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devil came to him with three temptations. In each case, 

he responded by quoting relevant passages from the 

Old Testament Law. Since the Son of God relied upon 

Scripture in facing temptation, we should follow his 

example. A practical knowledge of Scripture is the 

equipment that we need. 

But what does it mean for God’s word to “abide” in us? 

John used the word “abide” forty times in his Gospel 

and twenty-seven times in his letters. It could also be 

translated as remain, continue, or even live. He has 

already spoken of believers abiding in Christ and 

abiding in the light. But here the word is abiding in the 

believer. The author of Psalm 119 expressed this 

commitment by saying, “I have stored up your word in 

my heart, that I might not sin against you” (Ps 119:11). 

The Apostle Paul used a different picture to describe 

our reliance upon Scripture. He pictured the truths of 

salvation as armor that a believer must put on to stand 

against the schemes of the devil. In Ephesians 6:14-17, 

he said, 

Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt 

of truth, and having put on the breastplate of 

righteousness, and, as shoes for your feet, 
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having put on the readiness given by the 

gospel of peace. In all circumstances take up 

the shield of faith, with which you can 

extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil 

one; and take the helmet of salvation, and the 

sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. 

So, every believer must keep pursuing spiritual 

strength to overcome the evil one. Though John 

illustrated this as the accomplishment of a spiritual 

young man, we never reach a point where we can let 

down our guard. We must keep reminding ourselves of 

the powerful truths of God’s word. But how do you 

know that you are progressing in the right direction? 
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T h e  D i r e c t i o n  

A way  f ro m  t he  Wo r l d  

When you set out on a journey, you leave something 

behind. You see it in the rearview mirror. It gets 

smaller and smaller as you drive away. But mirrors 

always have that warning, “Objects in mirror are closer 

than they appear.” As we move forward in the journey 

of spiritual growth, we should be moving away from the 

world. In 1 John 2:15, John wrote, “Do not love the 

world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the 

world, the love of the Father is not in him.” 

Loving the world and loving God stand in direct 

opposition to one another. There is no position of 
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neutrality. This is not a fork in the road where we can 

go right or left. We already love the world. We could 

translate the opening of this verse by saying, “stop 

loving the world.” We must leave it behind. 

But what did John have in mind when he spoke of the 

world? He does not seem to be referring to the world as 

a place. God created the earth, and one day he will 

renew it. We only leave it behind temporarily. Some 

Christians try to leave behind the people of the world 

by isolating themselves. But Jesus spoke of people in 

John 3:16, when he said, “For God so loved the world, 

that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 

should not perish but have eternal life.” Growing in our 

love for God means loving what he loves. 

In 1 John 2, John was speaking of the world as a system 

of values. He characterized the world by three 

categories of motivations. In verse 16, he wrote, “For all 

that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the 

desires of the eyes and pride of life—is not from the 

Father but is from the world.” 

The first category of worldly motivation is the desires 

of the flesh. The Apostle Paul often used the word flesh 
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to refer to our sinful nature. But John may have 

something different in mind. He used the word fifteen 

other times in his writings, and it always refers to the 

physical body. Later in 1 John, for instance, he argued 

that Jesus came in the flesh. He had a physical body but 

no sinful nature. So, I think that John had the same 

definition of flesh in mind here as he spoke about 

worldly desires.  

As human beings, our bodies crave things like food, 

rest, and sex. Those desires are not wrong, but we are 

tempted to value them above God and to pursue them 

in ways that are contrary to his will. The world tries to 

persuade us that life is all about food, rest, and sex. It 

tells us that it is okay to pursue sexual fulfillment 

outside of marriage. In hard times, we might even rely 

upon food and rest for comfort without ever seeking 

the Lord. The devil used this tactic against Jesus when 

he tempted him to turn stones into bread (Mt 4:3-4).  

Jesus responded by quoting from Deuteronomy 8:3, 

which says “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by 

every word that comes from the mouth of God." 

The second category of worldly motivation is the 

desires of the eyes. Here I think John has in mind the 
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Tenth Commandment which prohibits coveting your 

neighbor's house, your neighbor's wife, or his male 

servant, or his female servant, or his ox, or his donkey, 

or anything that is your neighbor's (Ex 20:17). Again, it 

is not wrong to want these sorts of things.  But if we 

place them above God and ignore his will in pursuing 

them, then those things become idols to us (Col 3:5). 

The devil showed Jesus the kingdoms of the world and 

promised to give them to him if he would worship him. 

Jesus responded by quoting Deuteronomy 10:20 and 

saying, “You shall worship the Lord your God and him 

only shall you serve” (Mt 4:10). 

The third category of worldly motivation is the pride of 

life. This is the desire to be first, to be recognized, to 

have power and influence. We see it in Satan who tried 

to ascend above other angelic beings to make himself 

like God (Isa 14:13-14). Eve succumbed to it when she 

ate from the forbidden tree in the garden of Eden 

because she thought that it would make her wise (Gen 

3:6). Satan was probably tempting Jesus with pride 

when he told him to jump off the pinnacle of the temple 

to be carried down by angels. Such a dramatic display 

would have immediately impressed all the people in 
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the temple courts. But Jesus quoted Deuteronomy 6:16 

and said, “You shall not put the Lord your God to the 

test." 

So, the world lives to fulfill the desires of the flesh, the 

desires of the eyes, and the pride of life. But that way of 

life is not from God. He blesses us with good things to 

enjoy, but knowing and drawing close to him is our 

highest good. Our love for him should be the supreme 

and guiding force as we persevere through this spiritual 

battle. John concluded his line of thought in 1 John 

2:17 by saying, “And the world is passing away along 

with its desires, but whoever does the will of God 

abides forever.” 

Someday this journey will come to an end. Jesus will 

return to conquer this sinful world system. He will cast 

Satan into the lake of fire along with those who have 

ignored him and his word. But he will welcome those 

who love him into eternal life, where we will find true 

satisfaction in the presence of God forever. 
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C o nc l u s io n  

Spiritual life leads to growth. It starts when you come 

to know God and receive his forgiveness through 

simple childlike faith. Its end is a fatherly knowledge of 

him gleaned through a lifetime of walking with him 

through blessings and trials. To move that direction, 

we must pursue a young man’s sort of strength to 

overcome the evil one by letting the word of God abide 

in us. We know our direction is true as we leave behind 

our love for the world to genuinely love the Lord. 

Have you started down this path? Are you a child of 

God? If not, I urge you to receive life in Christ today. 

He died on the cross and rose from the dead so that we 

can be forgiven of our sins and know God. Trust him to 

save you. If you want to learn more about life in Christ, 

you might want to read chapter 17 in John’s Gospel 

which records what Jesus prayed on the night before 

his crucifixion. 

If you are already a child of God, are you growing in 

your love for God? Are you overcoming the evil one and 

leaving worldly desire behind? Which of those worldly 

motivations have the biggest influence over you? I 
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encourage you to identify it and reject it. Learn 

Scripture that will help you resist it and remember that 

you are not alone in this journey. We are all in it 

together. Don’t be afraid to share some of your 

struggles with your brothers and sisters in Christ.  We 

must pray for one another and help one another 

overcome by the power of Christ. 

May God help us all to grow! 

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. How does this passage change your 

understanding of spiritual life? 

 

2. Which of the worldly desires in 1 John 2:16 has 

the biggest pull in your life? 

 

3. What can you do differently this week to focus 

on overcoming the evil one? 
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5 

AVOIDING APOSTASY 

1 JOHN 2:18-28 

One year when I was in seminary, my wife and I took 

advantage of my spring break to visit Yosemite 

National Park. The floor of Yosemite Valley sits at 

4,000 feet above sea level with granite cliffs soaring 

above it. So, even though the springtime sun was warm, 

it was cold enough that shady patches were still 

covered with ice and snow. Those conditions must have 
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kept many people away because we felt as if we had 

most of the park to ourselves. 

We wanted to hike what is called the Mist Trail that 

begins with a climb up a stairway cut into solid rock 

and ascends past two waterfalls. But when we arrived 

at the trail head, we found a sign saying that the path 

was closed. We assumed that the closure was for 

winter, so since it was springtime, we decided to go 

ahead. There were a few slippery spots along the way, 

but we reached the top and decided to take a different 

way down. 

About halfway back the trail entered the mountain’s 

shadow. The path became slippery with ice and snow. 

We hoped it would improve farther ahead, but it 

worsened as the trail narrowed with a vertical rock face 

on one side and a steep drop on the other. There was a 

short wall along the edge, but snow and ice had filled 

the gap. I have never been in a more precarious 

situation. It felt so treacherous that we ended up 

crawling on our hands and knees until we finally made 

it to a safer section.  
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Some Christians have similar feelings about their 

salvation. They are not confident. They worry that 

temptation or false teaching might cause them to slip 

and fall away at any moment. They point to others who 

seemed to be strong Christians but renounced the faith. 

We even find particularly disturbing instances of this 

among Christian leaders. I think of one man who wrote 

best-selling books and pastored a large influential 

church. But he resigned from the pastorate, rejected 

what he had taught, divorced his wife, and claims that 

he is no longer a Christian. 

What should we think about stories like that?  How 

should we respond to cases of apostasy when people 

turn away from Christ? Is salvation precarious? Should 

we worry that we ourselves or others might fall away? 

Can we do anything to avoid apostasy? 

The Apostle John addressed these questions in 1 John 

2:18-28. Some take his emphasis on obedience at the 

beginning of 1 John 2 as confirmation of this 

precariousness. But in verses 18-28, he comforted 

Christians with three safeguards that God has given us 

for avoiding apostasy. We are not on a slippery path. 
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John’s message is that believers can have confidence 

because of what God has done for us and is doing in us.  
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S a f e g u a r d  1  

T h e  C o n gr eg at io n  

o f  t he  A no i n t e d  

Many people speak of elite military units with a sense 

of awe. Their training is so exhausting that few can 

complete it. Their physical endurance and mental 

toughness seem almost superhuman.  They are charged 

with carrying out extremely sensitive and dangerous 

missions. So, even though they may not outrank other 

military personnel, they carry a certain clout. 

Something similar can happen with leaders in the 

church. You might assume that those who devote their 

lives to ministry have a different relationship with God 
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than the average believer. Some denominations 

reinforce this belief by referring to leaders as priests, 

mediators between God and the church. But even 

outside those circles, you might still be tempted to rely 

upon a church leader as an anchor for your spiritual 

life. That only makes it more devastating if that leader 

turns away from the faith. 

The Apostle John addressed a similar problem. Early 

church history shows that some teachers claimed to 

have special knowledge that set them apart from the 

average believer. They split off from the church to start 

their own movements. This may have already been 

happening during John’s time, but he was confident 

that other believers had a safeguard that would keep 

them from falling away. He described them all as what 

we might call the congregation of the anointed. In 1 

John 2:18-20 he said, 

Children, it is the last hour, and as you have 

heard that antichrist is coming, so now many 

antichrists have come. Therefore we know 

that it is the last hour. They went out from us, 

but they were not of us; for if they had been 

of us, they would have continued with us. But 

they went out, that it might become plain 
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that they all are not of us. But you have been 

anointed by the Holy One, and you all have 

knowledge. 

The phrase “last hour” is found nowhere else in 

Scripture. Some interpret it to mean that John 

mistakenly thought that Jesus was about to return. In 

his Gospel, he recorded several occasions when Jesus 

spoke of the “last day” as the time when believers will 

be resurrected and unbelievers will be judged (Jn 6:39, 

40, 44, 54; 11:24; 12:48). But we find a different idea in 

Acts 2. There Peter spoke of “the last days” as 

beginning with the outpouring of the Spirit. Paul, 

James, and the author of Hebrews all speak of the last 

days as the age in which we currently live (2 Tim 3:1; 

Jas 5:3; Heb 1:2). I think John had a similar idea in 

mind in speaking of the last hour. Even though almost 

2,000 years have gone by, the events accompanying 

Christ’s return could have begun at any point. 

One of those events that will happen in conjunction 

with Christ’s return is the coming of an individual that 

John calls the Antichrist. No one else used this title, but 

John probably had in mind the one that Jesus said 

would stand in the holy place, committing the 
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abomination of desolation (Mt 24:15). In 2 

Thessalonians 2:3-4 Paul called him the man of 

lawlessness who will oppose and exalt himself against 

every so-called god and will take his seat in the Temple. 

In Revelation 13, John saw him as a beast who would 

rule kingdoms and demand to be worshiped. That 

individual has not yet come, but John’s point was that 

the same deceptive spirit was already active in the 

world. It is part of life in this last hour.  

So, there are many antichrists, people who lead others 

astray from Jesus, and we must understand that they 

do not launch their attacks from outside. The greatest 

danger to the church comes from within. Some who 

claim to be believers will reject essential Christian 

beliefs. They will commit apostasy and break away 

from a congregation. But John wanted his readers to 

recognize that they were never genuine believers. 

While we must be aware of such individuals, we should 

not fear them. John explained that God has given all 

believers an anointing that helps us understand the 

knowledge that we need. To anoint someone was to 

apply oil to them in a ceremonial way as was done with 

priests and kings in the Old Testament, but John used 



Avoid ing Apostasy  (1  John 2:18-28)  

 

95 

the word metaphorically. The anointing that he 

described aligns with the work of the Holy Spirit. Jesus 

said that the Spirit of Truth would be in his followers to 

teach them all things and to remind them of his 

teaching (John 14:17, 26). Paul argued that we cannot 

understand spiritual truths apart from the Spirit (1 Cor 

2:12-14).  

So, the Spirit indwells us individually, but that is not 

John’s point. The antichrists of his day probably 

claimed that the Spirit had enlightened them to new 

doctrinal truth that no one else saw. But the safeguard 

God has given us is the presence of the Spirit working 

in believers gathered together. We are the congregation 

of the anointed. Some of us may spend more time 

studying Scripture than others, some are gifted 

teachers, but we are all able to understand and to sense 

when we are hearing something that is not true. 

We grow in spiritual stability as we gather and speak 

the truth to one another in love (Eph 4:14-16). We all 

need to learn in fellowship with other spirit-filled 

believers. No one is above that, not even the most 

knowledgeable teachers No one should be treated as 

spiritually elite. We must relate to one another as 
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humble, teachable children of God who are each 

anointed by His Spirit. 
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S a f e g u a r d  2  

T h e  C o n fe s s i o n  o f  

t h e  A no i n t ed  

Every ship has an anchor. You find them on small 

fishing boats, massive aircraft carriers, and everything 

in between. It does not matter how powerful the 

vessel’s engine may be. When storm winds blow and 

swells build, a sturdy anchor is a necessary safeguard 

to keep the ship from crashing into the rocks. 

Hebrews 6:19 refers to Jesus as a sure and steadfast 

anchor of the soul because he entered the heavenly 

Holy of holies to represent us. Through his death, 
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resurrection, and ascension, he connects us to God. 

That connection is what we need to endure the storms 

of life, but the anchor needs to be firmly tied on our 

end. We must understand who Jesus is and place our 

faith in him. 

Based upon John’s description of this safeguard, we 

could call it the confession of the anointed. In 1 John 

2:21-23, he wrote, 

I write to you, not because you do not know 

the truth, but because you know it, and 

because no lie is of the truth. Who is the liar 

but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ? 

This is the antichrist, he who denies the 

Father and the Son. No one who denies the 

Son has the Father. Whoever confesses the 

Son has the Father also. 

The anointing that believers have does not mean that 

John’s written exhortation is pointless. On the 

contrary, their knowledge of the truth is what makes it 

possible for John’s readers to understand his writing 

and to benefit from it. His particular concern is that 

these antichrists were denying that Jesus is the Christ, 

and that denial cut them off from a relationship with 
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God. To have a relationship with the Father, you must 

confess the Son, expressing your faith in him. 

What does it mean to say that Jesus is the Christ? 

Christ is a Greek word that means anointed. Jesus was 

anointed with the Spirit at his baptism, but his 

anointing means more than ours. It identifies him as 

the leader who fulfills Old Testament prophecy. The 

Hebrew term for Anointed One is Messiah. To affirm 

that Jesus is the Christ is to say that he is the ultimate 

prophet, priest, and king. He perfectly reveals God to 

us, serves as our mediator, and will rule over us. 

The incarnate Son of God is the only one who could 

fulfill these roles. Rather than merely proclaiming 

truth about God as previous prophets had done, he 

displayed the character of God in everything he did. His 

deity and humanity were also essential to his saving 

work. You might say that it enabled him to have one 

foot on earth and the other in heaven. He alone was 

able to provide a sufficient atonement for our sins. He 

alone could fulfill God’s original purpose for Adam and 

his covenant promises to Abraham and David. 
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Why would anyone deny that Jesus is the Christ, the 

Son of God? Since some thought that matter was evil 

and only spirit good, they refused to accept the 

incarnation. They wanted a mystical, spiritualized 

religion rather than the tangible Old Testament 

promises of an earthly kingdom. So, they said that 

Jesus was just a man under the influence of a divine 

spirit. They might have considered him a good teacher, 

but not God incarnate. Many religious people today 

hold a similar view of Jesus, but John declared it a lie. 

It is literally an antichrist view. 

Is it still possible for people who think this way to have 

a relationship with God? No. John was clear that no 

one who denies the Son has the Father. To have a 

relationship with God you must believe and confess 

that Jesus is the Anointed One, the Christ, the Son of 

God. John 14:6 tells us that Jesus said, "I am the way, 

and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father 

except through me.” 

So, what does it mean to confess the Son? Back in 1 

John 1:9 the same word was used to speak of saying the 

same thing as God would about our sins. But this 

confession is an assertion of belief. It is more than 
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repeating the words of a Bible verse or a creed. It begins 

with accepting this claim about who Jesus is and 

includes the determination to rely upon him for 

salvation. To confess the Son is to openly identify 

myself with him, aspiring to live out his teaching. It 

should be clear to everyone who knows us that he is our 

anchor, and if he is our anchor then our salvation is 

secure. 
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S a f e g u a r d  3  

T h e  C o mm un i o n  o f  

t h e  A no i n t ed  

Have you ever tried to get an old set of Christmas lights 

working? On some old strings, the lights were run in 

series. If one bulb burnt out or even came loose, the 

electricity stopped flowing to all of them. To fix it, you 

had to take the time to check each individual light. But 

when lights are wired in parallel, they each have direct 

access to the flow of current. They keep shining even if 

one of the bulbs is missing. 
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For Christians, you might say that our relationship 

with God is in parallel, not in series. We may be 

discouraged by those who fall away, but it should not 

impact our personal relationship with God. We are 

safeguarded from apostasy by having a direct 

connection with him. We could call it the communion 

of the anointed. John began to express this idea in 1 

John 2:24-25, by saying, 

Let what you heard from the beginning abide 

in you. If what you heard from the beginning 

abides in you, then you too will abide in the 

Son and in the Father. And this is the 

promise that he made to us--eternal life. 

Spiritual life begins with hearing the gospel and 

believing it. Paul referred to it as the power of God for 

salvation (Rom 1:16). It is the good news that Jesus is 

the Christ who died for our sins and rose again so that 

we can receive eternal life. So, we never move on from 

that message. It must abide in us. We must continue to 

rely upon it, because that message connects us to the 

Son and the Father. As it abides in us, we abide in them. 
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The anointing that John introduced earlier is part of 

this communion. It safeguards us against deception. 

John continued in verses 26-27 by saying, 

I write these things to you about those who 

are trying to deceive you. But the anointing 

that you received from him abides in you, 

and you have no need that anyone should 

teach you. But as his anointing teaches you 

about everything, and is true, and is no lie--

just as it has taught you, abide in him. 

The gospel connects us to the life that flows from God 

the Father and God the Son. The anointing of the Spirit 

then shields us from attack. He abides in us to help us 

distinguish truth from error. We benefit from listening 

to gifted teachers, but we are not reliant upon them. We 

can be confident in the Spirit’s work in our own lives 

and in the lives of other believers. He led the prophets 

and apostles to write the Scripture, and he helps us 

understand it and apply it in our lives. He is always 

leading us to abide in Christ. 

So, because of this communion, we can have 

confidence about our future with him. In 1 John 2:28, 

John wrote, 
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And now, little children, abide in him, so that 

when he appears we may have confidence 

and not shrink from him in shame at his 

coming. 

Some interpret this verse as a warning to believers--

abide in him or be shamed. But that understanding 

does not fit with John’s confidence in the anointing. 

Furthermore, as we move into chapter 3, we will see 

that John spoke of Christ’s return with great 

anticipation and hope. The anointing and the 

connection that we have with Christ through the gospel 

is preparing us for the time when we will see him face 

to face. Our confidence is not based upon our spiritual 

accomplishments but upon God’s work in us. 

Who will be ashamed then? Those who associated with 

the church but turned away. Those who heard the 

gospel and never responded in faith. Those who 

refused to confess their sins or to confess that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Son of God. Those who did not abide in 

the Father or the Son. 
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C o nc l u s io n  

Since God has given us these safeguards, we do not 

have to fear that we will succumb to apostasy. First, the 

Spirit unites every believer in the congregation of the 

anointed, granting us all knowledge to speak the truth 

to one another in love. Then through confessing our 

faith in Jesus the Anointed One, we have an anchor for 

our souls. Finally, the anointing of the Spirit seals our 

communion with the Father and the Son. So, we can 

look forward to Christ’s return with confidence. 

Do you have this relationship with Jesus? If not, I 

encourage you to receive him as the Christ and to start 

confessing him as the Son of God. Trust in his saving 

work. Receive this anointing. If you want to learn more 

about the eternal security that he offers us, you might 

want to read the sixth chapter of John’s Gospel. 

If you are a believer, do you recognize and take full 

advantage of these safeguards? Do you have a 

meaningful relationship with a congregation of 

believers? Do you draw confidence from who Christ is 

as the Messiah? Are you consciously abiding in him? Be 
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confident in Christ, and share that confidence with 

those who are not prepared for his return. 

May we look forward eagerly to his return! 

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. Do you know anyone who has turned away from 

the faith? How does this passage shape your 

understanding of their choice? 

 

 

2. How would you explain the anointing that John 

described? How might it be misunderstood? 

 

 

3. What does this passage contribute to your 

understanding of confidence in the Christian 

life? 
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6 

THE PRACTICE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS 

1 JOHN 2:29-3:10 

When I was seven years old, I told my parents that I 

wanted a guitar. So, they bought one at a local music 

store and gave it to me on Christmas morning. I was 

thrilled, but I had no clue how to play it. So, my parents 

signed me up for lessons with a classical guitar teacher. 

I don’t remember what I expected, but classical guitar 

was not it. I took lessons for a year or so, but I did not 
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practice much. Eventually, I lost interest and my guitar 

sat untouched in the closet for the next decade. 

How can you know if you are a guitar player? Is owning 

one sufficient? There are collectors who buy several 

and display them without ever using them. They are 

not guitar players! Does taking a few lessons qualify 

you for that title or should we reserve it for those who 

reach the level of performing at concerts and recording 

albums? A guitar player is just someone who practices, 

who keeps trying to play the thing regardless of 

whether it sounds good or bad. 

In his first letter, the Apostle John explained how you 

can know that you are a Christian. Is owning a Bible 

sufficient or having a collection of Christian books? 

What about getting lessons at church? John does not 

include those things as indicators. In the first two 

chapters of his letter, he gave five vital signs of spiritual 

life. You see it in (1) your connection with the Word of 

life, (2) your confession of your sins, (3) your keeping 

of God’s commandments, (4) your pursuit of spiritual 

growth, and (5) your avoidance of apostasy. As we turn 

to 1 John 2:29-3:10, we will see that he made a case for 

a sixth sign: the practice of righteousness.  
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Some use this passage to argue that no one can be 

assured of their salvation unless they maintain a life of 

perfect righteousness. In fact, the translation in the 

King James Version seems to support this view. But 

there is a key term used seven times in these verses that 

the New American Standard and English Standard 

versions translate as “practice.” As we examine the text, 

I will explain why I think that this reading makes better 

sense of the original Greek in the context of the letter. 

John was not setting an unreachable standard. It is not 

perfect performance but consistent practice that is a 

sign of spiritual vitality. So, John encouraged 

Christians with three reasons to keep trying to live a 

righteous life. 

  



The Pract ice of  R ighteousness (1  John 2:29 -3:10)  

 

111 

R e a s o n  1  

B e i ng  a  Ch i l d  o f  Go d  

Whether we like it or not, family resemblance is an 

undeniable reality. It is partly a matter of nature. Our 

parents contribute to our genetic makeup. You see it in 

physical characteristics like bone structure or the color 

of hair, eyes, and skin. But our resemblance is also a 

matter of nurture. We learn ways of speaking, thinking, 

and even handling conflict. We inherit good habits and 

bad ones, strengths and weaknesses. 

It can seem impossible to escape those weaknesses, but 

the good news is that we can be spiritually born again. 

John 3:3 tells us that Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to 
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you, unless one is born again he cannot see the 

kingdom of God.” When you receive Christ as your 

Lord and Savior, you become a child of God (Jn 1:12), 

and when you become his child, you take on a new 

family resemblance. So, John pointed to being a child 

of God as a reason for the practice of righteousness. In 

1 John 2:29, he wrote,  

If you know that he is righteous, you may be 

sure that everyone who practices 

righteousness has been born of him. 

In the previous verse, John was speaking about the 

return of Christ. So, your first impression might be that 

he was speaking of the righteousness of Christ here in 

verse 29. But we will see in verse 1 of chapter 3, that he 

has switched to speaking of God the Father. In fact, this 

rebirth is what allows us to relate to him as our 

heavenly Father.  

How do we know if someone is a child of God? The King 

James Version of this verse says, “every one that doeth 

righteousness is born of him,” but the ESV uses the 

word “practices.” This translation makes it sound as if 

the transformation is immediate, like flipping a switch. 

There should be a family resemblance but becoming 
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like him is a process. Back in 1 John 1:9, John said that 

believers must keep confessing their sins rather than 

saying that they have none. 

What does it mean to be righteous? It is not simply 

following your own personal feelings about what is 

right. It is not a matter of conforming to the standards 

of our culture. Righteousness is defined by the 

character of God. He is the standard. He alone has the 

authority to say what is right, and he has done so in his 

commandments. So, the righteous character of God 

should be reflected in those who are his children. It is 

the natural expression of his life within us. 

The privilege of being his children should also motivate 

us to practice righteousness. In 1 John 3:1, John said, 

See what kind of love the Father has given to 

us, that we should be called children of God; 

and so we are. The reason why the world does 

not know us is that it did not know him. 

God loves the world, but his love for his born-again 

children is different. He relates to us as our heavenly 

Father. He gives us his love. In Romans 5:5, Paul said 

that his love has been poured into our hearts through 

the Holy Spirit. So, we have a special bond with him 
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that the unbelieving world does not have. The people of 

the world do not know him. They do not understand 

why we would deny ourselves of worldly pleasures. But 

his love compels us to live for him, to practice 

righteousness. 

Being a child of God also gives us an amazing hope that 

inspires us to keep practicing righteousness. In 1 John 

3:2-3, John declared, 

Beloved, we are God's children now, and 

what we will be has not yet appeared; but we 

know that when he appears we shall be like 

him, because we shall see him as he is. And 

everyone who thus hopes in him purifies 

himself as he is pure. 

One day our practice of righteousness will become 

perfect. It will be the day when Jesus returns and we 

see him in all his glory. That experience will transform 

us. It will complete the trajectory of God’s work in our 

lives. Paul described the entire process in Romans 

8:29-30 by saying, 

For those whom he foreknew he also 

predestined to be conformed to the image of 

his Son, in order that he might be the 

firstborn among many brothers. And those 
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whom he predestined he also called, and 

those whom he called he also justified, and 

those whom he justified he also glorified. 

If you are a child of God, then you are destined for 

glory. You will become like Christ. So, we should reflect 

this hope in how we live. We should purify ourselves as 

he is pure, striving to be now what we will become later. 

That means identifying the ways of thinking, speaking, 

and behaving that God forbids. It also means 

recognizing our failure to do the positive things that 

God commands. We must keep repenting, confessing 

those sins and seeking to change by the power of Christ.  

So, if you are born again, then you should be marked 

by the practice of righteousness. It is a natural outflow 

of the righteous life of your heavenly Father at work 

within you; it is a grateful response for the love of God 

that you have received; and it is an expression of our 

certain hope of seeing Christ.  
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R e a s o n  2  

A b i d i ng  i n  a  S i n l e s s  S av i o r  

People often picture sin as an archer missing the bull’s 

eye. This illustration helps communicate the meaning 

of the term, but it fails to capture the heart behind it. It 

suggests that when people sin, they are at least aiming 

at the target. But for those who are not born again, that 

is not the case. They are aiming in the opposite 

direction.  

To support his case for the practice of righteousness, 

John wanted his readers to understand the rebellious 

nature of sin. He argued that such a lifestyle is 

completely at odds with abiding in a sinless savior. He 
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began in 1 John 3:4, by saying, “Everyone who makes a 

practice of sinning also practices lawlessness; sin is 

lawlessness.” 

The ESV uses the word “practice” two more times here 

regarding sin and lawlessness. The King James Version 

and the New King James Version speak of committing 

sin. But that reading suggests that John was speaking 

of an individual act. He was not. He spoke of the 

ongoing practice of righteousness in 2:29, and he was 

speaking here of the ongoing practice of sin. If sin is the 

overall pattern of someone’s life, then John says that 

the individual is practicing lawlessness. In other words, 

they habitually set themselves in opposition to God’s 

commands. They have turned away from the target that 

he has set. 

Can a Christian be marked by the practice of sin and 

lawlessness? John says no. In verses 5-6 he wrote, 

You know that he appeared in order to take 

away sins, and in him there is no sin. No one 

who abides in him keeps on sinning; no one 

who keeps on sinning has either seen him or 

known him. 
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John used the word “appear” twice in verse 2 in 

relation to Christ’s second coming. But in verse 5, John 

was speaking about his first coming. He appeared to 

take away sins. This expression is only used one other 

time in the New Testament. John first heard it from 

John the Baptist. John 1:29 tells us that when he saw 

Jesus he declared, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who 

takes away the sin of the world!” 

By referring to a lamb, John was probably pointing to 

the Passover. But the idea of an animal “taking away” 

sin comes from the Old Testament sacrificial system, 

particularly the Day of Atonement. Leviticus 16 tells us 

that two goats were selected. One was sacrificed so that 

the high priest could sprinkle its blood before the 

presence of God in the Holy of holies to atone for 

Israel’s sins. Then the high priest confessed the 

nation’s sins over the other goat and sent it off into the 

wilderness as a symbol of sin carried away. Jesus came 

to fulfill that ceremony. He took on our sins and offered 

up his sinless life on the cross as a perfect sacrifice. 

Then he ascended into heaven to intercede for us as our 

perfect high priest. 
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We have seen several times in John’s letter that he 

equated the Christian life with abiding in Christ. 

Believers have a spiritual connection with him. So, he 

asked how someone could have that connection yet 

continue in sin. Here again the King James translation 

of verse 6 can be misleading. It says, “Whoever abideth 

in him sinneth not.” But John was clear at the 

beginning of chapter 2 that believers still commit sins 

and have Christ as our advocate. The verb tense that 

John used when he spoke of sinning in verse 6 of 

chapter 3 expressed a continuing action—keeping on in 

sin, practicing lawlessness as a consistent pattern. 

Such behavior is completely at odds with abiding in a 

sinless Savior. So, John said that someone who lives 

that way has not seen him or known him. 

On the other hand, those who abide in Christ have 

turned around. We still miss the bull’s eye, but unlike 

those who practice sin and lawlessness we are at least 

aiming at the target. So, in 1 John 3:7, John wrote, 

“Little children, let no one deceive you. Whoever 

practices righteousness is righteous, as he is 

righteous.” 
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What sort of deception were his readers facing? The 

antichrists that John mentioned back in chapter 2 

might have claimed that physical conduct did not 

matter. In their distorted view, you can live however 

you want if you are spiritually enlightened. But the 

sinless life of Christ and his sacrificial death lead us to 

see that physical sinful acts have eternal significance. 

Since God will judge people according to the deeds that 

they have done with their body, Jesus endured physical 

suffering to purchase our redemption. So, those who 

are saved should use our bodies in the practice of 

righteousness. 

John’s concluding words in verse 7 raise an interesting 

question. What does it mean to be righteous as he is 

righteous? It could simply be a way of saying that we 

are becoming like Christ. But John seems to phrase his 

statement in a declarative sense. He does not speak of 

justification in his writing as Paul did in his letters (e.g., 

Rom 5:6-9), but I cannot help but think that John 

might have been pointing to it here. Our practice of 

righteousness is imperfect, but those who believe in 

Christ are clothed in his perfect righteousness. Let your 

behavior reflect your standing in Christ.  
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R e a s o n  3  

N o t  B e i ng  a  Ch i l d  o f  t h e  Dev i l  

I have never paid much attention to soccer, but the 

objective is simple. There are two teams. One team 

tries to kick the ball into the goal on the other team’s 

side of the field. Even young children get the idea. 

Youth leagues start around four or five years old. But at 

that age, a child could become confused and 

accidentally score a goal for the other team. Most 

parents would cheer and have a good laugh. But if that 

scenario happened with a professional, everyone would 

be shocked. If it kept happening, it would be obvious 
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that it was no mistake. The person is playing for the 

other team. 

From a spiritual perspective, there are only two teams 

in the game of life. There are children of God and 

children of the devil. There are no neutral observers. In 

this fallen world, we all start life as children of the devil. 

That is not to say that every child of the devil is as evil 

as they possibly can be. Many children of the devil can 

be nice agreeable people. But they are still under the 

devil’s control, serving his purpose. They might ignore 

God or follow a false religion. If you are born again, 

however, you have switched sides. 

So, John argues that this division between the children 

of God and the children of the devil is another reason 

for the practice of righteousness. Our behavior shows 

which side we are on. If you are not a child of the devil, 

then you will not act like it! In 1 John 3:8, John said, 

Whoever makes a practice of sinning is of the 

devil, for the devil has been sinning from the 

beginning. The reason the Son of God 

appeared was to destroy the works of the 

devil. 
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We are participants in a cosmic battle. Ezekiel 28:13-19 

speaks of an angelic being who committed the first sin 

and was banished from dwelling in God’s presence. 

Isaiah 14:12-15 reveals that he wanted to rule and take 

the place of God. Genesis 3 tells us that he took the 

form of a serpent to recruit Adam and Eve to his side. 

He successfully gained power over the human race. But 

the Lord warned him that he would battle the seed or 

offspring of the woman. The serpent would bruise his 

heel, but he would triumph by bruising the serpent’s 

head (Gen 3:15). 

The Son of God became human and appeared on earth 

to fulfill that promise. He came to destroy the works of 

the devil. But what does that include? Satan is 

responsible for everything contrary to God’s design for 

the world—falsehood, temptation, sin, guilt, despair, 

sickness, suffering, and death. Every miracle that Jesus 

performed was a preview of his ultimate victory over 

Satan. But the decisive blow was struck through his 

death and resurrection. Hebrews 2:14-15 explained 

Christ’s work by saying,  

Since therefore the children share in flesh 

and blood, he himself likewise partook of the 
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same things, that through death he might 

destroy the one who has the power of death, 

that is, the devil, and deliver all those who 

through fear of death were subject to lifelong 

slavery. 

Children of the devil are slaves, but the children of God 

are free. But John went farther in his explanation. He 

argued that a child of God is unable to continue the 

practice of sin. In 1 John 3:9, he wrote, 

No one born of God makes a practice of 

sinning, for God's seed abides in him; and he 

cannot keep on sinning, because he has been 

born of God. 

Here again the King James Version obscures John’s 

point. It says, “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.” That translation 

makes it sound as if the commission of one sinful deed 

demonstrates that a person is not a child of God. But 

John was talking about a practice, a pattern, a habit, a 

lifestyle. 

Why is the believer unable to keep sinning? John said 

that God’s seed abides in him. What is this seed? In 

explaining his parable of the soils, Jesus likened God’s 
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word to seed. But John might be referring to Jesus 

himself as the promised seed who came to crush the 

serpent. We cannot really separate the two. John 15:7 

tells us that Jesus told his disciples to abide in him and 

to let his word abide in them. When you have this 

connection with Christ and his gospel, it changes your 

perception. It brings your seared conscience to life. 

When you succumb to temptation, this seed in your 

soul makes you uncomfortable, even miserable. You no 

longer feel the freedom to follow a consistent pattern of 

sin. 

So, John concluded this thought and introduced a new 

one in 1 John 3:10. He said, 

By this it is evident who are the children of 

God, and who are the children of the devil: 

whoever does not practice righteousness is 

not of God, nor is the one who does not love 

his brother. 

Children of the devil do not practice righteousness. 

They are unable to do so. They are deceived into 

thinking that they are free, but the truth of the matter 

is that they are enslaved. Children of God are on the 

other side. They are free to do what is right. Even when 
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they falter and stumble into sin, they still know that 

righteousness is the goal. Which side are you on? 

Perhaps God is recruiting you to make a change today. 

Brotherly love is another distinction between the 

children of God and children of the devil. We will 

consider John’s teaching about it as we study the 

second half of 1 John 3.  

C o nc l u s io n  

Christians are characterized by the practice of 

righteousness. It is our nature as born-again children 

of a righteous God who has given us love and the hope 

of transformation into the likeness of His Son. It is a 

pattern of life that flows from the connection we have 

with our sinless savior as we abide in him and he in us. 

It is the change of direction we experience when we are 

set free from being children of the devil. 

Have you been born again? Have you received Christ? 

If not, I invite you to place your faith in him and in his 

word. If you want to learn more about this new birth, I 

encourage you to read the third chapter of John’s 

Gospel. 
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If you are a believer, have you been resisting the pull of 

your conscience and of God’s Word? If so, renew your 

practice of righteousness. Remind yourself of who you 

are. You are not a child of the devil, but a child of God. 

You have the life, love, and hope of God at work in you. 

You are connected with a sinless savior. Stay true to 

who you are in Christ and encourage your fellow 

believers to do the same. 

May the righteousness of God fill our lives! 

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. Would you say that you are actively practicing 

righteousness? Why or why not? 

 

 

2. Which reason is most encouraging to you? Why? 

 

 

3. What practical steps could you take this week to 

focus on practicing righteousness? 
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7 

POWER TO LOVE 

1 JOHN 3:11-24 

At some point, you have probably heard the story of 

“The Little Engine That Could.” It has been told in 

many ways over the years. A train is loaded down with 

toys for Christmas or animals for a circus. It is 

chugging along making progress until it reaches a steep 

mountain range. It quickly loses momentum, slowing 

to a crawl and beginning to slip. It only manages to 
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keep climbing by repeating the simple phrase, “I think 

I can.” 

A lot of people live by that motto. Positivity and 

personal determination mean everything to them. So, 

what happens when they encounter a hill that they 

cannot climb? If life is all about you, your choices, and 

your ability, then you will not hesitate to give up and 

change course. 

But in his commandments, God has laid out a path that 

everyone must follow. To turn aside from it is an act of 

rebellion, but he calls us to live in ways that extend far 

beyond our ability. His commandments can be 

summed up as loving your neighbor as yourself (Rom 

13:9). With the right people under the right 

circumstances, you might find it easy to show love. But 

how well do you do when times are rough or when the 

people in question are difficult?  “I think I can,” will not 

help in those moments. To truly love your neighbor, 

you need divine help. 

Loving one another is a major focus in the Apostle 

John’s New Testament letters. He saw it as another 

vital sign of spiritual life. He mentioned it briefly in 
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chapter 2, but returned to it again in chapter 3, and 

developed it more fully in chapter 4. As we look at 

verses 11-24 in chapter 3, we will see that John 

identified three resources through which God 

empowers us to love one another. These are the truths 

that we must repeat to ourselves. 
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R e s o u r c e  1  

T h e  L i fe  o f  G o d  

You can buy tickets for all sorts of events: movie 

showings, concerts, theatrical productions, or a day at 

an amusement park. But those events might be several 

months away. The ticket holds promise for the future, 

but it does not impact your life here and now. If we are 

not careful, we can be tempted to think that way about 

eternal life, treating it as nothing more than a promise 

for future admission to the kingdom of heaven. 

John argued, however, that receiving eternal life affects 

us here and now. It is more like a ticket to travel to a 

destination. When you receive it, you leave behind life 
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as a child of the devil. You are born again as a child of 

God, and you begin a journey of spiritual growth until 

you see Christ face to face. 

In 1 John 3:1-10, John showed that this new life 

manifests itself in the practice of righteousness. But at 

the end of verse 10, he shifted his focus from 

righteousness to love. He said, 

By this it is evident who are the children of 

God, and who are the children of the devil: 

whoever does not practice righteousness is 

not of God, nor is the one who does not love 

his brother.  

True righteousness and love are two sides of the same 

coin. To speak of righteousness is to view our behavior 

from a vertical perspective, in relation to God and his 

commands. Brotherly love, however, is the horizontal 

perspective. This new life from God must be expressed 

in relation to other people. Of course, loving your 

neighbor is part of being righteous, and the child of the 

devil does not really do either. But in 1 John 3:11, John 

reminded the children of God, “For this is the message 

that you have heard from the beginning, that we should 

love one another.” 
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John has already used the word “beginning” seven 

times in this letter, and this is the eighth. He opened 

the letter by speaking of the coming of Christ and his 

message of salvation. That was the beginning of a new 

era in the unfolding of God’s plans. But when you 

become a child of God, you come to know the one who 

is from the absolute beginning of all things and have 

your own personal beginning. God’s basic message that 

we should love one another has been clear throughout, 

but it was also violated in the earliest days of creation. 

In 1 John 3:12, John wrote, 

We should not be like Cain, who was of the 

evil one and murdered his brother. And why 

did he murder him? Because his own deeds 

were evil and his brother's righteous. 

Genesis 4:1 tells us that Cain was the first child born to 

Adam and Eve. Their second child was named Abel. 

Abel became a keeper of sheep and Cain a worker of the 

ground. At one point both brothers brought an offering 

to the Lord, and we are told that the Lord had regard 

for Abel’s offering but not Cain’s. Some argue that the 

Lord preferred animal sacrifice, but there is no 

indication of this in the account. Hebrew 11:4 tells us 
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that Abel’s offering was pleasing to the Lord because of 

his faith.  

In Cain’s anger, he rose up and murdered his brother. 

John said that Cain did so because he was of the evil 

one. In other words, he was a child of the devil. Abel, 

on the other hand, was righteous, a child of God. So, 

John considered this event to be representative of the 

ongoing conflict between children of the devil and the 

children of God. In 1 John 3:13-14, he explained, 

Do not be surprised, brothers, that the world 

hates you. We know that we have passed out 

of death into life, because we love the 

brothers. Whoever does not love abides in 

death. 

People in our world talk a lot about love and 

acceptance, but it is fake. They tolerate everything 

except genuine righteousness and truth. Such behavior 

exposes their unrighteousness, so they hate it. They 

mock it, marginalize it, and criticize it. In some cases, 

they resort to persecution. 

John said that we should expect that response, but as 

children of God we should display the opposite. We 

should love the brothers. Many claim that John was 
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addressing how we relate to other children of God, our 

fellow born-again believers. They say that those are the 

brothers that he had in mind. 

But I do not think that he intended to limit the word 

that way. He had just spoken of Cain and Abel as 

brothers though one was evil and the other righteous. 

So, I think we should take brother in a more generic 

sense. In response to the world’s hatred, we should 

show love, certainly to those within the church but also 

to those outside. Matthew 5:43-44 tells us that Jesus 

made this point in his Sermon on the Mount by saying, 

“You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your 

neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I say to you, Love 

your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” 

How is it possible to love someone that hates you? John 

said that those who love the brothers have passed out 

of death into life. It is the life of God that empowers a 

born-again believer to exercise this kind of 

supernatural love. When that kind of love is completely 

absent from a person’s life, John said that the 

individual abides in death. He or she is physically alive, 

but spiritually dead. John continued this thought in 

verse 15 by saying, “Everyone who hates his brother is 
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a murderer, and you know that no murderer has 

eternal life abiding in him.” 

Jesus used the same sort of reasoning in his Sermon on 

the Mount. Matthew 5:21-22 tells us that he applied the 

Sixth Commandment’s prohibition of murder to anger 

and insults. Hatred is the heart issue that ultimately 

leads to murder. So, we can agree that murder is a clear 

indication that someone does not have eternal life 

abiding in them. But are you willing to say the same 

about hatred? 

Thankfully, even murderers can repent and be saved 

through faith in Christ. No matter what hatred may be 

in your background, if the life of God abides in you, 

then you are able to love. 
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R e s o u r c e  2  

T h e  E xam pl e  o f  C h r i s t  

Sometimes I think about what it must have been like 

for the first people to explore Michigan. The 

undergrowth in the woods can be so dense in spots, 

that it is almost impossible to find a way through. 

Imagine if it was that way everywhere. Someone had to 

undertake the hard work of cutting a path. That is part 

of what Jesus did on the cross. He blazed a trail 

through the dense hatred of the world to show us the 

path of true love 

To be clear, the cross is certainly more than an 

example. Back in 1 John 2:2, John said that Jesus is the 
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propitiation for our sins. In other words, He offered up 

his life to satisfy the wrath of God that we provoked by 

our sins. He gave himself as the perfect sacrifice of 

atonement. In verse 5 of chapter 3, John said that he 

appeared to take away sins. But his personal sacrifice 

also stands as the truest expression of love. In 1 John 

3:16, John wrote, “By this we know love, that he laid 

down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives 

for the brothers.” 

Jesus is sometimes portrayed as the victim of jealous 

Jewish religious leaders and a corrupt Roman 

government. While that characterization of their 

motives is accurate, Jesus was not a passive victim. The 

Gospels are clear that he always knew what awaited 

him in Jerusalem, told his disciples about it, and 

willingly accepted it. He saw it as his purpose. Mark 

10:45 tells us that he said, “For even the Son of Man 

came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life 

as a ransom for many.” 

Some claim that the gospel preached by Christian 

leaders today is man-centered because it focuses too 

much on Christ’s love. They assert that Christ died to 

please his heavenly Father. While that is true, it is an 
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overreaction to deny love for people as a motivation for 

Christ’s personal sacrifice. In John 15:12-13, John tells 

us that on the night before his crucifixion Jesus said, 

“This is my commandment, that you love one another 

as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, 

that someone lay down his life for his friends.” 

He made sure that his disciples understood that laying 

down his life was an expression of his love for them. 

There is no greater love. But he was also calling them 

to follow his example by practicing sacrificial love for 

one another. But what does it mean for us to lay down 

our lives? Perhaps we could think of some situation 

when a believer might die to protect fellow believers 

from persecution. But that is still not the same as 

Christ’s sacrificial death. 

We follow his example of personal sacrifice in less 

extreme ways. In 1 John 3:17-18, John explained, 

But if anyone has the world's goods and sees 

his brother in need, yet closes his heart 

against him, how does God's love abide in 

him? Little children, let us not love in word 

or talk but in deed and in truth. 
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John highlighted a tangible expression of sacrificial 

love. You can give money or possessions to meet 

someone else’s needs. Acts 4:32-35 tells us that this 

kind of generosity was evident in the early church in 

Jerusalem. People sold houses and land and donated 

the money to the apostles to distribute as they saw fit. 

The passage tells us that as a result there was not a 

needy person among them. The believers were of one 

heart and soul. 

Meeting the needs of fellow Christians was the priority. 

But Paul argued that believers should also show 

tangible expressions of love to those outside the 

church. He considered it an investment for the spread 

of the gospel. In Galatians 6:9-10, he wrote,  

And let us not grow weary of doing good, for 

in due season we will reap, if we do not give 

up. So then, as we have opportunity, let us do 

good to everyone, and especially to those 

who are of the household of faith. 

So, the example of Christ’s sacrificial love should 

empower us to be generous, and it does so by changing 

our basic outlook on people. Paul explained this 

connection in Philippians 2:1-8. In verses 5-8 he spoke 
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of how Christ humbled himself by becoming human 

and dying on the cross. His mindset should change 

ours. In verses 3-5, Paul said,  

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, 

but in humility count others more significant 

than yourselves. Let each of you look not only 

to his own interests, but also to the interests 

of others. Have this mind among yourselves, 

which is yours in Christ Jesus. 

So, in addition to being historically and theologically 

significant, Christ’s personal sacrifice exerts a power in 

the lives of believers today. It persuades us to accept 

the significance of other people. It compels us to place 

their interests above our own. It leads us to give up our 

own possessions to meet their physical needs. 

We can, however, face significant challenges in our 

generosity. Acts 5 tells us about Ananias and Sapphira, 

a couple who lied about how much they were giving to 

impress other believers. The Lord struck them down 

for their selfish distortion of generosity. Acts 6 records 

a dispute that arose because Greek-speaking widows 

were supposedly being overlooked in the church’s 

distribution of food. The apostles responded by 

appointing what seems to be the first group of deacons. 
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In modern times, we also face situations where some 

become dependent upon generosity and others exploit 

it for personal gain. We need wisdom and boldness to 

navigate such situations, but we must not close our 

hearts against people. We must draw power from the 

example of Christ’s sacrificial love. 
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R e s o u r c e  3  

T h e  M o m e nt um  o f  O b ed i e nc e  

Though the weight of a loaded train is a liability on the 

way up a hill, it becomes a benefit on the way down. 

Gravity takes over. Momentum builds. As smaller 

inclines come along, it coasts over them. 

John spoke of a similar dynamic in our spiritual lives. 

As we work at loving one another, we build up a 

momentum of obedience that overcomes our doubts. It 

fills us with confidence about our relationship with 

God, and he adds to that by answering our prayers. In 

1 John 3:19-20, John began to describe this scenario by 

saying, 
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By this we shall know that we are of the truth 

and reassure our heart before him; for 

whenever our heart condemns us, God is 

greater than our heart, and he knows 

everything. 

John wanted his readers to be assured of their 

salvation. How could they know that they genuinely 

believed the truth? What would reassure their hearts? 

Many people expect to find some inner feeling of peace, 

but our hearts can be deceitful. We might be fooled by 

our own self-confidence or plagued by a hyperactive 

conscience. Instead of trusting our feelings, we must 

look to God himself for assurance. No matter what our 

heart says, he is supreme. Because he is all-knowing, 

he sees who we truly are. 

So, where do we find this assurance from God? In 1 

John 3:21-22, John continued by saying, 

Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, 

we have confidence before God; and 

whatever we ask we receive from him, 

because we keep his commandments and do 

what pleases him. 

The truth of the gospel is that we are able to draw near 

to God in Christ. Even in those times when our hearts 
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accuse us, we can have confidence in him. We can pray 

for God to work, knowing that he hears our prayers. His 

answers to our prayers affirm our obedience and 

encourage us to continue to grow in it. 

Of course, it is important to understand that prayer is 

not about fulfilling selfish wishes. In John’s Gospel he 

recorded some qualifications that Jesus made. John 

14:13 tells us that he said, “Whatever you ask in my 

name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in 

the Son.” To pray in his name is to seek what he would 

want, namely for God to be glorified. John 15:7 also 

tells us that he said, “If you abide in me, and my words 

abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done 

for you.” Our prayers should be in line with the clear 

teaching of Christ. 

So, answered prayer and obedience to God’s 

commandments are linked. It is not a matter of earning 

his blessings. It is about aligning our hearts with what 

he wants. When we are striving to obey him, we pray 

for things that go along with that—for help in resisting 

temptation, wisdom to make right choices, strength to 

grow in righteousness, boldness to represent him, and 

the salvation of lost souls. As we pray this way, our 
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determination to obey is strengthened. So, prayer and 

obedience work together to build spiritual momentum. 

It may seem that John has moved on from his focus on 

love, but love is central to this dynamic. In 1 John 3:23 

he said, “And this is his commandment, that we believe 

in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one 

another, just as he has commanded us.” 

Belief in Christ and love for one another go together. 

We cannot separate them. John referred to them as 

God’s commandment. He wants us to keep trusting in 

Christ and to keep growing in love. This is the 

obedience that enables us to pray.  As we pray we grow 

in this obedience, and the result is a growing 

confidence that I have a vital and real connection with 

God. So, John concluded in verse 24 by saying, 

“Whoever keeps his commandments abides in God, 

and God in him. And by this we know that he abides in 

us, by the Spirit whom he has given us.” 

Here again John used the word “abiding” to describe 

our connection with God. In this passage, he has 

already spoken of eternal life and God’s love abiding in 

us. We have also recalled what Jesus said about letting 
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his words abide in us. That connection leads us to obey, 

to believe and to love. As we do that, our assurance of 

our connection with the Lord continues to deepen. 

John also linked abiding in God with the work of the 

Holy Spirit. But we will return to that idea as we 

examine chapter 4 of his letter. 

C o nc l u s io n  

Where do we find the power to love? God has given us 

these three essential resources. You cannot truly love 

without them. First, there is no true love apart from the 

life of God received by faith in Christ. Second, our love 

must be inspired and guided by the example of Christ’s 

personal sacrifice. Finally, our love is empowered by 

the momentum built up in a life of obedience and 

prayer.  

Have you received life in Christ? That is the starting 

point. Christianity is not merely about being a good 

person. It is about having this vital connection with 

God that is only possible because Jesus died for our 

sins. If you have never done so, believe in the name of 

Jesus Christ the Son of God. If you want to learn more 
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about spiritual life, I encourage you to read chapter 15 

in John’s Gospel. 

If you are a believer, have you succumbed to hatred? I 

hear a lot of Christians who justify it, claiming that they 

are standing for truth or righteousness. Hating people 

is never justifiable. We must repent and follow the 

example of Christ. What could you do to better reflect 

his love? I challenge you to think of practical actions 

that you could take this week to grow in love.  

May we increasingly reflect the love of Christ! 

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. Whom do you find difficult to love? Why? 

 

2. Which of these resources are most helpful to you 

in dealing with that relationship? 

 

3. What practical steps could you take to show love 

toward that person? 
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8 

HEALTHY UNBELIEF 

1 JOHN 4:1-6 

It should be easy to stand still and balance on one foot, 

but it is not. It requires constant effort. You feel as if 

you are beginning to tilt one way, so you react. You try 

to lean slightly in the other direction. But as soon as 

you do, you realize that you have overdone it. So, you 

lean back the other way. Then a stiff breeze comes 

along and pushes you in a different direction! Balance 

is complicated. 
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I am convinced that a healthy Christian life involves a 

similar struggle. As we study the Bible, we find that 

many ideas and practices are presented alongside other 

true ideas and practices that could be perceived as 

contradictory. We trust God because he sovereignly 

controls all things, yet human beings make real choices 

and are held responsible for them. Christians are 

supposed to be set apart from the world, but we are also 

called to reach out with the gospel and reflect God’s 

love for the world. We tend to lean one way or the 

other, but to be faithful, we must maintain balance. 

In 1 John 4:1-6, we find that this balance even extends 

to faith itself. Belief is central to the Christian life. We 

talk about having a childlike faith. Our trust in God 

naturally extends to those who lead us and teach us. 

But this inclination can cause Christians to be easily 

misled. So, John warns that there are some people and 

messages that we should not believe.  

Back in verses 18-28 of chapter 2 he warned about 

antichrists who try to deceive believers and lead them 

away from the faith. He develops this thought further 

in chapter 4 by presenting four reasons that Christians 



Healthy Unbel ief  (1  John 4:1 -6)  

 

151 

need to exercise discernment. These are guidelines for 

healthy unbelief. 
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R e a s o n  1  

D i f f e re nt  S p i r i t s  

What is wrong with counterfeit money? The problem is 

not how the bills look or feel. Counterfeiters work hard 

to make accurate copies. The problem is the source. 

United States dollars hold value as legal tender because 

they are issued by the Federal Reserve Bank. Since 

counterfeit money does not come from that source, it 

holds no value. If someone pays you with counterfeit 

bills, they are effectively stealing from you.  

Ministry and teaching can also be counterfeit. It may 

seem helpful and sound accurate, but if it comes from 

the wrong source, it holds no value and will ultimately 
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cause spiritual harm. So, we must exercise discernment 

because ministry is prompted by different spirits. In 1 

John 4:1, John wrote, “Beloved, do not believe every 

spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from 

God, for many false prophets have gone out into the 

world.” 

In verse 24 of chapter 3, John said that God has given 

us his Spirit. That was his first explicit mention of the 

Holy Spirit in this letter. But as I argued previously, I 

think he was also referring to the Spirit in chapter 2 

when he spoke about the anointing that believers have 

from God. In both cases, I think John was drawing 

upon the teaching he heard from Jesus on the night 

before his crucifixion. Jesus said that the Spirit of truth 

would dwell in believers to bear witness about him and 

to guide believers into the truth (Jn 14:17; 15:26; 16:13). 

So, the Spirit of God is the only reliable source of truth, 

but John warned of other spirits that inspire the 

ministry of false prophets. In 1 Timothy 4:1, Paul 

labeled their message as teachings of demons. You 

might assume that such people would be obvious, but 

if that were true, there would be no need for this 

warning.  
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False prophets seek to appear as similar as possible to 

true ministry. In 2 Corinthians 11:13-15, Paul 

explained, 

For such men are false apostles, deceitful 

workmen, disguising themselves as apostles 

of Christ. And no wonder, for even Satan 

disguises himself as an angel of light. So it is 

no surprise if his servants, also, disguise 

themselves as servants of righteousness. 

Their end will correspond to their deeds. 

Satan often uses a strategy of subtlety. We see it in the 

garden of Eden. He did not start with an overt rejection 

of God. He questioned and distorted God’s command, 

persuading Eve into doing something that she came to 

see as the best choice. Genesis 3:6 says that she saw 

that the forbidden tree was good for food, a delight to 

the eyes, and desirable to make one wise. 

To some degree, even false prophets are victims of 

Satan’s subtle deception. Jude 8 mentions that they 

rely upon their dreams. They might believe that they 

have received a genuine revelation from God. 2 Peter 

2:12 says that they blaspheme about matters of which 

they are ignorant. They are willing participants in 
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extending the deception, but in 1 Timothy 4:2, Paul 

says that their consciences are seared. 

So, John instructed Christians to not believe every 

spirit. Instead of being gullible, we must exercise 

healthy unbelief. When people make assertions about 

what is true, we must test the spirits to see whether 

they are from God. How does that work? What criteria 

do we use? John provided helpful guidance along with 

another reason for exercising discernment. 
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R e a s o n  2  

D i f f e re nt  Co nf e s s io n s  

In 1173, a church in Italy decided to build a magnificent 

freestanding bell tower. It would be made of white 

marble and would be eight stories tall. A widow 

donated money for the purchase of a few foundation 

stones, and construction began. The first floor took five 

years to complete. But as they began the second, they 

noticed that the building was beginning to sink and tilt. 

So, work was halted for almost a century. 

Rather than fixing the foundation, a new generation of 

builders assumed that the settling was done and 

continued the project. They tried to counter the tower’s 
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lean by making one side taller than the other, but those 

efforts were in vain. It became known as the leaning 

tower of Pisa, and extensive work has been needed ever 

since to keep it from falling over.  

We each build our life on some kind of foundation. 

Matthew 7:24-27 tells us that Jesus finished his 

Sermon on the Mount by saying that hearing his words 

and doing them is like building on rock. In 1 

Corinthians 3:11, Paul asserted that Jesus Christ is the 

true foundation. But some who identify with 

Christianity and seek to influence believers, base their 

lives on other ideas, other confessions, so we must be 

discerning. In 1 John 4:2-3, John wrote, 

By this you know the Spirit of God: every 

spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has 

come in the flesh is from God, and every 

spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from 

God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which 

you heard was coming and now is in the 

world already. 

Apparently, some in John’s day were denying Christ’s 

humanity. They assumed that matter was inherently 

evil. They claimed that a divine spirit came upon a man 

named Jesus, empowered him to perform miracles, 
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and then departed from him. But if that were true, then 

the death of Jesus could not atone for our sin. To 

redeem us and represent us in heaven, he had to be 

fully God and fully human. So, the Spirit of God leads a 

person to confess that Jesus Christ has come in the 

flesh. 

The incarnation of Christ is not the only confessional 

test of the Holy Spirit’s presence in a person’s life. In 1 

John 2:22, John highlighted the requirement of 

believing that Jesus is the Christ, the Anointed One 

who will fulfill God’s Old Testament promises to Israel. 

In verse 15 of chapter 4, he also spoke of confessing that 

Jesus is the Son of God. In Romans 10:9, Paul said that 

we must confess that Jesus is Lord and believe that God 

raised him from the dead to be justified. 

There is room for different interpretations on some 

points of biblical teaching, but these beliefs are 

essential to a genuine confession of Christ. To deny 

them is to reject salvation. Can people pay lip service to 

them without having God’s Spirit within them? Of 

course! But John’s point was that when people deny 

these truths, the spirit within them is certainly not 

from God. That is unhealthy unbelief, rejecting clear 
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biblical teaching. Their refusal flows from the spirit of 

the antichrist. 

We expect those outside the church to deny Christ, but 

John was warning believers about people who would 

arise within the church. The founders of groups like the 

Latter-Day Saints and the Jehovah’s Witnesses were 

once part of orthodox Christian churches, but they 

ended up rejecting the biblical view of Christ. In 

mainline denominational churches, there are many 

who claim to be Christians but deny the account of 

Christ’s miraculous Virgin Birth. The reality of that 

event is crucial to understanding his deity and 

humanity.  

So, before we accept someone’s teaching, we must 

understand what they confess about the person and 

work of Christ. If they are not firmly anchored in a 

biblical perspective of who he is, then their life is built 

on a shoddy foundation and their views will inevitably 

undermine your foundation. 
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R e a s o n  3  

D i f f e re nt  Po we r  

Before facing an opponent, it is wise to make a realistic 

estimation of their power. To gauge the strength of an 

individual, you might look at the person’s muscles. 

Military commanders consider the number of troops 

and equipment used by their enemy. If you are 

seriously outmatched, you would probably be better off 

avoiding a conflict. But in the spiritual battle that 

believers face, we have no need to fear the power that 

drives false prophets. In 1 John 4:4, John wrote, “Little 

children, you are from God and have overcome them, 
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for he who is in you is greater than he who is in the 

world.” 

Of whom is John speaking? Who is in the world to 

direct it and empower it? In verse 3, he just mentioned 

the spirit of antichrist. But back in chapter 3, John also 

indicated that people are either children of God or 

children of the devil. Satan is the driving force behind 

that antichrist spirit now and its ultimate expression in 

a single individual during the coming Tribulation. The 

devil’s influence is so pervasive that in verse 19 of 

chapter 5 John said that the whole world lies in the 

power of the evil one. 

What kind of power does Satan have? In 2 Timothy 

2:26, Paul said that he can ensnare people so that they 

are held captive to do his will. The Gospels and the 

book of Acts record several frightening instances of 

people being under the complete control of demons. 

But this does not seem to be Satan’s normal approach. 

As I mentioned previously, he tends to be more subtle, 

targeting people’s sinful desires and drawing them 

under his sway through temptation. He influences the 

ideologies of the world to silence people’s consciences. 
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The book of Job reveals that he can also cause illness, 

inspire violence, and orchestrate natural disasters. 

But Job also shows that Satan’s power is limited. He 

could not afflict Job without the Lord’s permission. So, 

it is wrong to think of God and Satan as being on the 

same level. God is the eternal, omnipotent Creator, 

who rules over all things. Satan is a created being, a 

rebellious fallen angel. The book of Revelation tells us 

that Christ will ultimately defeat him and sentence him 

to the lake of fire forever. 

So, if the Spirit of God abides in you, then you will 

overcome whatever Satan sends your way. You have a 

superior power at work in you. Some people point to 

this verse as confirmation that a believer cannot be 

possessed by a demon. I think that John would agree 

with that, but his point here is even more encouraging. 

The Holy Spirit gives us the power to see through 

Satan’s lies. He enables us to discern false teaching, 

resist temptation, and persevere through trials. James 

4:7 expressed this confidence in God by saying, 

“Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, 

and he will flee from you.” 
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I am sure that the devil would like us to think that his 

power is irresistible. But if the Spirit of God abides in 

you that is just not true. Do not believe it! Be confident 

in the power of the Holy Spirit.  
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R e a s o n  4  

D i f f e re nt  A u d ie n ce s  

A major cultural shift began in 1979. That was the year 

that the Sony Corporation released their first Walkman 

cassette player. Music became portable and private. 

You could listen to whatever you wanted whenever and 

wherever you wanted. Those foam headphones allowed 

people to live in their own bubble. Of course, that 

separation has become far more extreme with the 

Internet and smartphones. You can choose to ignore 

everything but what you want to hear.  

But this selection process and the social sorting that 

results from it existed long before the Internet or the 
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Walkman. It is more pronounced and diverse now, but 

it has always been a part of life. Different leaders and 

teachers naturally develop different audiences, and 

over time that group will reflect the character of what 

they are hearing. So, you need to make sure that you 

are in the right group. In 1 John 4:5-6, John wrote, 

They are from the world; therefore they 

speak from the world, and the world listens 

to them. We are from God. Whoever knows 

God listens to us; whoever is not from God 

does not listen to us. By this we know the 

Spirit of truth and the spirit of error. 

When John spoke of the world, he had in mind the 

system of values that stands opposed to God’s 

commands. Back in verse 16 of chapter 2, he 

characterized the world as pursuing the desires of the 

flesh, the desires of the eyes, and pride of life. When 

those are the guiding forces in your life, you would 

rather not listen to those who proclaim God’s truth. 

Their message is too convicting. In 2 Timothy 4:3, Paul 

said that those who have itching ears will accumulate 

for themselves teachers to suit their own passions. 

In 2 Peter 2, Peter explained how false teachers cater to 

a worldly audience. In verse 2, he wrote, “And many 
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will follow their sensuality, and because of them the 

way of truth will be blasphemed.” In verse 14, he added, 

“They have eyes full of adultery, insatiable for sin. They 

entice unsteady souls. They have hearts trained in 

greed. Accursed children!” Then in verses 18-19, he 

said,  

For, speaking loud boasts of folly, they entice 

by sensual passions of the flesh those who are 

barely escaping from those who live in error. 

They promise them freedom, but they 

themselves are slaves of corruption. For 

whatever overcomes a person, to that he is 

enslaved. 

So, the ungodly behavior of the group reveals the 

corrupt life of the leader and the falsehood of the 

message. But we must be careful about this line of 

thought.  The Pharisees made a similar charge against 

Jesus. Luke 7:34 records that Jesus said, “The Son of 

Man has come eating and drinking, and you say, 'Look 

at him! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax 

collectors and sinners!'” Of course, the difference was 

that Jesus reached out to worldly people with the 

gospel and called them to repent of their sins.  
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Knowing a teacher’s audience can be difficult for 

Christians today. Technology enables us to easily listen 

to leaders anywhere around the globe. Those with the 

biggest followings are the most influential. But from a 

distance we know very little about the character of 

those people or the impact that they are having on their 

audience. They might be faithful to the Lord and 

uniquely gifted. But they could also be saying what the 

world wants to hear, quieting people’s consciences or 

catering to their pride. Be discerning as you choose 

whom you listen to.  
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C o nc l u s io n  

A vital spiritual life is marked by healthy unbelief. John 

warns us that there are different spirits, different 

confessions, different powers, and different audiences. 

You cannot believe everything that you hear. Rather 

than being naive or gullible, we must learn God’s truth 

and train ourselves to be discerning. 

As I mentioned previously, this healthy unbelief is the 

balance to biblical faith. The two cannot be separated. 

They are both present from the very beginning of the 

Christian life. The decision to believe in Christ is a 

choice to reject the devil’s lies. He says that you can 

chart your own course apart from God and that 

however you live will be good enough. But the witness 

of God’s law written upon our hearts tells us that we are 

sinners in need of a Savior.  

The Son of God came in the flesh to die as an 

atonement for your sins. He is the Messiah who rose 

from the dead and will return to reign. If you have 

never done so, I encourage you to stop believing the 

devil’s lies and start believing in Christ. If you would 

like to learn more about this battle between truth and 
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falsehood, I encourage you to read the little book of 

Jude right before the book of Revelation in the New 

Testament. 

If you are a believer, have you been exercising 

discernment? Do you accept everything you hear, or do 

you check to see whether it aligns with God’s word? 

Healthy unbelief requires effort. Work at being 

discerning. Work at gaining a clear understanding of 

the truth. Perhaps you have a friend who is drifting 

from the truth into false ideas. Would you warn them 

and encourage them to stay anchored in the truth? 

May the Spirit guide us into the truth! 

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. Are you more inclined to trust what you hear or 

to question it? Why? 

2. What practical steps could you take to develop 

your ability to discern truth from error? 

3. What is the best way to approach a friend who 

believes a false idea?
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9 

ABIDING IN LOVE 

1 JOHN 4:7-16 

If you visit the north shore of the Gulf of Mexico, you 

will see massive platforms standing out in the water. 

There are over 1,800 of them along the coast. Those 

rigs reach down to the seafloor and drill thousands of 

feet farther down into the earth’s rocky crust. Though 

the work is dangerous and extremely expensive, the 

goal is to find and extract valuable crude oil that will be 

used to make fuel and many other products. But people 
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debate whether the cost is too high because of potential 

damage to the environment. 

You could picture God’s work of salvation as a drilling 

project. He reached down to the earth by sending his 

Son. The work was dangerous and expensive. Jesus 

gave his life! He also sent his Spirit to penetrate deep 

into our hearts. But the Lord’s goal is not to extract 

something valuable from within us. Our hearts do not 

naturally overflow with goodness. They are already 

polluted! Mark 7:21-22 tells us that Jesus said, 

For from within, out of the heart of man, 

come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, 

murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, 

deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, 

foolishness. 

So, rather than getting something out, in his grace the 

Lord puts something priceless into us. He imparts 

spiritual life and the purifying influence of the Holy 

Spirit. The Apostle John argued that the primary 

evidence that this work is taking place in someone’s life 

is love for one another. He touched upon this idea in 1 

John 2:10-11 and again in 3:14, but he circles back 

around and drills down even deeper in 4:7-16. He 
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revealed three truths that persuade us to abide in 

brotherly love. 

There should be more than occasional glimpses of love 

in our lives. In 1 Corinthians 13:2, Paul said that 

without love we are nothing. Love should be evident in 

everything we say and do. These truths that John 

proclaimed show why that should be and how it can be. 
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T r u t h  1  

G o d  i s  Lo ve  

When I first started driving in my teens, I often forgot 

to turn off the headlights on my car when I parked it. 

So, I would return hours later and discover that the 

battery was dead. But since I lived in a hilly area and 

my car had a manual transmission, I could push start 

it. If I could get it rolling downhill and pop the clutch, 

the engine would crank up and I would be on my way. 

But when I got a car with an automatic transmission, 

that approach no longer worked. I was stuck until I 

could hook up a set of jumper cables to draw energy 

from another car with a good strong battery. 
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What does it take to get someone to start loving other 

people? Many of us act as if pushing them will work. 

We rely upon pleading, commands, scolding, and guilt 

trips. But with our fallen, sinful hearts, love is always 

an uphill path. Pushing cannot ignite true love. 

The only way that someone will start abiding in love is 

by connecting to the one true source of love, God 

himself. In 1 John 4:7-8, John wrote, 

Beloved, let us love one another, for love is 

from God, and whoever loves has been born 

of God and knows God. Anyone who does not 

love does not know God, because God is love. 

We must understand what it means to say that God is 

love. This is the third time in John’s writings that we 

find this kind of statement about the nature of God. In 

John 4:24, he told us that Jesus said, “God is spirit.” 

God is not bound by the limitations of physical 

existence. He is a spiritual being, and he made us as 

human beings to be more than mere physical creatures. 

He gave us a soul designed to worship and commune 

with him. God is spirit! 

In 1 John 1:5, John said, “God is light.” In other words, 

he is perfectly true and holy without any hint of 
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darkness. He alone possesses the authority to define 

what is right and good. He cannot tolerate darkness 

within his presence. To have fellowship with him, we 

must walk in the light and be cleansed of our sins. God 

is light! 

By saying that God is love, John helped us see another 

side of his character. He is not some impersonal force. 

He is a relational being. From eternity past there has 

always been fellowship between the Father, the Son, 

and the Holy Spirit. In John 14:31, Jesus testified of his 

love for the Father. John 17:5 tells us that he also 

prayed about returning to the glory that he enjoyed in 

the presence of the Father before the world existed.  

Contrary to the world’s way of thinking, the love of God 

does not contradict his light. The two are in perfect 

harmony. His love is always righteous and true. 

Everything that he does is perfectly loving. Even his 

justice and wrath serve the ultimate purpose of love. It 

would not be loving for him to simply ignore the evil, 

unjust deeds that people have committed throughout 

history. 
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When God created human beings in his image, he 

wanted us to have fellowship with him. He designed us 

to relate to him and to one another in love. But when 

Adam and Eve sinned their relationship with God and 

with one another was broken.  They were no longer able 

to know him as they had previously, and they passed 

on this brokenness to their descendants. People 

became selfish and hateful. Adam and Eve’s first son, 

Cain, even killed his brother as John pointed out back 

in verse 12 of chapter 3. 

The only way for fallen people to exercise true love is to 

be born again. God is the source of love. It only comes 

from him. You must receive spiritual life from him. You 

must come to know him. Having a relationship with 

him is like connecting the jumper cables to our 

spiritually dead hearts. The love of God is poured into 

our hearts as Paul said in Romans 5:5.  

So, if you are looking for proof that you know God and 

have been born again, John said that we should look 

for brotherly love. If we are children of God, then the 

love of God will shape how we relate to others. On the 

other hand, if true love is completely lacking from a 



Abiding in Love (1 John 4:7 -16)  

 

177 

person’s life, then John said that the person does not 

know God. God is love! 
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T r u t h  2  

G o d  so  Lo ve d U s  

Imagine being on board a small ship on a dark and 

stormy night. Waves sweep over the deck. You rise on 

huge swells and come plunging back down. You know 

that rocks are nearby that could tear you apart, but you 

have lost all sense of direction. You are frightened, 

exhausted, hopeless. But then a ray of light bursts forth 

from a lighthouse to guide you to safety. 

The love of God is like that light. It pierced the darkness 

and shined forth for all to see in the coming of Christ. 

God’s character of love was revealed in action—God so 

loved us. In 1 John 4:9, John wrote, “In this the love of 
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God was made manifest among us, that God sent his 

only Son into the world, so that we might live through 

him.” 

God has always been loving, but his love was not clearly 

revealed in the Old Testament. The typical Hebrew 

word for love was not used to describe how the Lord 

relates to people. The Old Testament spoke of his 

lovingkindness or steadfast love, but that word could 

also be translated as mercy or faithfulness. It means 

that God keeps the gracious covenant promises that he 

made to Israel. 

But John 3:16 tells us that Jesus told Nicodemus, “For 

God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that 

whoever believes in him should not perish but have 

eternal life.” In recording this statement, John used the 

same Greek word that is used to speak of our love for 

God and our love for one another. This was a new way 

of speaking about God. Nicodemus must have been 

shocked. God showed his love for the world in a 

tangible way by giving his only Son, sending him to 

earth to become human, so that we might live through 

him. 
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But the incarnation of Christ alone does not give us life. 

So, in 1 John 4:10, John explained, “In this is love, not 

that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent 

his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.” 

The key to understanding God’s love is recognizing that 

he sent his beloved Son to sacrifice himself for people 

who did not love him. It is not just that our love for God 

is lacking. In Romans 5:6-10, Paul pointed out that we 

are ungodly sinners. We have rebelled against his 

commands and have made ourselves his enemies. We 

are far from lovely, yet God loves us anyway. 

So, in Christ we see the intersection of the truths that 

God is both light and love. Because of his justice, 

holiness, and purity, every sin must be punished. So, he 

lovingly sent his Son into this dark world to experience 

temptation. He maintained a sinless life. He did not 

deserve to suffer, but he offered himself on the cross as 

a sacrifice to atone for our sins, a propitiation. The love 

of God made a way for us to be reconciled to the light 

of God. 

Earlier in his letter, John spoke of following Christ’s 

example. In verse 6 of chapter 2, he spoke of walking as 
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he walked. Then in verse 16 of chapter 3, he said that 

since he laid down his life for us, we ought to lay down 

our lives for the brothers. Here in verse 11 of chapter 4, 

he simply wrote, “Beloved, if God so loved us, we also 

ought to love one another.” 

Have you received the precious love of God that was 

manifested in Jesus? If so, you have no right to ever be 

unloving toward anyone. God so loved us! 
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T r u t h  3  

G o d ’ s  Lo v e  i s  P e r fec t e d  i n  U s  

Giving a meaningful gift to someone you love requires 

careful thought. You want it to be something the person 

will like and use. It might be expensive or difficult to 

acquire, but love makes it all worthwhile. So, the last 

thing you want is for the person to unwrap the gift and 

ignore it. You don’t want them to feign gratitude and 

then stuff it away in a closet to collect dust. That would 

make the gift seem pointless. But if they embrace, 

cherish, and fully use it, then your expression of love is 

perfectly realized.  
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In his love, God has given us an incredibly meaningful 

and extravagantly expensive gift. Through his death on 

the cross, Jesus paid the price to purchase our 

salvation. When we believe in him, we receive eternal 

life. But many people treat that gift as something that 

we will not really use until we die. They are glad to have 

it, but most of the time they ignore it. 

We must understand the truth that when we love one 

another for God’s sake then his gift of love is perfected 

in us. Its full purpose is realized. In 1 John 4:12, John 

wrote, “No one has ever seen God; if we love one 

another, God abides in us and his love is perfected in 

us.” 

Christians have debated what the word “perfected” 

means in this context. We typically think of perfection 

as a state of flawlessness. So, some claim that we can 

reach a place of spiritual perfection where we no longer 

sin. But that idea is difficult to reconcile with 1 John 

1:8-2:1. John asserted that we are deceiving ourselves 

if we say that we have no sin. Though we must strive for 

perfect obedience, we will always need to confess our 

sins and rely upon Christ as our advocate.  
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As I explained in my gift scenario, I think we should 

understand “perfected” in the sense of something 

fulfilling its intended purpose. This seems to be the 

central idea of the Greek term that John used. It is the 

same word that Jesus uttered from the cross when he 

said, “It is finished.” He accomplished the mission God 

had given him. So, the New International Version 

translation of 1 John 4:12 reflects this idea by saying, 

“His love is made complete in us.” The New Living 

Translation says, “His love is brought to full expression 

in us.” 

How does loving one another fulfill God’s purpose? The 

opening words in verse 12 are key: “No one has ever 

seen God.” He is spirit. His existence is not physical, or 

corporeal. As John said in verse 9, God’s love was 

manifested through the incarnation and sacrificial 

death of his only begotten Son. But that display of love 

must continue. God has given his love to us so that we 

will keep reflecting it in how we relate to others. 

How is it possible for us to show this kind of love? God 

enables us to do so through his gift. John said, “No one 

has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides 

in us.” Throughout this letter, John has shown that 



Abiding in Love (1 John 4:7 -16)  

 

185 

Christians have been given a living and vital connection 

with God through the Holy Spirit. So, in 1 John 4:13, 

John added, “By this we know that we abide in him and 

he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.” 

Some Christians seem to regard the indwelling of the 

Holy Spirit as a peripheral issue, but we must see that 

his coming is an essential part of the gospel. The people 

of Israel failed to obey the Old Testament Law and were 

disciplined by God because of it. But the prophets 

Ezekiel and Joel proclaimed that God would pour out 

the Spirit and put him within people to help them obey 

(Joel 2:28; Ezek 36:27). When that time came on the 

Day of Pentecost, Acts 2:38 tells us, “And Peter said to 

them, "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the 

name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, 

and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” 

God gives us the Spirit so that he abides in us and we 

in him so that we display his love by loving one another. 

Peter said that this connection with the Spirit comes 

about through repentance and baptism in the name of 

Jesus. John proclaimed the same idea in different 

terms in 1 John 4:14-15. He said, 
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And we have seen and testify that the Father 

has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world. 

Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of 

God, God abides in him, and he in God. 

To have this relationship with God through the Spirit 

we must accept John’s testimony. We must confess that 

Jesus is the Son of God who was sent to be the Savior 

of the world. Back in verse 2 of chapter 4, John also 

spoke of confessing that Jesus came in the flesh. We 

must affirm both his deity and his humanity. Only then 

will we abide in God and he in us.  

John summed up all that he said in this passage in 

verse 16. He wrote, “So we have come to know and to 

believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and 

whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides 

in him.” 

Have you come to know and to believe the love that 

God has for us? Are you using the incredible gift that 

he has given? If so, then you will abide in love. It will 

be your constant, your default. His love will be fully 

realized in you.  
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C o nc l u s io n  

Have all three of these truths about love penetrated 

your heart? God is love. He is both its definition and 

source. God so loved us that he sent His Son to become 

human and to offer his life as the propitiation for our 

sins. Finally, God’s love is perfected in us. His gift is not 

fully realized until it translates into us loving one 

another. 

If you have never done so, I urge you to receive God’s 

love. None of us deserve it. We cannot earn it. But he is 

the God of love who sent his Son to purchase our 

forgiveness and his Spirit to indwell us. If you place 

your faith in him, you will embark upon this 

relationship with God in which he abides in you and 

you in him. If you want to learn more about God’s love 

and its impact in our lives, I encourage you to read the 

eighth chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans. 

If you are a believer, are you abiding in love? Does 

God’s love consistently flow out from you in love for 

others? Sin so easily leads us astray, but the remedy is 

not a guilt trip. The best motivation is to keep 

reminding ourselves of God’s love. Seek to abide in love 
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by abiding in him, and as you love people around you, 

make sure that they know about the love of God.  

May God fill us with his love! 

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. How might someone distort the idea that God is 

love? 

 

2. What encouragement can you draw from this 

passage when you are dealing with challenges in 

a relationship? 

 

3. How could you use this passage in witnessing to 

an unbeliever? 
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10 

CORRECTING DISTORTED LOVE 

1 JOHN 4:17-5:3 

How do you know whether art is good? It depends on 

whom you ask. Everyone has their own criteria. As they 

say, “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” Of course, a 

lot of people say that all that matters is that the artist is 

pleased. Make whatever you want. Just be true to 

yourself! 

Many take the same approach toward religion, which 

would be fine if religion is all about your personal 



VITAL SIGNS OF SPIR ITUAL L IFE  

 

190 

preferences. But it’s not! If we believe that God exists, 

then religion must be all about him. We need to know 

what he desires and what kind of devotion pleases him. 

When Jesus was asked about the greatest 

commandment, he responded by quoting 

Deuteronomy 6:4-5. There Moses said, “Hear, O Israel: 

The LORD our God, the LORD is one. You shall love 

the LORD your God with all your heart and with all 

your soul and with all your might.” 

God wants us to love him, but love can be expressed in 

different ways. So, some acts that people say are 

motivated by love for God might be contrary to his will. 

They are distorted expressions of love. I think that the 

Apostle John addressed this problem in 1 John 4:17-

5:3. I have summed up his three New Testament letters 

as presenting vital signs of spiritual life. He particularly 

emphasized the importance of love. 

In verses 7-16 of chapter 4, John argued that our love 

for others must be shaped by God’s love for us. As he 

moved on in verse 17, he applied that same idea to our 

love for God. We must love God in a way that aligns 

with his love for us. Perhaps that idea seems obvious, 

but our devotion can easily be misdirected. So, John 
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showed that God’s love for us corrects three distortions 

of our love for him. 

As we walk through these distortions, I challenge you 

to reflect on your spiritual life. Do you love the Lord? If 

so, how do you express that love? Does it align with his 

love or is it distorted in some way? We should also note 

that if your love for him is distorted, then that 

distortion will probably spill over into every 

relationship you have. We must understand and 

believe in God’s love. 
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D i s t o r t i o n  1  

F ea r  

Have you ever had one of those dreams in which you 

are falling short? You need to obtain something, but it 

is just beyond your reach. You are climbing and your 

fingers cannot quite grab the handhold. You are 

walking and you miss a step. It is not as terrifying as 

some nightmares are, but it is still worrisome and 

frustrating. You are jolted awake and left with a 

lingering sense of anxiety. 

Some people have similar feelings about spiritual life. 

They understand that they are commanded to love 

God, but they fear that their love will never measure up. 
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They worry that they will ultimately fall short. They 

imagine the Lord to be an obsessive fault finder sifting 

through every detail of their life eager to catch them.  

So, their devotion to God is driven by anxiety, but this 

fear leads to a distorted devotion based upon a 

distorted view of God’s character. John described a 

very different scenario. In 1 John 4:17, he wrote, “By 

this is love perfected with us, so that we may have 

confidence for the day of judgment, because as he is so 

also are we in this world.” 

Is John saying that your love must reach a state of 

flawless perfection before you can have any confidence 

about the day of judgment? I don’t think so. If that were 

the case, then no one could ever have confidence. One 

of John’s purposes in writing this letter was to help 

believers find assurance of their salvation.  In verse 3 

of chapter 3, he spoke of knowing that they had come 

to know him. In verse 28 of chapter 2, he said that all 

who abide in Christ can look forward to his appearing 

with confidence. 

What did John mean, then, by speaking of love being 

perfected? Back in verse 12 of chapter 4, he said that 

when we love one another, God abides in us and his 
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love is perfected in us. In our study of that verse, I 

argued that when John spoke of love being perfected, 

he meant that God’s love reaches its goal and fulfills its 

purpose as we love one another. He gives us the gift of 

the Holy Spirit to transform us so that we reflect his 

love in our relationships with people. In other words, 

our loving God enables us to reach the goal of love. 

It is his work in our lives that gives us confidence. We 

are forgiven of our sins and cleansed of all 

unrighteousness through Christ’s atoning sacrifice. He 

causes us to be born again as children of God. Perhaps 

that is what John had in mind here in 4:17 when he 

said, “as he is so also are we in this world.” We do not 

love perfectly as Jesus did, but believers are like him in 

that we now relate to God as our Father. We are 

following Christ. So, when we stand before him, he will 

welcome us into his presence forever. We will see 

Christ as he is and he will purify us to become more like 

him. 

This confidence in God and his love for us means that 

our love and devotion should not flow from a state of 

fear. To the contrary, in 1 John 4:18-19, John wrote, 
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There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts 

out fear. For fear has to do with punishment, 

and whoever fears has not been perfected in 

love. We love because he first loved us. 

There is a healthy fear of God that respects his 

authority and his commands. According to Proverbs 

9:10, that fear is the beginning of wisdom. In 1 Peter 

1:17-19, Peter also speaks of a healthy fear that we 

might behave in some way that would show disrespect 

for the blood of Christ. But the fear that John 

addressed in 1 John 4:18 is different. It stands opposed 

to the confidence that he described in verse 17. It is a 

fear that you will face punishment on the day of 

judgment. This kind of fear has no place in the life of a 

believer. As Paul says in Romans 8:1, “There is 

therefore now no condemnation for those who are in 

Christ Jesus.” 

Now John mentioned love five times in verses 18 and 

19. In the first four cases, it is difficult to say for certain 

whether he was speaking about God’s love for us, our 

love for others, or our love for God. We will see that in 

verse 20 he clearly switched his focus to our love for 

God. But in verse 18, he was somewhat ambiguous. 
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Perhaps he was using the word love in a more generic 

sense to describe having a relationship with God. 

His point is that God establishes a relationship with 

believers in which there is no fear of punishment or 

rejection. If your devotion is driven by fear, then his 

love has not achieved its purpose in your life. The 

person who believes but still fears does not truly 

understand God’s love or the gracious salvation he has 

given us in Christ. Believe his love. Accept it. Find 

confidence in it. Be grateful. Let his love for you inspire 

your love for him. Love him because he first loved you. 
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D i s t o r t i o n  2  

H at re d  

Mountain climbing is not for the faint of heart. It 

requires strength, skill, determination, and a fearless 

spirit. Very few people have reached the top of the 

world’s tallest peaks. So, it shouldn’t be surprising if 

those who accomplish such feats carry themselves with 

an air of superiority. They literally climbed their way 

up to look down on everyone else. 

Some people approach religion as a peak to be climbed. 

Their devotion to God is a series of accomplishments. 

They faithfully attend church. They acquire Bible 

knowledge. They avoid moral compromise. They 
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donate money. They serve in the church and in the 

community. They are proud of their accomplishments. 

They cannot understand why others fail to do these 

things or why others disagree with their views. So, they 

look down on them, and even despise them. Their love 

for God is distorted by hatred. 

This is the attitude that characterized many of the 

Pharisees during the time of Christ. I also think that it 

is common among many professing Christians today. 

They have exchanged the gospel of grace for religious 

moralism. But John refuted this distortion of love for 

God in 1 John 4:20-21 by saying, 

If anyone says, "I love God," and hates his 

brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love 

his brother whom he has seen cannot love 

God whom he has not seen. And this 

commandment we have from him: whoever 

loves God must also love his brother. 

This is the fourth time John has used the word “liar” in 

this letter, and each occasion highlights an essential 

component of the Christian life. He used it twice to 

refer to someone who exalts his own opinion to 

contradict the clear teaching of Scripture. In verse 10 

of chapter 1, he said that the person who claims to have 
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not sinned makes God a liar. In verse 22 of chapter 2, 

he also used the term to label anyone who denies that 

Jesus is the Christ. But in verse 4 of chapter 2 he used 

the word to identify someone whose behavior does not 

align with his profession of faith. He said that it is a lie 

to claim to know God but not keep his commandments. 

Verse 20 of chapter 4 follows the same line of thought. 

If you say that you love God and hate your brother, you 

are lying. 

John has already shown that hatred is inconsistent 

with Christianity. In verses 9-11 of chapter 2, he said 

that the person who hates is walking in darkness not 

light. In verse 15 of chapter 3, he equated hatred with 

murder, pointing out that no murderer has eternal life. 

But in chapter 4, John refuted hatred by showing the 

reason for brotherly love. Your love for God is internal 

and invisible. But brotherly love is the tangible, visible 

expression of a love for God. 

Brotherly love is particularly important among 

Christian believers. John was dealing with division and 

false teaching in the church, and one of the strategies 

that false teachers often use is to manipulate people by 

feeding their pride. They tell their followers how 
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perceptive they are to grasp the deeper truths and how 

foolish everyone else is. But John argued that sound 

doctrine leads to brotherly love. In 1 John 5:1 he said, 

“Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has 

been born of God, and everyone who loves the Father 

loves whoever has been born of him.” 

When you believe in Christ, you are born again. You 

become a child of God as John talked about in chapter 

3. That decision to believe and the connection you have 

with God is individual and personal, but your 

relationship with him also connects you with a spiritual 

family. You become a brother or a sister to every other 

born-again believer, and your heavenly Father wants 

you to love them. If you refuse and choose to despise 

other children of God, then you do not really love God 

the Father. 

This distortion of love is the opposite of the first one. 

Fear focuses on my own efforts and says that I cannot 

measure up. Hatred focuses on my own efforts and says 

look at what I have accomplished. But the correction to 

both distortions is to see that I am entirely dependent 

upon the grace of God and the saving work of Christ. I 

am not saved by my own efforts. In his love, he caused 
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me to be born again, so I have no right to look down 

upon others. If you love God, you must reject the 

arrogance of hatred. 
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D i s t o r t i o n  3  

B u r de n  

When you are forced to do something that you do not 

want to do, time seems to slow to a crawl. Each step 

becomes exasperatingly difficult, but love can change 

your perception. Genesis 29 tells the story of Jacob and 

his love for Rachel. Her father, Laban, required Jacob 

to serve him for seven years before he would give 

Rachel to him in marriage, and Laban was not an easy 

man to get along with. But verse 20 says, “So Jacob 

served seven years for Rachel, and they seemed to him 

but a few days because of the love he had for her.” 
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Admittedly, Jacob did not set a consistently good 

example of love as the story unfolded. But it seems that 

during those first seven years, he did not complain. He 

approached his work as a joy not a burden because of 

his love for Rachel. The same dynamic should be 

present in our relationship with God. If obeying him 

seems to be an insufferable burden, then your love for 

him is distorted. In 1 John 5:2-3, John wrote, 

By this we know that we love the children of 

God, when we love God and obey his 

commandments. For this is the love of God, 

that we keep his commandments. And his 

commandments are not burdensome. 

So, John concluded his argument for brotherly love by 

emphasizing obedience. Loving God leads to obeying 

his commandments which include showing brotherly 

love. This is the same line of reasoning that John heard 

from Jesus on the night before he was crucified. In 

John 15:10-12, John tells us that he said, 

If you keep my commandments, you will 

abide in my love, just as I have kept my 

Father's commandments and abide in his 

love. These things I have spoken to you, that 

my joy may be in you, and that your joy may 
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be full. This is my commandment, that you 

love one another as I have loved you. 

But let’s be honest. It can be difficult to love our 

brothers and sisters in Christ. Even though we are born 

again, the vestiges of the old life remain. Sinful habits 

are deeply ingrained in us. We can be self-absorbed, 

thoughtless, rude, and resentful. Of course, we see 

these faults much more clearly in others than we do in 

ourselves. It is not uncommon that people who claim 

to love God give up on the church. Brotherly love seems 

too difficult. 

How could John say that God’s commandments are not 

burdensome? I think the key is what Jesus said in John 

15:11—These things I have spoken to you, that my joy 

may be in you, and that your joy may be full. God’s 

commandments are not some bitter spiritual pill that 

we just have to swallow and choke down. He has given 

them to us to fill us with joy. He has designed them to 

bless us. They are an expression of his love. But if you 

approach his commandments as a burden, you are 

denying that. 

It is not easy to obey. It is not easy to love one another. 

But God knows what is best for us. Trust him! He has 
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sent his Son to set an example for us and to redeem us 

from our sins. He has sent his Spirit to indwell us and 

empower us to obey. So, don’t let your love for God be 

distorted by a sense of burden. Serve the Lord with 

gratitude and joy. 

C o nc l u s io n  

Christianity is about loving God because he first loved 

us. Our love for him cannot be driven by fear. His 

loving work of salvation allows every believer to have 

confidence in Christ. Our love for him cannot be 

expressed in hatred. His love extends to every born-

again believer, so ours should as well. Our love for him 

cannot be considered a burden. In his love he gave his 

commandments to bless us and fill us with joy. 

Do you believe in the love of God? If not, I invite you to 

start today. Learn what he has revealed about himself 

in the Bible and begin to trust him. He wants to save 

you from your sin. He wants to transform your life. I 

encourage you to place your faith in him. If you want to 

learn more about God’s love and his saving work in 

Christ, I encourage you to spend some time reading 
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through the first chapter of Paul’s letter to the 

Ephesians. 

If you already believe in God’s love, has your love for 

him become distorted in one of these ways? If so, would 

you repent and renew your faith in God’s love? Aspire 

to love him in a way that aligns with his love for you. Be 

confident in his saving work. Show love to other 

believers. Cultivate a spirit of joy and gratitude as you 

seek to obey, and don’t forget to share his love with 

those who do not understand it. 

May we love the Lord with all our heart, all our soul, 

and all our might! 
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Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. To which of these distortions are you most 

inclined? How so? 

 

 

 

2. What could you do to continually renew your 

focus on God’s love? 

 

 

 

3. How might the idea that love for God can be 

distorted help us defend Christianity before 

critics? 
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11 

REASONS TO BELIEVE IN JESUS 

1 JOHN 5:4-13 

When I was growing up, my family lived in a suburb 

just north of Los Angeles. Life was busy. My mom 

worked as a secretary at a real estate office and my dad 

managed facility maintenance at a military base. He 

had a long daily commute through downtown that took 

at least an hour each way. So, Saturday was for 

household chores, but Sunday was our day to relax. 
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We would always sleep in. Sometimes after we finally 

got moving, we would go to brunch at our favorite 

Mexican restaurant. We liked to get there around 

eleven because after noon it would get crowded with 

church people. Back then we could tell that they went 

to church because of how they were dressed. It’s not 

that way as much now. 

So, we were obviously not church goers. We visited 

once or twice when some neighbors invited us, but we 

did not really get it. We were not opposed to it. We just 

did not see the value. We were not atheists. Honestly, 

we were not anything, religiously speaking. A Pew 

Research Center study back in December 2021 claimed 

that about 3 out of 10 people in the United States now 

identify themselves that way, non-religious. They are 

just caught up in the busyness of life. 

My perspective began to change a few months before 

my sixteenth birthday. A friend from school invited me 

to his youth group. After attending for a few months, I 

came to believe in Jesus Christ. As I got involved in the 

church, I was surprised to find that a lot of the young 

people who came did not really get it either. They did 

not necessarily see the value. It was just what their 
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family did. So, it should not be surprising when people 

like that give up on religion. To some degree, walking 

away is better than faking it. 

So, what made the difference for me? In 1 John 5:4-13, 

the Apostle John presented four reasons to believe in 

Jesus as the Son of God. Throughout the letter, he 

identified various vital signs of spiritual life such as 

confessing your sin, obeying God’s commandments, 

discerning falsehood, and loving one another. But in 

this passage, he unpacked the motivation for faith. I 

don’t recall hearing these verses as I became a 

Christian, but the ideas they express all played a part in 

persuading me to believe. So, whether you are a devout 

Christian, a believer in some other faith, or simply non-

religious like I was, I encourage you to consider this 

rationale. 
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R e a s o n  1  

T h e  P r act i ca l  B e n ef i t  

I have never been involved with a church whose 

building has stained glass windows, but I have visited 

places like that. From the inside those displays are 

beautiful and full of meaning. But from the outside they 

look dark, complicated, confusing, impractical, and 

perhaps even wasteful. 

A lot of people have a similar perception of Christian 

beliefs. The Bible can seem confusing and irrelevant to 

the concerns of everyday life. Christians are sometimes 

accused of being so heavenly minded that they are of 

no earthly good. But in 1 John 5:4-5, John highlighted 
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a practical benefit of believing in Jesus as the Son of 

God. He wrote, 

For everyone who has been born of God 

overcomes the world. And this is the victory 

that has overcome the world--our faith. Who 

is it that overcomes the world except the one 

who believes that Jesus is the Son of God? 

John explained his concept of the world earlier in the 

letter. He did not have in mind planet earth or its 

population per se. He was referring to the world order, 

the system of values that people follow. In verse 16 of 

chapter 2, he spoke of the desires of the flesh, the 

desires of the eyes, and the boastful pride of life. These 

worldly motives lead us to behave in ways that are 

sinful, contrary to God’s commandments. 

Even if you are unfamiliar with biblical moral 

standards, you can still recognize the problems that 

such impulses create in you and in those around you. I 

did. I watched my father struggle to overcome 

alcoholism, failing time and again. I saw my mother 

driven to exhaustion trying to get enough money to 

attain what she considered to be a respectable standard 
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of living. I felt the pull of pride and sexual temptation 

in my own life. 

Some try to deal with such problems in therapy. Others 

attempt to justify and normalize them. But in our 

hearts, we all sense that we are trapped. We are 

enslaved, and we long to be set free. 

John shared the good news that we can overcome the 

world by believing in Jesus. How does that help us? We 

have these struggles because we and everyone else 

around us are spiritually dead. We need an infusion of 

life. We need to be spiritually born of God. As the Son 

of God, Jesus is able to impart this life. His resurrection 

from physical death demonstrated his spiritual power. 

So, when you believe in him a life-giving connection is 

formed so that you can overcome the world.  

Hearing about this life was what first sparked my 

interest in Jesus. I knew that I was missing something. 

But if this practical benefit is true, then why do 

believers continue to struggle? Those worldly motives 

are deeply ingrained in us, and the world still exercises 

influence over us. In Christ we receive the power to 

overcome, but it takes time and effort to learn to rely 
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upon it. It is a gradual transformation.  Our mind must 

be renewed so that we learn to make different choices. 

It is a lifelong battle, but our perseverance and ultimate 

victory is guaranteed through faith in the Son of God. 

Believe in him because of the practical benefit. 
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R e a s o n  2  

T h e  H i s t o r ica l  E v id e nc e  

A lot of people assume that the Bible is akin to other 

ancient mythology, tales passed down over centuries 

that grew in the telling. That was my impression as I 

was growing up. Some take a more cynical approach, 

speculating that much of the New Testament was 

fabricated to legitimize the church and its practices as 

it rose to power in Rome during the fourth century. But 

these characterizations are simply not accurate.  

The Christian faith is based upon historical events 

recounted in writing soon after the ministry of Jesus. 

We do not have the original manuscripts that the 
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apostles wrote, but we do have many early copies, 

including fragments that date back to the second 

century. A portion of John’s Gospel called Papyrus P52 

is considered the earliest. We think that John wrote his 

Gospel and his letters in the 90s in Ephesus up in 

modern day Turkey. This fragment was found all the 

way across the Mediterranean in Egypt and was 

probably written within sixty years.  So, John’s Gospel 

must have been widely read and distributed. 

John and the other apostles had nothing to gain from 

fabricating stories. They faced intense persecution for 

their faith from Jews early on and from Romans later. 

If the Apostle John wrote the book of Revelation, which 

is the traditional view, then he ended up being exiled to 

the rocky isle of Patmos for his faith. So, what 

persuaded him to believe in Jesus as the Son of God? 

In 1 John 5:6-8, he mentioned three strands of 

evidence. He wrote, 

This is he who came by water and blood--

Jesus Christ; not by the water only but by the 

water and the blood. And the Spirit is the one 

who testifies, because the Spirit is the truth. 

For there are three that testify: the Spirit and 
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the water and the blood; and these three 

agree. 

John probably had in mind three specific events in 

these verses. First, he spoke of water probably referring 

to the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist. John called 

people to be baptized as an expression of repentance 

and a commitment to pursue righteousness. Luke’s 

Gospel tells us that when Jesus was around 30 years 

old, he came to John to be baptized (Lu 3:23). Since he 

was born during the reign of Herod the Great who died 

in 4 BC, his baptism was probably around AD 26. This 

was the beginning of his ministry. John the Apostle 

began to follow Jesus soon afterward. 

Matthew’s Gospel tells us that John the Baptist 

recognized that Jesus did not need to repent of 

anything (3:14). He was sinless. Nevertheless, Jesus 

insisted on participating in this ceremony to identify 

with people and set a pattern for them. As he did, he 

was revealed to be the Son of God. All four Gospels tell 

us that as he emerged from the water the Spirit 

descended upon him in the form of a dove. Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke also record that a voice from heaven 

said “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well 
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pleased” (Matt 3:17). Of course, Christians continue to 

use water baptism to express our repentance and 

commitment and to show our identification with Jesus. 

The second strand of evidence that John mentioned 

was the blood which almost certainly refers to the 

death of Jesus. The four Gospels provide accounts of 

many things that he said and did during his ministry, 

but they devote the most attention to his crucifixion. 

During the feast of Passover in Jerusalem in AD 30, the 

Jewish Council pressured Pontius Pilate, the Roman 

governor, to execute Jesus. 

In the first Passover, 1,500 years earlier, Jews 

sacrificed lambs and spread the blood on their 

doorposts. God told them that as he unleashed his 

wrath upon the Egyptians, striking down their 

firstborn sons, he would pass over the homes marked 

by the blood. As the Jews were commemorating that 

event, Jesus died as the true Lamb of God. John the 

Baptist described him this way and said that he came 

to take away the sin of the world (Jn 1:29). 

Before his death, Jesus told his disciples that he was 

going to give his life as a ransom for many. Later New 
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Testament teaching explained that he suffered and 

died in our place to save us from God’s wrath for our 

sins. Here in 1 John, John said that his blood cleanses 

us from all sin (1 Jn 1:7). So, believers continue to 

commemorate Christ’s death and its significance by 

celebrating the Lord’s Supper. 

A normal man could not atone for the sins of every 

believer, only the Son of God could. His time on the 

cross was accompanied by several unusual events. 

Darkness settled over the land for three hours in the 

middle of the day. There was an earthquake. The thick 

veil in the Jewish Temple was torn in two. Matthew 

27:54 records that a Roman centurion concluded that 

Jesus must be the Son of God.  

John’s third strand of evidence was the Spirit. The 

Spirit of God was active throughout the ministry of 

Jesus. As I mentioned, he descended upon him at his 

baptism. But John 14 tells us that on the night before 

his crucifixion, Jesus said that he was going to heaven 

and that he would send the Spirit to dwell within his 

followers, to help them, and to teach them the truth. 

Verse 29 of that chapter tells us that he said, “And now 
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I have told you before it takes place, so that when it 

does take place you may believe.” 

After Jesus died and rose again, he appeared to his 

followers several times over the course of forty days. 

Then he ascended into heaven. Ten days later at the 

Jewish harvest festival called Shavuot or Pentecost, the 

Spirit was poured out on believers just as Jesus 

predicted. The Spirit enabled them to speak God’s 

message in other languages, so that people from other 

nations could hear and understand. He united them 

with God and with one another as the church that 

continues to exist today. In time, he also guided the 

apostles to write the books of the New Testament. 

So, the water, the blood, and the Spirit provide 

historical evidence for believing in Jesus as the Son of 

God. We do not believe shadowy myths about things 

that happened in secret. These were public events 

witnessed by hundreds of people. They were 

proclaimed and recorded while many of the original 

witnesses were still alive. So, believing in Jesus is not a 

blind leap of faith. Though almost 2,000 years have 

passed, Christian faith is a response to real events that 
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everyone should consider. Believe in the Son of God 

because of the historical evidence. 
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R e a s o n  3  

T h e  I n t e r n a l  Co nf i rm at io n  

Some people think of human beings as highly evolved 

organic machines. They take a purely materialistic view 

of life. They only believe in what they can observe and 

measure.  

I confess that I was inclined to view life that way. I have 

never been a touchy-feely sort of person. I want facts. I 

don’t trust emotions or intuition. But there is no 

empirical way to rule out the existence of God. We must 

allow that there could be a spiritual aspect to our 

existence. 
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So, in addition to the practical and the historical, John 

argued that there is also spiritual evidence for believing 

in Jesus. There is an internal confirmation that comes 

from God himself. In 1 John 5:9-10, John wrote, 

If we receive the testimony of men, the 

testimony of God is greater, for this is the 

testimony of God that he has borne 

concerning his Son. Whoever believes in the 

Son of God has the testimony in himself. 

Whoever does not believe God has made him 

a liar, because he has not believed in the 

testimony that God has borne concerning his 

Son. 

Those three historical events that we considered were 

all part of God’s testimony. They were not just human 

ideas and stories. Each event was accompanied by 

miracles that showed Jesus to be God’s Son. But the 

testimony of God extends beyond the events 

themselves. John said that believers have the 

testimony in themselves. How does this internal 

confirmation work? 

Even before someone believes, God has already 

stamped certain truths upon the souls of every human 

being. The Apostle Paul explained these truths in the 
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first two chapters of Romans. First, even though many 

deny it, all people are aware of God’s existence. In 

Romans 1:19-20, Paul said,  

For what can be known about God is plain to 

them, because God has shown it to them. For 

his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal 

power and divine nature, have been clearly 

perceived, ever since the creation of the 

world, in the things that have been made. So 

they are without excuse. 

People may not know much about God. But the 

universe that he has created with all the intricacies of 

its design pushes people to see that there must be an 

eternal, powerful being behind it. Acts 17 tells us that 

Paul used this argument in Athens to demonstrate that 

all their temples and idolatrous practices were foolish 

(vv. 22-31). There must be a Creator who designed us 

to seek him. 

Second, Paul also argued that people have an 

awareness of right and wrong. In Romans 2:14-15, he 

said, 

For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, 

by nature do what the law requires, they are 

a law to themselves, even though they do not 
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have the law. They show that the work of the 

law is written on their hearts, while their 

conscience also bears witness, and their 

conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse 

them. 

People may not be able to quote the Ten 

Commandments, but they get the general idea. People 

try to ignore their consciences and to stifle them. But 

they still sense that they will somehow be held 

accountable for how they have lived. In fact, the Holy 

Spirit keeps reminding them. John 16:8 tells us that 

Jesus said, “And when he comes, he will convict the 

world concerning sin and righteousness and 

judgment.” 

So, when someone resists this internal testimony from 

God, they are committing a serious offense. They are 

treating the God of truth as if he is a complete liar. But 

when you heed this spiritual awareness and believe in 

Jesus, then God provides more internal confirmation 

through the Holy Spirit. He helps us understand 

biblical truth (1 Cor 2:13-14). He testifies that we are 

children of God (Rom 8:14). He also produces spiritual 

fruit in our lives (Gal 5:23-24). 
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Believers offer different descriptions of their 

experience of the Spirit. When I came to believe in 

Jesus, I had a very strong sense that I was being drawn. 

The practical benefit sparked my interest. The 

historical evidence challenged me intellectually. But 

this internal confirmation compelled me to respond. 

Don’t resist the work of God in your heart! Believe in 

the Son of God because of the internal confirmation. 
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R e a s o n  4  

T h e  E t e r na l  S ig n i f ica nc e  

About six months before I became a Christian, my 

grandfather died. He and my grandmother lived just a 

few miles away from us. Until I was in my teens, I spent 

every weekday at their house when school was out. He 

let me tinker in his garage and work on various 

projects. He took me to movies and out for ice cream. 

We were close. So, when he died, I got my first taste of 

grief. 

Death never seems right. My grandfather had suffered 

through some terrible health struggles. So, we tried to 

comfort ourselves with the thought that his suffering 
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was over. But that is not good enough. We do not just 

let people go. We mark their graves and keep old 

photographs. We sense that people’s lives should carry 

on in some way. 

Ecclesiastes 3:11 says that God has put eternity into 

man’s heart. He created us to live forever. But the third 

chapter of Genesis tells us that sickness and physical 

death became part of our existence when the first 

human beings sinned. The death of the body is not the 

end of the soul, however. The New Testament tells us 

that every person faces judgment. God will either 

welcome a person into eternal life in his presence or he 

will sentence them to eternal punishment away from 

him. 

What criteria will God use to determine our fate? He 

judges us according to our deeds, and his standard is 

sinless perfection. We can never measure up on our 

own, but that is why the message of Jesus has eternal 

significance. In 1 John 5:11, John explained, “And this 

is the testimony, that God gave us eternal life, and this 

life is in his Son.” 
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How did the Son of God make eternal life possible? 

John gave us a succinct answer by speaking of the 

water, the blood, and the Spirit. The water of his 

baptism reminds us that the Son of God became human 

and identified with us. Because of that, he is able to 

represent us before God. Through the blood of his cross 

he bore the punishment that we deserve and satisfied 

the wrath of God. He died, rose to life, ascended to 

heaven, and sent the Spirit to show us the truth and to 

help us overcome the ungodly influence of the world. 

How can you receive the gift of eternal life? It is not 

through doing good deeds or following religious 

rituals. Such changes should come about in your life as 

a byproduct of possessing eternal life. But the only way 

to receive it is to believe in Jesus as the Son of God. In 

1 John 5:12-13, John declared, 

Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does 

not have the Son of God does not have life. I 

write these things to you who believe in the 

name of the Son of God, that you may know 

that you have eternal life. 

Do you know that you have eternal life? You do not 

have to wonder about what fate awaits you. There is no 
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need to worry that you will fall short. If you have the 

Son, then you can be assured that you have life. No 

issue is more important than that! Believe in the Son of 

God because your eternal destiny is at stake. 

C o nc l u s io n  

John’s letters reveal several indications of spiritual life, 

but they all start with and flow from believing in Jesus. 

The practical benefit of faith in him is that we are 

empowered to overcome the world. The historical 

evidence is seen in the water of his baptism, the blood 

of his cross, and his sending of the Spirit. As we hear of 

these events, we experience the internal confirmation 

from God. Finally, we must reckon with the eternal 

significance of faith in God’s Son. Believing in him is 

the only way for anyone to have eternal life. 

Those reasons all coalesced for me at a Wednesday 

night youth group meeting. The speaker invited us to 

start believing in Jesus, and I responded. Are you ready 

to take that step today? If so, Don’t wait! Now is the 

time. If not, then I challenge you to continue thinking 

about it. The fourteenth chapter of John’s Gospel 

would be a great place to read to keep learning. 
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Perhaps you made that decision to believe in the past, 

but it has not had a lasting impact on you. If that is the 

case, then take these powerful reasons to heart. 

Remember how significant Jesus is, and renew your 

faith in him. Let him shape your life. Live in a way that 

reflects Jesus’ eternal significance. Perhaps you know 

others who do not believe in him. Would you share with 

them these reasons?  

May the name of Jesus be exalted!  

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. Which of these reasons do you find most 

compelling? Why? 

 

2. What arguments do people use to reject these 

reasons? How would you respond? 

 

3. What are the benefits in regularly reviewing 

these reasons? 
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12 

THE BELIEVER’S CONFIDENCE 

1 JOHN 5:14-21 

My fourth-grade teacher was Miss Lorraine 

Hausmann. It was the eighties, but everything about 

her seemed to come from the late fifties—her hairstyle, 

her clothes, her horn-rimmed glasses, and even her car. 

She was relatively short but tall enough to keep the 

boys in line, which was no easy task. But she had a love 

of structure and order that went beyond classroom 

discipline. 
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Miss Hausmann was passionate about teaching us to 

diagram sentences. She wanted us to see the function 

of each part of grammar: subjects, objects, articles, 

adjectives, verbs, adverbs, participles, infinitives, 

prepositions, and so on. It was painfully tedious at the 

time, but it turned out to be invaluable when I began to 

study Hebrew and Greek ten years later. She laid a 

foundation that prepared me to study, interpret, and 

teach the Bible, as I do every week. 

One of the things that particularly irritated Miss 

Hausmann was boys tipping their chairs back. In their 

fidgety restlessness, they would try to balance on two 

legs. Of course, once in a while someone would lean too 

far and fall over with a crash. The class would burst out 

laughing, and Miss Hausmann would sternly say, 

“Four legs on the floor.” When you have a good sturdy 

chair with four legs on the floor, you don’t have to 

worry about falling over. 

Is it possible to have that kind of confidence as you go 

through life? Tottering around on a chair might be 

childishly entertaining for a few minutes, but you don’t 

want your whole life to be that unstable. The ultimate 

source of confidence is knowing that you will spend 
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eternity in the presence of God. The Apostle John 

wrote the New Testament letter that we call 1 John to 

give believers this assurance. He described vital signs 

of spiritual life, building up to verse 13 of chapter five, 

where he concluded by saying, “I write these things to 

you who believe in the name of the Son of God, that you 

may know that you have eternal life.” 

But this confidence is about more than the afterlife. It 

spills over into the here and now. Christians should not 

be weighed down with constant worry. So, John added 

some final thoughts in verses 14-21 to help us apply the 

assurance of eternal salvation to everyday life. He 

identified four sources of confidence that flow from a 

relationship with God. Together they give us stability 

like the four legs of a chair. These are not easy verses to 

interpret. I will not diagram them for you, but with 

careful attention to the grammar and context we can 

grasp their meaning. 
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S o u r c e  1  

G o d  He a r s  P ra ye r  

Many of us rely upon our mobile phones as a source of 

confidence. If your car breaks down, it’s not like the old 

days when you would have to wander around to find a 

payphone. You have an easy way to call for help. But 

that instant connection with people does not settle our 

fears. It magnifies them. When you misplace your 

phone or the battery dies or you drive into an area with 

bad coverage, don’t you become anxious? If you 

message someone and they do not respond 

immediately, aren’t you tempted to worry that 
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something has happened to them or that they are angry 

with you? 

A mobile phone is a helpful tool, but if we are not 

careful, we can convince ourselves that it gives us 

control, power to work out all our problems. It doesn’t. 

It can’t. In fact, that kind of thinking is what led ancient 

people to worship idols. They would perform certain 

rituals in an attempt to control their circumstances. 

But God is the only one who holds absolute control over 

the circumstances of life, and the good news is that he 

listens to the prayers of believers. In 1 John 5:14-15, 

John wrote, 

And this is the confidence that we have 

toward him, that if we ask anything 

according to his will he hears us. And if we 

know that he hears us in whatever we ask, we 

know that we have the requests that we have 

asked of him. 

He hears us! The God who created the world and reigns 

over almost 8 billion people and countless angels 

listens to your personal prayers. What a privilege!  But 

he does not listen to everyone. Proverbs 15:29 says, 

“The LORD is far from the wicked, but he hears the 

prayer of the righteous.” Those who have not been 
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reconciled to God through faith in Jesus Christ do not 

enjoy that privilege. Our heavenly Father only listens 

to those who are his born-again children. 

We can ask him for anything, but John said that our 

requests must be according to his will. What does that 

mean? The Bible reveals God’s will about right and 

wrong, good and evil. Obviously, God will not listen, if 

you ask him for something immoral. The Bible also 

reveals his will about his overarching plans and 

promises. He wants people to be saved, the church to 

be built, and his kingdom to come. So, we should ask 

for things that align with those purposes, and we can 

be confident that he will grant our requests in his 

perfect timing. He uses our requests in working out his 

plans.  

Now there are many significant decisions in life that 

are not addressed in the Bible. Ephesians 1:11 tells us 

that God works all things according to his will, but he 

has not revealed such details as whom you should 

marry, where you should live, where you should work, 

or what church you should join. He promises to give us 

wisdom if we ask (James 1:5), and we should make 

such choices within the framework of what he has 
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revealed. You can ask him to work out those details in 

a certain way, but what we want might not be the best 

for us. So, to pray according to the will of God about 

such matters requires us to trust that he will work all 

things together for our ultimate good (Rom 8:28).  

So, we must come to him as Jesus did in the garden of 

Gethsemane when he prayed, “Not my will, but yours, 

be done” (Lu 22:42). We must trust that he always 

knows what is best. Prayer is not a way to gain control 

over circumstances in your life. It is an exercise 

through which you align your heart with God’s. So, as 

we pray, we gain confidence in knowing that he hears.  
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S o u r c e  2  

G o d  G iv e s  L i fe  

I grew up just down the road from NASA’s Jet 

Propulsion Lab. The parents of some of my classmates 

worked there. From time to time, they would come talk 

about their work. The exciting new developments in 

those days were pictures of other planets in our solar 

system taken by the Voyager space probes that were 

launched in 1977. Most of our spacecraft stay within the 

pull of earth’s gravity, but not the Voyager probes. They 

were set on a trajectory of no return. In the past decade, 

they both crossed over into what astronomers call 

interstellar space outside the sun’s gravitational pull. 
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Is there a spiritual point of no return, a point at which 

there is no further hope of salvation? Some say no. 

They believe salvation is universal. But Jesus and the 

Apostles taught that some people will be condemned to 

eternal punishment away from the presence of God. So, 

this question about a point of no return can cause a lot 

of anxiety when you think about people you love who 

are not on the right trajectory John reassured believers 

by saying that the God who hears prayer also gives life. 

In 1 John 5:16-17 he wrote, 

If anyone sees his brother committing a sin 

not leading to death, he shall ask, and God 

will give him life--to those who commit sins 

that do not lead to death. There is sin that 

leads to death; I do not say that one should 

pray for that. All wrongdoing is sin, but there 

is sin that does not lead to death. 

Several questions arise after reading these verses. Is 

brother a generic term like neighbor? Does it refer to a 

born-again believer? Or could it refer to someone who 

just claims to be a Christian? Did John have in mind a 

specific sinful act when he spoke of sin leading to 

death? If so, what? Was he referring to physical death 

or spiritual death? What is the relation of this death to 



The Bel iever’s  Conf idence ( 1 John 5:14-21)  

 

241 

this sin? Is it a consequence? Why shouldn’t you pray 

for the person who sins in this way? 

Most people interpret this death as punishment for the 

sin. Some say that it is physical death as in the case of 

Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5. They sold some land 

and donated some of the money to the church. But they 

lied by claiming that they were donating the entire 

amount. They simply fell down and breathed their last. 

In 1 Corinthians 11:30, Paul said that something similar 

happened to people who took communion in an 

unworthy manner. These seem to be individual deeds 

that were immediately punished. But the Greek 

grammar that John used indicates that he was 

speaking of ongoing behavior. 

Others say that John was speaking of spiritual death as 

a punishment for sin. His word for life clearly refers to 

spiritual life, so they argue that this death must be 

spiritual as well. In other words, the sin to death is an 

action that is unforgivable. Jesus said that this is the 

case if someone blasphemes the Holy Spirit (Matt 

12:31-32). Some say that the same permanence applies 

to apostasy, a definitive rejection of Christ and his 

gospel. But if John had a particular sin like this in 
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mind, he would probably say something more to 

identify it. 

So, it seems to me that John was speaking of a 

professing believer whose life displayed an obvious 

pattern of ongoing sin. It could be any sin, any 

wrongdoing. Back in verse 9 of chapter 3, he said, “No 

one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God's 

seed abides in him; and he cannot keep on sinning, 

because he has been born of God.” So, this person’s 

pattern of life suggests that they were never truly saved.  

But here John encouraged believers that they can pray 

for that person with confidence that God gives life to 

such individuals. No matter what their trajectory has 

been, they can repent and believe. They can be born 

again.  

The only limitation on that opportunity is death. 

Physical death is the point of no return. If someone 

persists in unrepentant sin through the end of their 

earthly life, there is no further opportunity for 

salvation. Hebrews 9:27 says that it is appointed for 

man to die once, and after that comes judgment. So, 

there is no point in continuing to pray for spiritual life 



The Bel iever’s  Conf idence ( 1 John 5:14-21)  

 

243 

once someone has physically died. But as long as 

someone is still breathing, our merciful God might still 

grant them life. So, don’t give up on people. Keep 

praying for them with confidence! 
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S o u r c e  3  

G o d  P ro t ect s  B e l i ev e r s  

On my first trip to the Midwest, my wife and I flew from 

downtown Los Angeles to a small airport in Ohio where 

I was going to speak at a youth camp. The youth pastor 

met us and took us to dinner at an Amish restaurant. 

So, in a matter of hours we went from bumper-to-

bumper traffic in a dense urban setting to a place with 

wide open fields and horse-drawn buggies. We 

experienced culture shock on so many levels! 

I knew nothing about the Amish back then, but I have 

learned some since then. Their motivation for avoiding 

modern technology is that they consider it worldly.  
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They believe that withdrawing into a Christian 

community set apart from society will protect them 

from temptation. Early in church history, a similar 

isolationist mindset inspired many to join monasteries 

or convents. Many Christians would never go that far, 

but some still try to avoid interacting with people or 

ideas outside our circles. We assume that it is 

spiritually safer to stay within a Christian subculture. 

We fear the world’s influence over us. But there are two 

problems with that way of thinking. First, it 

misunderstands that worldliness is not about 

technology, culture, or the people with whom you 

interact. Back in 1 John 2:16, John described it as the 

desires of the flesh, the desires of the eyes, and the 

pride of life. Those desires infect every fallen heart. You 

cannot escape them by withdrawing into your own 

little group. They will always find a way to come out, 

even if it’s through coveting someone’s horse and 

buggy. 

The second problem with this mindset is that it is not 

confident in God’s protection. John addressed this 

fear, by highlighting this third source of confidence. In 

1 John 5:18-19, he wrote, 
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We know that everyone who has been born of 

God does not keep on sinning, but he who 

was born of God protects him, and the evil 

one does not touch him. We know that we are 

from God, and the whole world lies in the 

power of the evil one. 

Since Adam and Eve sinned in the garden of Eden every 

human being has been born into spiritual death and 

bondage to Satan. Being born into a God-fearing family 

does not change that. Being raised in a church or even 

an exclusive Christian community does not change 

that. The only way to change is to be born of God. We 

need the infusion of spiritual life that he alone can give. 

As we have seen throughout John’s letter, that life 

enables us to resist Satan’s temptation and to grow in 

obedience. 

Furthermore, God does not impart life to believers and 

then abandon us to fend for ourselves. John said, “He 

who was born of God protects him.” He changed the 

verb tense of the word “born” to point to the only 

begotten Son of God. Jesus is the one who keeps us 

safe. He guards and protects us from Satan. Back in 

verse 1 of chapter 2, John said that Jesus is our 

advocate with the Father. When Satan comes to accuse 
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us and seek permission to attack us, Jesus intervenes 

on our behalf. John said that the evil one cannot even 

touch the born-again believer. 

Jesus also protects us by sending the Holy Spirit to 

dwell within us. Back in verse 4 of chapter 4, John 

spoke about the influence of false prophets and said, 

“Little children, you are from God and have overcome 

them, for he who is in you is greater than he who is in 

the world.” The Spirit works within us to overcome 

falsehood and temptation. He helps us put aside the 

deeds of the flesh so that we will bear spiritual fruit. 

So, believers do not need to fear Satan or the world 

under his control. It is true that he prowls around like 

a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour, as Peter said 

in 1 Peter 5:8. But those who have been born again 

should draw confidence from the protection that Christ 

provides. God hears prayer, gives life, and protects 

believers.  
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S o u r c e  4  

G o d  I mpa r t s  T r u t h  

Around fourth grade I began to develop an interest in 

astronomy. My parents bought me a telescope. One of 

my aunts bought me star charts and books like Carl 

Sagan’s Cosmos. Over the years, I have read other 

authors like Neil deGrasse Tyson. I find it fascinating 

to consider the vastness and complexity of the 

universe. 

Whether looking at the stars, the earth, or biological 

life, scientists speak with great confidence and often 

scoff at religion, causing some believers to doubt their 

faith. But you do not need to look far back in history to 
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discover that major scientific ideas like the age of the 

universe have changed. Gathering better information 

and forming new hypotheses is part of the scientific 

method. But very few scientists seem to admit how 

shaky some of their conclusions are. To me it all seems 

like a house of cards that could come tumbling down. 

The Christian worldview, however, starts from a 

different foundation. We believe that the Creator of all 

things is the source of absolute truth, and that he 

imparts truth to us. He has not revealed everything we 

would like to know, but we can find confidence in the 

truth that he has made known. John addressed this 

subject as he concluded his letter in 1 John 5:20-21. He 

wrote, 

And we know that the Son of God has come 

and has given us understanding, so that we 

may know him who is true; and we are in him 

who is true, in his Son Jesus Christ. He is the 

true God and eternal life. Little children, 

keep yourselves from idols. 

John was an apostle, an eyewitness of the ministry, 

miracles, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus. 

Both in his Gospel and here in his letter, he has testified 

to the idea that Jesus is the only begotten Son of God. 
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He is the Word who was in the beginning, who was with 

God, who is God, and who became flesh (Jn 1:1, 14).  

So, according to John, the Son of God has come, and 

has given us understanding. Apart from him we are all 

darkened in our understanding (Eph 5:18). Our 

sinfulness distorts our perception of truth. We 

instinctively develop worldviews with no place for the 

God of the Bible. Our thinking is shaped by the world 

under the influence of the evil one. But John recorded 

that Jesus claimed to be the light of the world, the way, 

the truth, and the life (Jn 8:12; 14:6). So, when we 

believe and receive life from him, he enables us to begin 

to think differently. 

Jesus does not merely impart facts about God. He 

makes it possible for us to know him, to have a 

relationship with him. He brings us into a mysterious 

union with him, so that we abide in him and he in us. 

Every believer has this vital connection with the God of 

truth, a connection that carries over into eternity. 

John ended his letter in verse 21 by saying, “Little 

children, keep yourselves from idols.” In other words, 

don’t doubt what you know about the one true God. In 
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John’s day, it was common for people to worship other 

deities. There was strong cultural pressure on 

Christians to go along with some aspects of idolatry to 

fit in with Greco-Roman society. To do so would violate 

God’s commandments and distort the truth about him. 

Most of us today are not pressured to worship literal 

idols, but we still face the pressure to conform to some 

aspects of worldviews that deny God’s existence. We 

cannot compromise. We must stand confident in the 

truth that God has imparted to us. 
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C o nc l u s io n  

So, another vital sign of spiritual life is this spirit of 

confidence. As we face difficult circumstances and hard 

choices, we can cry out to God, knowing that he hears 

prayer. If we see a brother or sister, succumbing to a 

pattern of sin, we can intercede for them before God’s 

throne knowing that he gives life. As we encounter 

temptation and falsehood in this fallen world, we can 

be confident that God protects us and imparts truth to 

us.  

Do you have this kind of trust in God? Is he opening 

your eyes to his truth today? If you have never done so, 

I encourage you to place your faith in him. Turn away 

from your sin and ask him to save you from this fallen 

world. If you want to learn more about this relationship 

with God, the tenth chapter of the New Testament 

letter to the Hebrews would be a good place to read. 

If you are a believer, where do you look for confidence? 

You may not worship a literal idol. But if we are not 

careful, we can let good and helpful things, blessings 

from God, take the place of God in our lives. We trust 

the medicine and the doctor, for instance, rather than 
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the true healer. But to do so is to engage in a form of 

idolatry. Let us resolve to draw our confidence from 

God alone and let us reflect that confidence by sharing 

it with others who do not know him. 

May God strengthen our faith! 

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. What false sources of confidence tend to take 

God’s place in your life? 

 

 

2. Which of these sources is most encouraging to 

you today? Why? 

 

 

3. What could you do this week to keep your 

confidence firmly grounded in the Lord? 
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13 

LIVING OUT GOD’S TRUTH 

2 JOHN 

The last test of my formal education was scheduled for 

9 o’clock on a Wednesday morning. I had been a 

student for twenty-one years—Kindergarten through 

twelfth grade, four years of college, and four years of 

seminary. I was ready to be done! All that remained 

was the final exam in my pastoral ministry class. 
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I had always been fairly successful at cramming for 

tests. I would jot down the facts that I needed to recall 

on index cards and flip through them several times to 

review. This class focused on ideas and key Bible verses 

about the mission, organization, and leadership of the 

church.  But my preparation did not go as planned. My 

wife was pregnant with our first child, and on Tuesday 

evening she began having contractions.  

She labored through the night and gave birth to our son 

around 6:30 Wednesday morning. After an hour of 

holding him and introducing him to his grandparents, 

the nurses took him to the nursery and my wife fell 

asleep. I am not sure that it was the most caring 

pastoral choice, but I took that as my cue to grab 

something to eat and head to class. When the professor 

arrived, he read off my name on a list of students who 

had a high enough grade that they did not need to take 

the final. 

Sometimes the real test is different from what you 

expect. We associate learning with regurgitating facts. 

But knowledge should be put to practical use, 

particularly when it is the knowledge of God’s truth. It 

is helpful to be familiar with Bible verses and 
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theological ideas, but the Lord is looking for something 

more. He imparts to us his truth to shape how we live. 

The Apostle John concluded his first letter by speaking 

of the confidence we can have in the truth that God 

gives us through his Son, Jesus Christ (1 Jn 5:20). We 

do not know how quickly John wrote his second letter, 

but it continues his train of thought by demonstrating 

four ways that God’s truth should be expressed in our 

lives. Since the first letter is a substantial treatise and 

does not include an address or a greeting, the second 

may have served as a cover letter to accompany it. 

Whenever it was written, the second letter captures 

another vital sign of spiritual life for us to consider. 

How is God’s truth expressed in our lives? 
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E x p r e s s i o n  1  

I n  O u r  A f f ec t i o n  

We often picture the pursuit of truth as an intensely 

individualistic struggle. A lone hero overcomes all 

opposition to climb above the fog of falsehood.  No one 

else understands. They may take offense, but truth is 

confrontational. Isolation is the price of being right. At 

least, that is what we tell ourselves. 

Sometimes standing for God’s truth requires 

separation.  We will return to that thought. But if your 

understanding of God’s truth keeps you from getting 

along with anyone, then the problem is not with the 
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truth. God’s truth should be expressed in genuine 

affection for people. Second John 1-2 says, 

The elder to the elect lady and her children, 

whom I love in truth, and not only I, but also 

all who know the truth, because of the truth 

that abides in us and will be with us forever: 

The writer identified himself simply as, “the elder.” So, 

how do we know that it was written by John? Before 

the end of the second century the early church father, 

Irenaeus, quoted the book and said that John, the 

disciple of the Lord, had written it. John may have used 

this title to refer to his age. We think that he wrote in 

the last decade of the first century. If he was in his teens 

during Jesus’ ministry, then he was probably in his 70s 

as he wrote, the last living apostle. But he could have 

also been humbly referring to his role in the church, an 

elder among other elders. 

Who is this lady? Many think that she was some sort of 

matriarch, an influential woman in the life of a 

congregation of believers. If so, then this would be the 

only New Testament letter addressed to a woman. 

Perhaps she was like Lydia in Acts 16, one of the first 

believers in Philippi whose house served as a meeting 
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place for the newly formed church. But one of the 

problems with this view is that John does not mention 

names or other details as he does in 3 John or as Paul 

does in his letters to individuals. 

So, it seems more likely to me that John used the 

phrase “elect lady” to refer to a church in a particular 

city with her children being all the believers there. It 

was not uncommon to refer to a nation or a group in 

feminine terms. In Ephesians 5, for instance, Paul 

related Christ and the church to a husband and his 

wife. More to the point, the subject matter of 2 John 

seems intended for an entire congregation, rather than 

just one family. We will also see in verse 13 that John 

included greetings from the children of the woman’s 

elect sister, probably referring to the church where 

John was living at that time. 

So, in this opening address John announced his love 

for this elect lady, a love shared by all who know the 

truth. Understanding God’s truth should lead us to 

have a deep affection and concern for our fellow 

believers. Since Christ loved the church and gave 

himself up for her (Eph 5:25), shouldn’t we value it and 

be committed to it?  
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But there is more to this love than simply following 

Christ’s example. John said that the truth abides in us 

and will be in us forever. In other words, it forms an 

eternal bond between all believers. We are brothers 

and sisters in the truth.  

So, what is this unifying truth? John transforms a 

typical greeting into a powerful summary. In verse 3, 

he wrote, “Grace, mercy, and peace will be with us, 

from God the Father and from Jesus Christ the Father's 

Son, in truth and love.” 

This statement captures the gospel in a nutshell. In his 

grace, God gives us the gift of eternal life that we do not 

deserve. In his mercy, he provides forgiveness through 

the death of his Son, Jesus, instead of the punishment 

that we deserve for our sins. When Jesus returns to 

reign as the promised Messiah, he will bring true peace 

to the world and to our hearts. All this becomes ours 

when we receive the word of truth, so as we wait for its 

final fulfillment we should be marked by love for God 

and his people. The truth that saves us should also 

unite us in affection for one another. 
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E x p r e s s i o n  2  

I n  O u r  D i r ec t io n  

People have great intentions when they buy exercise 

equipment. Purchasing a treadmill, an elliptical 

machine, or a stationary bike seems like a smart 

investment. You can exercise at home without 

worrying about weather, safety, or getting lost. You can 

even watch your favorite TV show while you do it. But 

expending all that effort without going anywhere turns 

out to be boring, even demoralizing. So, most people do 

not keep up the routine for long. They give up and the 

equipment ends up collecting dust in the basement. 
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I think a lot of people treat the church like a treadmill. 

They show up on Sunday morning to put in their 

spiritual exercise for the week. They sing familiar songs 

and hear another sermon, but it all seems repetitive. 

So, many lose interest.  

Again, the problem is not with God’s truth and often 

not with the church. People get bored because they do 

not use what they hear. They never go anywhere with 

it. They do not put it into practice in everyday life. The 

knowledge of God’s truth should be expressed in a 

change of direction that leads toward spiritual health 

and maturity. 

The recipients of 2 John did not have a treadmill 

Christianity. The truth was making a demonstrable 

difference in their lives, and when that kind of change 

is happening, it is exciting. In verse 4, John wrote, “I 

rejoiced greatly to find some of your children walking 

in the truth, just as we were commanded by the 

Father.” 

Walking is used throughout the Bible as a metaphor for 

how you live your life. John used it in 1 John to contrast 

walking in God’s light with walking in darkness (1 Jn 
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1:6-7). Jesus spoke in similar terms (Jn 8:12) and so 

did the Apostle Paul (Eph 5:8). But the idea of walking 

in truth can be traced back to what King David wrote in 

Psalm 86:11. He prayed, “Teach me your way, O LORD, 

that I may walk in your truth; unite my heart to fear 

your name.” Learning God’s truth is pointless if you do 

not let it direct your path. It must guide the choices that 

you make.  

At first glance, you might interpret 2 John 4 to mean 

that God has somewhere given an explicit 

commandment about walking in the truth. But we do 

not find one recorded in the Bible. I think John’s point 

is that God’s truth is inherently commanding. It carries 

an imperative force. You must respond to it. To fail to 

do so is disobedient. So, at this point in the letter, John 

shifted his focus from the word truth to the word 

commandment. In verses 5-6, he wrote, 

And now I ask you, dear lady--not as though 

I were writing you a new commandment, but 

the one we have had from the beginning--

that we love one another.  And this is love, 

that we walk according to his 

commandments; this is the commandment, 
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just as you have heard from the beginning, so 

that you should walk in it. 

These verses reiterate what John wrote in his first 

letter. In 1 John 2:7-8, he talked about loving one 

another not being a new commandment. He connected 

love with obeying God’s commandments in 1 John 5:2-

3. But he used a new expression here, when he said that 

we must walk according to his commandments. It is 

like exhortations that we find in the Old Testament. 

Leviticus 26:3, for instance, tells us that God called the 

people of Israel to walk in his statues and observe his 

commandments. John’s idea is that as you go through 

life, God’s commandments are the guardrails that keep 

you on the path of true love. So, the knowledge of God’s 

truth sets a clear direction that we should follow every 

day.  
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E x p r e s s i o n  3  

I n  O u r  Co n fe s s i o n  

At one point in my life, I aspired to be a farmer. I was 

only five at the time and had never even been near a 

farm. My family lived in the suburbs. I thought that 

farmers wore overalls, grew plants, took care of 

animals, and drove tractors. I had no idea how hard it 

is to earn a living as a farmer. My understanding came 

almost exclusively from children’s picture books that 

my mom read to me.  So, it was not long before I moved 

on to a different goal. When I was six, I decided that I 

should instead be an astronaut. 
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I still do not know much about the practical realities of 

modern farming, but studying the Bible gives us some 

insight about how it worked in ancient times. Jesus 

likened spreading God’s truth to sowing seed in 

people’s hearts and minds.  He considered his followers 

to be laborers who help with sowing and reaping. He 

spoke of receptive people as fields of grain white for 

harvest. But he also spoke of tares among the wheat.  

Expanding upon this agricultural imagery may help us 

understand 2 John 7-9. When the gospel penetrates 

someone’s heart, its first outward expression is a 

confession of faith in Jesus as the Son of God incarnate, 

our Lord and Savior who died for our sins, rose from 

the dead, ascended into heaven, and will return to reign 

as the Christ, the Messianic King. This belief is like a 

sprout that grows to become the central stem that bears 

spiritual fruit. Without it, there is no spiritual life.  

But John warned that there are people who sow the 

seed of false belief.  In verse 7, he wrote, 

For many deceivers have gone out into the 

world, those who do not confess the coming 

of Jesus Christ in the flesh. Such a one is the 

deceiver and the antichrist. 
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Here John highlighted two beliefs that are essential to 

saving faith. The first is that Jesus is the Christ, the 

descendant of David who will bring about the 

fulfillment of God’s Old Testament promises. The 

second is that the Son of God became human. If he was 

not human, he could not identify with us, live in perfect 

obedience, experience death for us, or represent us 

before God in heaven.  

So, if someone claims to be a teacher of spiritual truth 

but contradicts these beliefs, that person is a deceiver, 

an antichrist. John addressed these false teachers and 

their distorted ideas in his first letter.  But he raised the 

matter again here to challenge his readers with the 

exhortation in verses 8-9. He wrote, 

Watch yourselves, so that you may not lose 

what we have worked for, but may win a full 

reward. Everyone who goes on ahead and 

does not abide in the teaching of Christ, does 

not have God. Whoever abides in the 

teaching has both the Father and the Son. 

What is at stake here? Verse 9 is clear that those who 

do not abide in the teaching of Christ do not have a 

relationship with God. So, some say that John is 

concerned that some of his readers will lose their 
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salvation by abandoning the truth about Jesus and 

embracing the false confession of these deceivers. But 

the New Testament records clear statements about the 

security of salvation. It cannot be lost. John 10:28, for 

instance, tells us that Jesus said of his followers, “I give 

them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one 

will snatch them out of my hand.” Furthermore, in 1 

John 2:19, John said that those who went out from us 

were not of us. 

Others say that John is concerned that his readers will 

be saved but will lose the additional rewards that Christ 

gives believers at the Bema seat judgment for being 

faithful. Paul spoke of such rewards in 1 Corinthians 3 

and 2 Corinthians 5, but John did not address them 

anywhere else. This interpretation also does not seem 

to fit with the focus on having a relationship with God 

in verse 9. 

So, I think that John’s concern in verse 8 is not the 

individual, but the church as a whole. The word “lose” 

is more often translated as “destroy.” If believers 

tolerate the presence of false teaching in the church, 

they will destroy what John and his fellow apostles 

worked for.  
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Instead of “win a reward,” a better translation might 

be, “receive wages.” John 4:36 tells us that Jesus used 

these terms to speak about the ministry of proclaiming 

the gospel. He said, “Already the one who reaps is 

receiving wages and gathering fruit for eternal life, so 

that sower and reaper may rejoice together.” The wages 

for this work is not personal salvation or a reward at 

the judgment seat of Christ, but the experience of 

helping lead others to saving faith.  

If the church abandons its confession that Jesus Christ 

came in the flesh, then there will be no more harvest 

like that.  No one will be saved apart from hearing that 

essential truth. The truth must be expressed in a 

faithful confession, and that leads to one more 

expression. 
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E x p r e s s i o n  4  

I n  O u r  C e l e b ra t io n  

What things do you celebrate? Birthdays and 

anniversaries—one more trip around the sun. 

Holidays—some religious, some patriotic, some 

created just to sell flowers and cards. It was so 

successful that every product wants their own day of 

recognition. Who can argue with National Doughnut 

Day? 

The ancient world and some cultures still today 

celebrate people. They practice hospitality—not 

inviting over people you already know. The Greek word 

for hospitality speaks of a love for strangers.  Travelers 
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were supposed to be treated as honored guests, giving 

them the best food available and providing them a 

place to stay for the night. 

This tradition was particularly important for early 

Christians because the few public inns that were 

available tended to be immoral places. But God’s truth 

should influence what and whom we celebrate. In 2 

John 10-11, John wrote, 

If anyone comes to you and does not bring 

this teaching, do not receive him into your 

house or give him any greeting, for whoever 

greets him takes part in his wicked works. 

As the gospel spread and people were saved, new 

churches were formed in towns and villages. But it took 

time to develop strong, knowledgeable spiritual leaders 

in all those places. So, if someone came along claiming 

to be a Christian teacher, the believers there might be 

very quick to invite that person to speak at their 

gathering.  

John wanted them to slow down and be more cautious. 

They needed to find out what this person believed. If he 

was not preaching the truth about Christ, then they 

should not welcome him into their fellowship or 
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support him in any way. To do so would be to 

participate in his wicked works. Paul expressed a 

similar idea. As he spoke about love in 1 Corinthians 

13:6, he said, “It does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but 

rejoices with the truth.” 

We do not face this exact scenario today. Most 

established churches have at least one individual 

devoted to full-time ministry. But there are still false 

teachers. Perhaps we should not be so quick to share a 

social media post, watch a video, listen to a podcast, or 

purchase a book. In the modern economy, those 

actions all translate into expressions of support with 

financial implications. We should not celebrate those 

who distort God’s truth. 

On the other hand, we should very much celebrate 

when truth is proclaimed. John settled for writing, but 

he wanted to see his readers face to face. He concluded 

his letter in verses 12-13, by saying, 

Though I have much to write to you, I would 

rather not use paper and ink. Instead I hope 

to come to you and talk face to face, so that 

our joy may be complete. The children of 

your elect sister greet you. 
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God’s truth binds believers together. It forms the basis 

for our fellowship. It unites churches as sisters. So, 

when we gather and share the truth with one another, 

we should rejoice and celebrate. 

C o nc l u s io n  

Are you living out God’s truth? Does it lead you to an 

affection for the church? Does it guide your life in the 

direction of love and obedience? Do you confess it 

openly and share it with others? Do you celebrate it and 

find joy in it? 

Christianity is not a collection of helpful hints that you 

can take or leave as you choose. It is a fundamental 

change of heart and mind. If you have never done so, I 

urge you to receive the truth of the gospel. Believe in 

Jesus as the Son of God who took on flesh, died for your 

sins and rose again. Accept him as your Lord, Savior, 

and coming king. That is the core, the stem that 

produces genuine spiritual fruit. If you want to learn 

more about how truth transforms us, I encourage you 

to spend some time reading 1 Peter 2. 
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If you believe the truth, are you living it out? Is it 

expressed in the ways that we have considered from 2 

John—affection, direction, confession, and 

celebration? Do you need to focus on growing in one of 

these expressions? What changes do you need to 

make? The lost world needs to hear the truth and see it 

lived out.  

May God’s light shine through us! 

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. Which of these expressions is strongest in your 

life? How so? 

 

2. Which of these expressions is most lacking from 

your life? Why? 

 

3. What could you do differently this week to 

better live out God’s truth? 
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14 

FELLOW WORKERS FOR THE TRUTH 

3 JOHN 

A few weeks before my sixteenth birthday, I began 

attending church. I had no religious background at all, 

but my best friend had invited me to his Wednesday 

night youth group. Over several weeks, I learned about 

the death and resurrection of Jesus, and I began to 

trust in him as my Savior and Lord. So, my friend 

invited me to come with him on Sunday morning, but I 
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had no idea what to expect. I was curious to find out 

what a church is.  

My friend led me into an auditorium that seated 

thousands. There was a huge choir and even an 

orchestra with world-class musicians. Perhaps it is like 

a theater where you watch a great performance? But 

then the pastor spent over 45 minutes explaining one 

verse in the New Testament using all sorts of terms that 

I had never heard. So, is it more like a school where you 

go to learn deep truths? If going to church is about 

being entertained and receiving intellectual 

stimulation, then this was certainly the place to be.  

A lot of Christians seem to approach the church in one 

of those ways, but the New Testament presents a very 

different conception. It is not a place or a building. It is 

not a show or a school where you sit passively for an 

hour and leave. If that’s how you approach it, you are 

completely missing the point. 

The church is people who relate to one another as 

brothers and sisters because we have all been born 

again through Jesus Christ (Mt 12:48-50; 1 Tim 5:1-2; 

1 Jn 5:1). The Apostle Paul described it as the body of 
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Christ where the proper functioning of each member is 

necessary to be healthy and to carry out Christ’s 

mission in the world (1 Cor 12:12-27; Eph 1:23; 4:11-

13). 

I introduced this study of the Apostle John’s New 

Testament letters by talking about our individual 

spiritual health. From each passage we have gleaned a 

different vital sign of spiritual life. But the final 

indicator of individual spiritual health is whether you 

are contributing to the health and growth of Christ’s 

body as a whole.  

John’s third letter demonstrates four commitments of 

being a fellow worker for the truth. So, as we examine 

these verses, I encourage you to let them shape the way 

that you approach the church. 
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C o m m i t m e n t  1  

P r ay e r f u l  Co nc e rn  

Astronomers tell us that there are places in space 

where the force of gravity is so strong that light is not 

even able to escape. They call them black holes.  

I think we find the spiritual equivalent of a black hole 

in every fallen human heart. We are not inclined to 

reach out in love. Our focus is naturally drawn inward. 

We easily become absorbed in our own personal 

feelings, thoughts, opinions, concerns, worries, and 

frustrations. Some people are better at concealing it 

than others, but it is always there. 
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The only way to overcome the powerful pull of self is 

through faith in Christ. He modeled true selflessness. 

He empowers us through the Holy Spirit. But if we are 

not careful, we will keep getting drawn back. We must 

strive to look outward, and the first step in doing so is 

to make a commitment to prayerful concern. 

John displayed this characteristic in the opening verses 

of his third letter. In verse 1 and 2, he wrote, 

The elder to the beloved Gaius, whom I love 

in truth. Beloved, I pray that all may go well 

with you and that you may be in good health, 

as it goes well with your soul. 

John also identified himself this way in his second 

letter—the elder. He could have been indicating his age 

but probably also his role in the church. That letter was 

addressed to the elect lady and her children. I argued 

for interpreting that reference as a metaphor for a local 

church and its members. But in 3 John, he wrote to a 

specific individual named Gaius. The letter suggests 

that he may have been a key leader in a local church. 

The name Gaius seems to have been common during 

Roman times. The Apostle Paul interacted with three 

different men by this name: one from Macedonia (Ac 
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19:29); one from Derbe (Ac 20:4); and one from 

Corinth (1 Cor 1:14). We do not know whether this 

letter was written to one of those men or someone else, 

but whoever he was, John clearly cared deeply about 

him. He called him “Beloved” four times in fifteen 

verses. It was an affection that flowed from their shared 

belief in God’s truth. In looking at 2 John, I argued that 

every Christian should have this kind of love for every 

other believer. 

John expressed his love by praying for Gaius. He 

mentioned three areas of concern. First, he prayed for 

things to go well, that Gaius would prosper in a general 

sense. Second, he prayed that Gaius would be in good 

physical health. Third, he was concerned for the 

condition of Gaius’s soul. Apparently, Gaius’ spiritual 

condition was strong, but he was struggling in the other 

two areas. 

These same concerns should guide our prayers for one 

another. It seems to me that we tend to focus on 

circumstances and health without ever thinking of 

someone’s soul. We need to recognize that all three 

areas are intertwined. Every difficult circumstance or 

health problem includes spiritual temptations. On the 
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other hand, a spiritually sinful choice can contribute to 

difficult circumstances and health problems. But even 

when life is hard, John’s words to Gaius show that 

things can still go well with your soul. 

Gaius’ spiritual condition seems to have been John’s 

highest concern. In verses 3-4 he said,  

For I rejoiced greatly when the brothers 

came and testified to your truth, as indeed 

you are walking in the truth. I have no 

greater joy than to hear that my children are 

walking in the truth. 

That spiritual black hole in our hearts pulls us to seek 

joy in selfish pursuits, but that is not what we see in 

John. He made no mention of how his personal life was 

going. Things may have been going well, or he might 

have been facing difficult trials. But because his focus 

was outward, praying for Gaius and other believers, he 

was filled with joy to hear that Gaius was doing well 

spiritually. 

Do you experience joy when your brothers and sisters 

in Christ walk in the truth? By the power of Christ, we 

should be committed to that kind of prayerful concern. 
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C o m m i t m e n t  2  

P r act i ca l  S uppo r t  

If you study the Old Testament Law, you may be 

surprised to find that one creature is mentioned 

repeatedly: the ox. Aaron sculpted one out of gold, 

when he disobeyed the second commandment and 

made an idol. Oxen were supposed to rest upon the 

Sabbath. They were so valuable that someone might 

covet and steal them. If handled irresponsibly, one 

could even become an implement of murder. 

The well-being of oxen was important enough that 

Deuteronomy 25:4 stipulated, “You shall not muzzle an 

ox when it is treading out the grain.” The harvested 
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stalks would be piled on a threshing floor, and the oxen 

would be led round and round to trample them and 

knock the grain loose from its husk. As they did so, they 

were supposed to be able to eat. 

Paul quoted this commandment in 1 Corinthians 9:9 to 

argue that the church should support those who devote 

themselves to proclaiming the gospel. They should be 

able to eat and earn a living through their work. 

In 3 John, John commended Gaius for providing this 

kind of practical support and urged him to continue to 

do so. In verses 5-8, he wrote, 

Beloved, it is a faithful thing you do in all 

your efforts for these brothers, strangers as 

they are, who testified to your love before the 

church. You will do well to send them on 

their journey in a manner worthy of God. For 

they have gone out for the sake of the name, 

accepting nothing from the Gentiles. 

Therefore we ought to support people like 

these, that we may be fellow workers for the 

truth. 

We do not know who these brothers were, but they 

seem to have been previously unknown to Gaius, 

strangers. After spending time with him, they traveled 
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to where John was. Their report is probably what 

prompted him to write. 

He summed up their work by simply saying that they 

went out for the sake of the name. In other words, they 

were preaching Jesus as Savior and Lord. They 

declared the truth that Peter proclaimed in Acts 4:12, 

“And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no 

other name under heaven given among men by which 

we must be saved.” 

John noted that these brothers refused to accept 

support from Gentiles. That word is typically used to 

refer to anyone who is not Jewish, but Gaius himself 

was probably not Jewish. His name is Latin. So, John 

was probably referring to non-Christians. Traveling 

teachers were common in the ancient world, but they 

seem to have had a negative reputation as being only in 

it for the money. So, these brothers wanted to avoid 

that stigma even as the Apostle Paul did. He earned a 

living making tents when he did not have support from 

Christians (Ac 18:3). Of course, when he was doing 

that, he could not devote all his time to prayer and the 

ministry of the word. 
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Gaius demonstrated genuine Christian love by 

supporting these brothers. He probably welcomed 

them into his home, fed them, and introduced them to 

other local Christians. John urged him to keep up this 

practice and to send out others in a manner worthy of 

God. Acts 13:3 uses the same word to speak of how 

Barnabas and Paul were sent out from the church of 

Antioch on their first missionary journey. In addition 

to financial help, this practical support also included 

the ongoing prayerful concern that we have already 

considered. 

John’s words in 3 John 8 suggest that every Christian 

should be fully invested in the work of spreading God’s 

truth. Are you committed to supporting God’s work? 
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C o m m i t m e n t  3  

M i s s io n a l  Co nf ro nt a t io n  

In 1906, an astronomer named Percival Lowell 

published a book titled, “Mars and Its Canals.” He had 

spent years studying the red planet at an observatory 

that he built in Flagstaff, Arizona. The fruit of his 

efforts were intricate drawings of what he believed was 

a water distribution network constructed by intelligent 

life forms. 

Science fiction writers fully embraced the idea, but 

other astronomers were skeptical. Space exploration 

later confirmed that the Martian surface has a variety 

of terrain, but no such canals. Some think that Lowell 
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may have just been tracing the reflection of the veins in 

his own eye. 

We have a similar problem. We assume that our 

perception is accurate, but we tend to see everything 

through the lens of our own desires. Our distorted 

outlook can cause all sorts of havoc in our personal 

relationships. We judge people’s motives, misinterpret 

their actions, and quickly take offense.  

If unchecked, that effect can be magnified in a local 

church, disrupting fellowship and derailing ministry. 

So, part of being a fellow worker for the truth is being 

committed to missional confrontation. It is not simply 

a matter of settling personal offenses. Sometimes we 

must expose how a person is hindering God’s work.  

John was planning to confront a man named 

Diotrephes. In verses 9-10, he told Gaius,  

I have written something to the church, but 

Diotrephes, who likes to put himself first, 

does not acknowledge our authority. So if I 

come, I will bring up what he is doing, talking 

wicked nonsense against us. And not content 

with that, he refuses to welcome the 

brothers, and also stops those who want to 

and puts them out of the church. 
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When John spoke of something that he had written, we 

do not know whether he was referring to 1 John, 2 

John, or some other letter. In 2 John, he talked about 

not receiving a traveling teacher into your home if he 

does not abide in the teaching of Christ. So, some think 

Diotrephes was taking that idea to the extreme by not 

welcoming anyone.  But it is also possible that John 

prescribed that standard in 2 John because he already 

knew about what Diotrephes was doing. He was 

defining the right criteria for refusing to welcome 

someone into the church. 

The ESV translation of verse 9 makes it sound as if the 

problem was that Diotrephes was not submitting to 

John’s authority as an apostle. But the Greek text does 

not actually use the term for authority. The word used 

there could be translated as welcome or receive. In 

verse 10, the same term is translated as welcome with 

no mention of authority. So, Diotrephes was treating 

John the same way as he treated the brothers, refusing 

to accept them. 

The real problem with Diotrephes was that he wanted 

to be first. John does not mention whether Diotrephes 

or Gaius had an official role in the church, but it seems 
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reasonable to assume that they were both elders. Other 

New Testament passages like Titus 1:5, suggest that the 

church in every town was supposed to be led by groups 

of elders. But Diotrephes was asserting his perspective 

and taking charge. He was talking wicked nonsense, 

probably false accusations. He even excommunicated 

people who welcomed the brothers, so that probably 

included Gaius.  

John’s response seems surprisingly restrained. In his 

younger days, he wanted to call down fire from heaven 

upon a Samaritan village that did not receive Jesus (Lu 

9:51-55). Jesus rebuked him for that, and he had grown 

over the decades. So, he did not call Diotrephes an 

antichrist or a false prophet. As difficult as he was, 

Diotrephes must not have denied the essential truths 

of the faith. If he had, John would have certainly 

condemned him in stronger terms. 

John simply said, “If I come, I will bring up what he is 

doing.” Gaius had probably already done so. As an 

apostle, you might assume that John could have 

excommunicated Diotrephes and reinstalled Gaius. 

But it seems that he planned to raise the issue with the 
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congregation there. Perhaps he was following the same 

guideline that Paul asserted in 1 Timothy 5:19-20,  

Do not admit a charge against an elder except 

on the evidence of two or three witnesses. As 

for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in 

the presence of all, so that the rest may stand 

in fear. 

Leaders are not perfect. They can end up tracing the 

veins in their own eye. Selfish desire can blind them. 

But the church is a body, and sometimes other 

members must speak up when a leader’s actions 

undermine the witness and mission of the church. So, 

to be fellow workers for the truth we must be 

committed to missional confrontation. 

  



Fel low Worker s  for  the Truth (3  John)  

 

291 

C o m m i t m e n t  4  

B e n ef ic i a l  I n f l u e nc e  

I hope that this does not lower your opinion of me, but 

I confess that I do not like soups or stews, not even 

casseroles. How is it even possible to have fellowship 

with other Christians without liking casseroles? It is 

not easy. It can be hard on a marriage too! 

My problem is that when you cook meat, vegetables, 

and potatoes together in one pot, they all end up tasting 

the same. I am one of those people who likes to keep 

foods separate. I want my carrots to taste like carrots. 

Is that so wrong? 
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Despite my personal preference, however, the church, 

by its very nature, is like a stew. You become like the 

people you spend time with. You end up tasting similar 

in how you think, speak, and behave. Proverbs 13:20 

captured this idea by saying, “Whoever walks with the 

wise becomes wise, but the companion of fools will 

suffer harm.” 

So, we all need to recognize this dynamic. To be fellow 

workers for the truth, we must seek out those who will 

be a beneficial influence upon us, and we must seek to 

be a beneficial influence upon others. In 3 John 11, 

John told Gaius, “Beloved, do not imitate evil but 

imitate good. Whoever does good is from God; whoever 

does evil has not seen God.” 

Since this comes right after his statement about 

Diotrephes, John must have still had him in mind. 

Gaius was at odds with Diotrephes over supporting the 

brothers. In one sense, the two men could not have 

been more different, one sweet and the other bitter. But 

at the same time, Gaius was probably tempted to 

respond in kind. 
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Isn’t that what we tend to do when someone backs us 

into a corner? We feel as if our only option is to mirror 

their criticism, aggression, and bitterness. But to do so 

is to imitate evil. Such behavior is not fitting for 

someone who has come to see the glory and grace of 

God through the gospel of Christ. 

John wanted Gaius to imitate good, to follow the 

example of other godly people. In verse 12, he 

commended a believer named Demetrius. He said, 

“Demetrius has received a good testimony from 

everyone, and from the truth itself. We also add our 

testimony, and you know that our testimony is true.” 

We do not know much about this Demetrius. Acts 19 

mentions a man by that name in Ephesus. But he was 

a silversmith who made idols and stirred up a riot 

against Christians because he feared that Paul’s 

preaching would undermine his business. That man 

could have come to repentance, but there is no record 

of that.  

The Demetrius that John mentioned here could have 

been another leader in the church where Gaius was. 

But in light of John’s commendation, it seems more 
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likely that Demetrius served alongside John and 

probably delivered this letter. Perhaps he planned on 

staying for a while as an encouragement to Gaius. 

Aside from John’s command here in verse 11, we also 

find this commitment to beneficial influence in John’s 

example. He concluded his letter in verses 13-15 by 

saying, 

I had much to write to you, but I would rather 

not write with pen and ink. I hope to see you 

soon, and we will talk face to face. Peace be 

to you. The friends greet you. Greet the 

friends, each by name. 

John sought to be a good influence through his writing, 

but he also wanted to see Gaius in person. He wanted 

to encourage him personally. Though there was strife 

in the church, John prayed for Gaius to have peace. By 

exchanging greetings, he wanted him to sense that he 

was still united with the church in the friendship that 

flows from the truth. 

Like John, we must stay committed to seeking and 

being a beneficial influence. 
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C o nc l u s io n  

We are not all gifted at teaching the truth, but we 

should all be committed to working together for it. We 

should have a prayerful concern for our fellow 

Christians, for their circumstances, their health, and 

the condition of their souls. We should provide 

practical support to those who proclaim the name of 

Jesus. If someone’s behavior is hindering God’s work, 

we should be willing to engage in missional 

confrontation. Finally, we should always seek to 

associate with those who will be a beneficial influence 

upon us and with those upon whom we can be a 

beneficial influence. 

Sadly, it is not uncommon to find self-willed people like 

Diotrephes in the church, and their manipulative 

conduct often pushes people away from the gospel. I 

encourage you to evaluate Christianity on the basis of 

God’s word rather than the behavior of its negative 

examples. Our faith is not in the church. We focus on 

the life and teaching of Jesus Christ. If you have never 

done so, I encourage you to place your faith in him. If 

you would like to learn more about what the church can 
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and should be, the fourth chapter of the book of Acts 

would be a good place to read. 

If you are a believer, are you working for the truth? If 

not, I encourage you to start today. We can all grow in 

these commitments.  I encourage you to select one to 

focus on this week. 

May the truth of the gospel spread through us for the 

glory of Christ! 

Q u e st io n s  fo r  F u r t he r  Re f l e c t io n  

1. How would you describe your approach to the 

church? To what degree do you see yourself as a 

fellow worker? 

 

2. On which of these commitments do you most 

need to focus? What steps could you take to 

grow in that area? 

 

3. What ideas from John’s letters have had the 

greatest impact upon you? 

 



 

 

MORE BIBLE TEACHING 
FROM BRYAN CRADDOCK 

Available in video at youtube.com/CalvaryBibleEast  

and in e-book at issuu.com/bryancraddock 

O l d  T e s t a m e n t  

Humble Leadership (Exodus 1-18) 

The Boundaries We Need (Exodus 19-24) 

Agent of Change (Judges) 

Godly Romance (Song of Solomon) 

How to Pray in Hard Times (Psalms 51-63) 

God with Us (Isaiah 1-12) 

N e w  T e s t a m e n t  

True Wonder (Luke 1-3) 

Who Is Jesus? (Luke 3-6) 

Crossroads (Luke 6) 

Surprised by the Savior (Luke 7-8) 

On the Road with Jesus (Luke 9-11) 

Christ the Contender (Luke 11-13) 

The Gospel-Shaped Heart (Luke 14-19) 

The King We Need (Luke 19-21) 

Count Your Blessings (Ephesians 1) 

Stories of Grace (Ephesians 2-3) 

Moving Forward (Ephesians 4-5) 

The Christ-Centered Home (Ephesians 5:22-6:9) 

Strong: The Armor of God (Ephesians 6:10-24) 

Waiting for Jesus (1 & 2 Thessalonians) 

Knowledge of the Future—Strength to Persevere (Revelation) 

T h e o l o g y  

Standing Firm (The Reformation) 

Finding Your Way in the Religious Maze  

(World Religions and Christian Denominations)  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bryan Craddock has served as the Pastor of Calvary Bible Church 

East in Kalamazoo, Michigan since the church began in 2007. He 

is a graduate of the Master’s University and Seminary (B.A. and 

M.Div.) and the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

(D.Min.).  

 

 

Calvary Bible Church East is an independent, non-

denominational, Bible church in Kalamazoo, Michigan. For more 

information, visit CalvaryEast.com. 

  

http://calvaryeast.com/


 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 


