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  “Who among us at one point or another has not had to  
struggle with doubts about our own salvation? The vast majority of us 
have. While scripture does exhort us to examine ourselves to see if we 
are in the faith (2 Cor. 13:5) it is not God's desire that we live in a 
state of perpetual doubt of our standing with Christ.  In his book, Am 
I Truly Saved?, Pastor Joel Webbon walks us through First John, the 
New Testament book that contains the most detailed treatment of  
assurance of salvation, and provides a most helpful resource for those 
who are struggling with doubts about their own. This is a great  
resource and I enthusiastically commend it to you.” 
 

- Justin Peters  
Founder of Justin Peters Ministries 

 
  “Teachers capable of leading their audience through a careful, 
close reading of a text (and I mean any text – secular or sacred) are 
harder and harder to find. This is true in the academy and it is even 
truer, unfortunately, in our pulpits. Yet a close, verse-by-verse study 
of Scripture has long been the hallmark of faithful, evangelical  
ministry. Joel Webbon’s treatment of First John is a great example of 
the careful pastoral exegesis that the modern church so desperately 
needs. The chapters are short, but rich, accessible, but hard-hitting. 
 And throughout, care is taken to point to John’s central point – 
“These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the 
Son of God, so that you may know that you have eternal life,” (1 John 
5:13). God desires that his children walk in confidence about their 
relationship with their loving Father. It was Calvin who defined faith 
as a “firm and certain knowledge of God’s benevolence towards us...” 
Webbon points to this critical truth throughout this study, blending the 
faithful wounds of a friend with the confident proclamation of God’s 
unconditional and infinite loving-kindness.” 
 

 - Ben Merkle 
President of New Saint Andrews College 
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  “My friend Joel is a passionate preacher of God’s Word who 
doesn’t water down the biblical text but seeks to apply it for the  
everyday Bible reader. In this hard-hitting study through First John, 
 Joel focuses on what in Reformed Theology is sometimes called the 
practical syllogism: the inward work of the Spirit as a ground for 
Christian assurance. If you’re looking for a concise, yet meaty study 
to go through alone, or with friends, this is a helpful resource.” 
 

 - Adriel Sanchez  
Pastor of North Park Presbyterian Church (PCA) 
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FOREWORD 
 There is a short list of New Testament letters that a pastor can 

immediately turn to when someone asks, how do I know if I am 
saved? Joel Webbon has pinpointed the favorite “go to” letter for 
many pastors when they are asked this eternally significant question. 
While every single word in the Bible matters, First John packs a 
punch on the topic of true conversion like no other.  

 Just recently I sat with a man who was wrestling with the gen-
uineness of his conversion. Not wanting to offer him false assurance, I 
led him to First John and we began to study it together. Over time, it 
was God’s Word that did the heavy lifting as I began to witness the 
joy of assurance stream across this man’s face. Word by word and 
chapter by chapter, conviction burst into his heart and mind like a 
dam bursting open. The Holy Spirit had done a mighty work in this 
man’s heart!   

 It is often tempting for us as believers to give the assurance of 
salvation to people, even if we do so with the best of intentions. We 
may see some small progressive steps, such as someone going to 
church one Sunday or praying to God at the dinner table, and sudden-
ly we are calling for the Deacons to fill the baptistry immediately! 
However, First John teaches us that there is much more to genuine 
Christianity than putting on your Sunday best and praying once in a 
while. Of course, we want to encourage any steps that a person may 
take in the right direction, but we desperately need to submit to the 
authority of Scripture in every facet of salvation or we will face the 
painful reality that comes with a church full of false converts.    

 For decades the church has experienced the self-inflicted pain 
of rushing people to the altar and into the baptistry while sin runs 
rampant through the aisles and in the homes of professing “Chris-
tians.” Lives have been ruined, the reputation of the church smeared, 
and worst of all, Christ misrepresented. Some may think it’s unloving, 
or perhaps even blasphemous, to call into question the genuineness of 
someone’s faith, but nothing can be further from the truth. In fact, the 
most loving thing we can do is help people assess something that will 
determine their eternity. To the church at Corinth, Paul the Apostle 
wrote, “Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith. Test 
yourselves. Or do you not realize this about yourselves, that Jesus 
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Christ is in you?—unless indeed you fail to meet the test!” (2 Corin-
thians 13:5). Surely, if Paul himself exhorted the early church to 
examine their faith, we do well to examine our own faith still today.  

 I cannot overstate the helpful nature in which Webbon has 
written this short book. Each chapter contains clear explanations of 
passages that are concise and easy-to-understand. Headers in each 
section will guide your eyes and keep you on track. Conclusions will 
wrap up each lesson and offer practical wisdom that you can apply to 
your life. Lastly, Webbon has offered reflection questions that will 
energize your devotional life and certainly enable you to navigate the 
conviction you will experience from meditating on God’s Word.  

 Whether you are a pastor, small group leader, or someone who 
is trying to examine a recent profession of faith, this book will be a 
trusted resource for decades to come. May the Lord use it to sharpen 
you, enable you, and assure you of his calling upon your life, and his 
sure grip upon your soul!   

  
-Costi W. Hinn 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
 True Christianity is not merely a system of thought. Rather, it 

is an authentic faith in Christ, which requires accurate biblical 
knowledge, ascent, and personal trust. True Christianity is a  
supernatural experience that is rooted in a personal and biblical  
revelation of Jesus, realized in a loving relationship with God and his 
people, and displayed by a fullness of joy which powerfully compels 
heartfelt obedience.  

 Throughout the book of First John, the apostle brings together 
three primary tests of authentic Christianity: (1) The Truth Test:  
Biblical Confession of Christ, (2) The Relational Test: Love for God 
and His People, and (3) The Moral Test: Obedience to God's Com-
mandments. John regularly shows that these three tests have at least 
one thing in common: Regeneration (spiritual rebirth). While it is true 
that these vital signs will grow stronger over time, if there is no  
evidence of these signs at all, a person should possess serious concern 
for whether or not they have been born again.  
 However, the apostle John's purpose in presenting these tests 
of spiritual vitality is not meant to cause his readers to walk away 
with crushing hopelessness. On the contrary, John's overarching goal 
in writing his letter is to assure those who have genuinely been born 
again. John's thesis statement can be found in 1 John 5:13: “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.” It is one thing to receive 
eternal life, but it is quite another to “know” that you have received 
eternal life. It is not the will of God that any of his children should 
continually wrestle with fears and doubts concerning their salvation. 
Indeed, there are legitimate reasons to doubt, and John lists several of 
these reasons in his letter. However, it is the will of God that his  
children would grow in spiritual maturity and assurance of his great 
love for them. 
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FIRST JOHN CHAPTER ONE 
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LESSON ONE:  
REAL CHRISTIANITY IS OBJECTIVE NOT SUBJECTIVE 

 
1 That which was from the beginning, which we have 
heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we 
looked upon and have touched with our hands, 
concerning the word of life, 2 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.   

1 John 1:1-2  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 The Apostle John begins with his credentials. He reminds his 
readers that he is not speaking out of some subjective, inner personal 
experience. This apostle, as with all apostles of Christ, is an eye-
witness of the resurrected Lord Jesus and has been commissioned by 
Christ to preach and teach with all authority.  
 
A BIBLICAL KNOWLEDGE OF JESUS  
 

 Notice the very first phrase in verse 1 of our text, “That which 
was from the beginning.” You may notice the parallel between this 
phrase and the first verse of John's Gospel: “In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” 
Therefore, viewing this first phrase as a reference to the divinity and 
eternality of Christ is entirely appropriate. While certainly not 
denying the divinity and eternality of Christ, it is probably more 
faithful to the text to conclude that this is not John’s primary intent 
here. Instead, the phrase is most likely meant to refer to the beginning 
of the apostles’ ministry of gospel proclamation. In light of this, 
John’s main point here is that the gospel has not changed. John is still 
proclaiming the same gospel that he and the other apostles were 
proclaiming since the very beginning of their ministry. So John’s 
gospel witness is not the “new gospel” that was being peddled by 
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many of the false teachers, but the unchanging “old gospel” of Jesus 
Christ.  
 The next few phrases that appear in verse 1 of our text are 
these: “Which we have heard,” “which we have seen with our eyes,” 
and “have touched with our hands.” John uses all of this language to 
convey that he is not merely referring to some subjective and mystical 
vision of Christ, but that he and the other apostles actually heard and 
saw Jesus as he lived among them for three years during his earthly 
ministry. In summary, John is saying that Jesus Christ really did come 
in the flesh and bodily rise from the tomb and all of this was 
historically validated by John and the other apostles in objective 
ways. Therefore, we are meant to conclude that the message John is 
writing is absolutely reliable and legitimate.  
 
A SUPERNATURAL EXPERIENCE OF JESUS  
 
 In verse 2, John states, “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.” John is 
again using similar language to the first verse of his Gospel. In the 
first verse of the Gospel of John, we see that “the Word was with God 
[the Father].” However, here, John says, “the eternal life... was with 
the Father.” So in the Gospel of John, the focus is on Jesus as the 
“Word.” But in the First Epistle of John, the focus is on Jesus as the 
“Life.” So what does this all mean? While proper knowledge of Jesus 
(Christ as the Word) is vital to salvation, a supernatural experience of 
rebirth in Jesus (Christ as the Life) is also absolutely crucial to 
salvation. The message of the gospel is not merely about ignorant 
sinners coming to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ; it is also about 
dead sinners being raised to new life by the resurrection power of 
Jesus Christ.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 Real Christianity is not merely a mystical experience based on 
our own subjective ideas about Jesus. Instead, it is a supernatural 
experience based on the apostolic witness about Jesus found on the 
pages of the Bible. Our experience of Jesus is not valid unless it is 
based on a biblical revelation of Jesus.   
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION  
 
1. How much credence do you give to personal experiences and 

subjective feelings when it comes to your faith? 
2. Does your view of Jesus align with the apostolic testimony found 

in the New Testament?  
3. If you are a professing Christian, it is likely that your view of 

Jesus does not blatantly contradict what the Scripture says about 
Jesus. However, are there any aspects of the character and nature 
of Christ that you may be wrongly emphasizing over others? If so, 
which ones? 
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LESSON TWO:  
REAL CHRISTIANITY ALWAYS STARTS WITH GOD 

 
5 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.    

1 John 1:5 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 We live in an age when the good news of God's grace has been 
stripped of its power. The “good news” loses its meaning when the 
“bad news” is never adequately conveyed. If someone discovered the 
secret for curing all forms of cancer, this announcement would un-
doubtedly be received as good news by all. But which individuals 
among us would celebrate the most? Would it not be those who were 
previously diagnosed with cancer? If a person discovers that Christ 
has died for their sin without first being made profoundly aware that 
they are actually a sinner and that the wage for sin is death, they will 
never fully appreciate the beauty of what God has mercifully accom-
plished through the work of his Son, Jesus Christ. 
 
THE PROPER STARTING PLACE 
 

 Verse 5 of our text begins by saying, “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.” We must take note of at least two critical 
points in this verse. First, John is not merely voicing his personal 
opinion of what he thinks God might be like. Instead, John says, “This 
is the message that we have heard from [Jesus] and proclaim to you.” 
Therefore, we must receive what John is about to say about the nature 
and character of God as an authoritative pronouncement from Christ 
himself through the testimony of his chosen apostles.   
 Second, John does not begin with us. Instead, John begins 
with God by immediately bringing us face to face with a revelation, 
not of the love of God, but the perfect holiness of God. John plainly 
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states that “God is light.” And in order to ensure that we do not miss 
the significance of this statement, John restates it in the negative by 
saying, “and in [God] is no darkness [or moral imperfection] at all.”  
 
THE DANGER OF SKIPPING AHEAD 
 

 Almost the entire church growth movement in America bla-
tantly contradicts the necessity of true Christianity beginning with the 
holiness of God. Not only do many professing Christians in our nation 
object to the idea of beginning with the holiness of God, they even 
dare to object to Christianity beginning with God at all. Many pastors 
in our nation have argued that our theology should be man-centered 
rather than God-centered.  

 Some church growth leaders have even gone so far as to coin 
the term “religious consumer.” A religious consumer is an individual 
who treats Christ’s Church as little more than a company that exists 
merely to produce goods and services to meet their felt-needs. Church 
growth leaders have gone to great lengths to conduct massive surveys 
in which they ask these religious consumers what they would like to 
see in their churches, instead of diligently inquiring of the Scripture in 
order to discover what God would like to see in his churches.  
Thousands of people have responded to these surveys by saying that 
they want a church that is more positive and uplifting. These people 
despise churches where the pastor chooses to preach on sin and the 
righteous wrath of a holy God. They want practical advice on how to 
have healthier marriages and how to become better parents. They 
want “7-easy-steps” on how to be more successful in reaching their 
personal destiny. It should not surprise us to find that these individu-
als have also asked for shorter sermons. In fact, they have even 
demanded that pastors should not preach at them at all, but rather, 
they should simply “share” with them. They prefer pastors to use 
more practical illustrations, entertaining stories, and light-hearted 
jokes. These religious consumers want their pastors to spend signifi-
cantly less time explaining doctrine, and they adamantly insist that 
pastors should always avoid the use of any theological terms. These 
people require church services to be simpler, shorter, more positive, 
and most of all focused on them. Church marketers have then taken 
all of these demands and completely redesigned the church to meet 
the felt-needs of these religious consumers. The result? Hundreds of 
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thousands of people in America have started attending churches on 
Sunday, and hundreds of thousands of people in America have been 
programmed to despise the true gospel if they were ever actually to 
hear it.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 The church growth movement tells us to begin with man. The 
Apostle John tells us to begin with God. The church growth move-
ment tells us when we finally get to God, we should start by saying, 
“God is love,” but John tells us to start by saying, “God is light.” We 
must come to recognize that if we do not begin with God and his ho-
liness, the love of God will not truly capture the hearts of the people 
we are attempting to reach. A proper understanding of the holiness of 
God, and by way of implication, a proper understanding of the sinful-
ness of man, are absolutely necessary for a person to appreciate the 
full extent of God's grace. If we give in to the temptation to  
immediately skip ahead to the “good news,” without first taking the 
necessary time to set the stage with the “bad news,” the gospel will 
inevitably fall upon deaf ears. 
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Do you belong to a local church that regularly preaches on the ho-

liness of God? When was the last time your pastor preached on 
the wickedness of sin? 

2. How regularly do you share the gospel with people who have not 
already placed faith in Jesus? When you share the gospel with 
people like this, do you start with the holiness of God and the sin-
fulness of man? 

3. Do you acknowledge the righteous wrath of God in your doctrinal 
views? Do you believe that God merely possesses wrath toward 
sin? Or, do you believe that God also possesses wrath toward un-
believing sinners? 
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LESSON THREE:  
REAL CHRISTIANITY ACKNOWLEDGES SIN 

 
6 If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk 
in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth. 7 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. 8 If we say we have no 
sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9 If 
we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us 
our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 10 
If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and 
his word is not in us.          

1 John 1:6-10 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Although a life of holiness should mark true Christians, the 
Scripture is clear that none of us will ever achieve a state of moral 
perfection in this life. Sinless perfection in this life is a lie. We must 
beware of anyone who claims to be without sin. Very rarely will 
someone blatantly claim to be perfect. However, many professing 
Christians have attempted to redefine sin in such a way that they no 
longer possess any real sense of moral responsibility for the wrongs 
they have committed. 
 
BEWARE OF THOSE WHO CLAIM TO HAVE NO SIN 
 

 At the beginning of verse 6, John shifts his focus to the false 
teachers of his day. The first claim of these false teachers was this: 
“We have fellowship with [God].” However, John plainly shows the 
deceitfulness of this claim by revealing that the lives of these false 
teachers are a blatant contradiction to their claims of fellowship with 
God. John says that these people “walk in darkness.” When John 
speaks of how a person “walks,” he is speaking of the overall manner 
of that person's life. Throughout our text, we see a direct correlation 
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between “walking in the light” and “confessing our sins.” Therefore, 
it is reasonable to assume that “walking in the darkness” is a  
description of a person who is continually ignoring, or even denying, 
their sins.  
 Apparently, this is precisely what these false teachers were 
doing because in verse 8 of our text, we see that the second claim of 
these false teachers was this: “We have no sin.” These false teachers 
were likely claiming that they had achieved a state of sinless perfec-
tion. Or perhaps, because many of them were Gnostic (a heresy which 
asserts that the body is entirely separate from the spirit), they may 
have been claiming they never possessed a sin nature to begin with. 
 
BEWARE OF THOSE WHO ATTEMPT TO REDEFINE SIN 
 
 In verse 10 of our text, we find that the third claim of these 
false teachers was this: “We have not sinned.” This claim goes further 
than the other claims by essentially saying that the false teachers were 
not sinning now and that they had not even sinned in their past. How 
in the world could a person be deceived to the point where they  
believe that they have never sinned? This level of deception can only 
be achieved when an individual chooses to adopt a new personal nar-
rative, often portrayed as a mystical experience of spiritual 
enlightenment, in which the individual begins to completely reinter-
pret their past failures through a new set of lenses. And while looking 
through these lenses, the individual suddenly begins to see others 
around them as oppressors, further reinforcing the idea that they are 
merely an innocent and helpless victim. In the final analysis, the per-
son begins to think that they are basically good, rather than a sinner 
who is in desperate need of God's grace.  
 
BEWARE OF YOUR OWN TEMPTATION TO HIDE SIN 
 

 Genuine fellowship with God requires that we walk in the 
light, as he is in the light. It is easy to claim to have fellowship with 
God, but the devastating reality is that many people who profess to 
have a relationship with God are deceiving themselves. In verse 7 of 
our text, we see that to walk in the light is to walk “as he is in the 
light.” And in the Gospel of John, Jesus said, “But he who practices 
the truth comes to the light, so that his deeds may be manifested as 
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having been wrought in God” (John 3:21). This is in direct contrast 
with the unbelieving person discussed in the previous verse who hates 
the light and “does not come to the light for fear that his deeds will be 
exposed” (John 3:20).  

 None of this is meant to imply that the person walking in the 
light never sins. To walk in the light is to desire to be holy as God is 
holy, and to be honest about our sin. Verse 9 of our text says: “If we 
confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” To confess our sin is not to in-
form God of our sin. God is omniscient and does not require any 
information. Therefore, to confess our sin is to agree with God and 
what he says about the severity of our sin. It is to accept full responsi-
bility for our sin and plead with God for the necessary grace required 
to turn from our sin.  
 However, verse 9 creates an “apparent problem” in that many 
other Scriptures teach that we are completely forgiven of all sin at the 
point of our conversion (the moment of salvation), including all sins 
we may commit in the future. If this is the case, why is it necessary to 
be forgiven and cleansed all over again each new time we sin? In 
verse 9, the word “confess” is in the present tense, but the words “for-
give” and “cleanse” are in the completed past tense. In light of this, 
we must understand that confession points to an ongoing action, but 
the forgiveness and cleansing we freely receive are completed actions 
in the past. All of this begins at salvation when a person acknowledg-
es their sin before God and pleads for forgiveness and cleansing. 
When a believer sins after their conversion, they do not lose the ob-
jective reality of God’s mercy and cleansing, which took place at the 
point of their conversion. However, there is a sense in which the be-
liever will not truly experience the subjective reality of joy and peace, 
which God's forgiveness and cleansing bring, until he confesses his 
sin before God. Therefore, the ongoing confession of sin and the on-
going experience of forgiveness will always characterize those who 
are truly walking in the light.   
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 Just like the false teachers of John's day, many in our culture 
have attempted to redefine their own pasts in such a way that they are 
completely absolved of any moral responsibility. These individuals 
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will go to great lengths in order to reconstruct their personal  
narratives so that everyone else is always at fault, while they conven-
iently remain nothing more than an innocent victim who was simply 
in the wrong place at the wrong time. Instead of acknowledging their 
sin before God, they claim that their only real fault was possessing a  
negative self-image which caused them to allow “toxic” people into 
their lives. However, 1 John 1:10 reveals that these “victim-minded” 
individuals are walking in the darkness, deceiving not only them-
selves but also all those who they influence to join them in adopting 
this deceitfully flattering narrative. People like this are ultimately  
calling God a liar, and we can be sure that God’s Word is not in them.  
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Have you fallen into the trap of redefining sin? How does the Bi-

ble define sin? 
2. Do you actively work to take responsibility for your sin? Or, have 

you reinterpreted your past in such a way that everyone else is al-
ways at fault and you are always the victim?  

3. Even when we actually are sinned against by someone else, we 
often tend to respond sinfully. Can you see patterns of sin in how 
you choose to respond to others when they sin against you? 
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FIRST JOHN CHAPTER TWO 
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LESSON FOUR:  
ALL CHRISTIANS NEED JESUS 

 
1 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. 2 He is the propitiation for our sins, and not 
for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world. 

1 John 2:1-2  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Throughout the first chapter of his epistle, the Apostle John 
has been combating the false teachers of his day who were saying that 
they had no sin. According to the apostle, these individuals were not 
only deceiving themselves, but they were even making God out to be 
a liar because God himself has testified that no person will ever reach 
a state of sinless perfection in this life. Therefore, true Christians are 
not sinless people. Rather, true Christians are sinful people who are 
willing to acknowledge their sin before God by living a life that is 
marked by honest confession. However, without any further clarifica-
tion, it would perhaps be tempting for us to conclude from this that it 
is perfectly acceptable for the Christian life to be entirely character-
ized by sin, so long as we are willing to admit it regularly. So before 
John writes, “If anyone sins…” in the second half of verse 1 of our 
text, he clarifies by writing, “My little children, I am writing these 
things to you so that you may not sin” in the first half of verse 1 of 
our text. Every genuine Christian will experience an ongoing battle 
with sin, but every genuine Christian will also possess an earnest de-
sire to live a life that is pleasing to Jesus by continually striving to 
resist sin. The presence of sin remains in this life, but the penalty of 
sin has been paid, and the power of sin has been broken. Therefore, 
true Christians will continue to struggle with sin throughout the en-
tirety of their lives, but they will also experience certain victory. 
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THE ADVOCATE 
 

 In our text, John uses two terms to describe the person and 
work of Jesus Christ in the gospel: (1) Jesus is our “advocate,” and (2) 
Jesus is the “propitiation” for our sins. The word “advocate” refers to 
one who is called alongside to help, especially in a court of law. Ac-
cording to the Apostle John, Jesus is not our advocate here on earth, 
but in heaven, “with the Father.” John is saying that Jesus is always 
before the Father.  
 When we sin, Satan, the Great Accuser of the Brethren (Reve-
lation 12:10), charges us as guilty sinners before the throne of God. 
Every time this occurs, Jesus Christ, our advocate who is with the Fa-
ther, approaches the bench to make our defense. In this defense, 
Christ does not enter a plea of “not guilty” on our behalf because that 
would be a dishonest defense. Although Satan is the Father of Lies, 
his accusations against us are not false. So instead of arguing for our 
innocence, Jesus enters a plea of “guilty” on our behalf and then pro-
ceeds to argue for our complete pardon on the basis of his finished 
sacrifice. Christ has already paid the full penalty for our sins through 
his substitutionary death on the cross. Therefore, although all Chris-
tians are indeed guilty of sin, they are not liable to receive the 
ultimate penalty which their sins rightly deserve.  
 
THE PROPITIATION 
 
 The word “propitiation” only appears a couple of times 
throughout all of Scripture. It was originally used in ancient pagan 
writings to refer to the appeasing of an angry god. This pacifying of a 
god’s wrath was usually accomplished by the use of some sacrifice or 
offering. If a person did something to offend one of the gods, the bur-
den of appeasing this god would fall solely upon the one who 
committed the offense. Indeed, Christians should reject any idea of 
the Triune God being angry in a fickle, human sense. However, we 
cannot do away with the biblical concept of God's wrath toward sin. 
The Scripture clearly reveals that God possesses a righteous hatred 
and holy opposition to all sin, and even sinners. The primary differ-
ence between the pagan concept of propitiation and the biblical 
concept is that in the gospel, it is not sinful man who takes the initia-
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tive to satiate God's wrath toward sin. Instead, God takes the initiative 
to satisfy his own wrath by lovingly giving us his Son. 

 Many fear that if God’s grace completely covers all of our sins 
through Christ’s perfect sacrifice, people might be tempted to take 
advantage of this grace through licentious living. These people then 
sprinkle in the need for good works in addition to God’s grace, in or-
der to ensure that God’s grace is not abused. This is one of the many 
errors of Roman Catholicism. Rome teaches that “If anyone says that 
after he has sinned, he may recover right standing with God by faith 
alone, without the sacrament of penance, he is anathema [eternally 
cursed]” (The Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, Session 6, 
Canon 29). However, this doctrine is a great offense to our God of 
mercy. It is an enemy of the true gospel of salvation, which is by 
grace alone, through faith alone, in the finished work of Christ alone.  
 In the second half of verse 2 of our text, John says that Jesus is 
the propitiation “not for our [sins] only, but also for those of the 
whole world.” This little phrase has sparked quite the theological con-
troversy. Those who oppose the Reformed (Calvinistic) view of 
salvation say that this verse refutes the doctrine of “limited atone-
ment” - that Christ died only for his elect sheep (John 10). However, 
Calvinists rightly respond by pointing out that this verse cannot mean 
that Christ satisfied God’s wrath on behalf of each and every person. 
If this were the case, then everyone would be saved. Scripture is clear 
that the wrath of God remains on those who do not repent of their sin 
and place faith in the Lord Jesus Christ (John 3:36). In light of all this, 
we must conclude that in this particular context, the “whole world” 
refers to God’s elect children scattered among every tribe, tongue, and 
nation, not every individual person who has ever lived.  
 

9 And they sang a new song, saying, “Worthy are you 
to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were 
slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God 
from every tribe and language and people and nation. 

Revelation 5:9 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 One final note worth mentioning is this: Notice that John does 
not say, “If we confess our sins, we have an advocate.” Instead, John 
says, “If anyone sins, we have an advocate.” If we truly belong to  
Jesus, he is there before the Father, pleading for our pardon on the 
basis of his shed blood, before we ever confess our sins. And this is 
incredibly good news. 
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Do you believe that Jesus died on the cross to purchase the possi-

bility of salvation for all, or to guarantee salvation for some? 
Which Scriptures would you reference to support your view? 

2. Do you understand why Jesus had to be put forward as a propitia-
tion? Do you see God's wrath toward sin as just? How would you 
explain this to someone who objects to the wrath of God? 

3. What is the motivation behind your obedience to God? Are you 
attempting to make up for your past sins? Or, are you simply mo-
tivated by gratitude because you believe the sacrifice of Christ is 
sufficient for all your sins? 
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LESSON FIVE: 
ALL CHRISTIANS NEED ASSURANCE 

 
12 I am writing to you, little children, because your 
sins are forgiven for his name's sake. 13 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. 14 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.                 

1 John 2:12-14 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 In the second chapter of John’s Epistle, the apostle uses pow-
erful language as he warns believers about the dangers of false 
teachers who are actively trying to deceive them. For example, in 
verse 11 of this chapter, John says that if a person does not love their 
brother, they are in the darkness (not a Christian). And in verse 15 of 
this chapter, John says that if a person loves the world, they do not 
have the love of the Father in them (not a Christian). However, in be-
tween these strong warnings, John inserts a much needed section of 
encouragement for those of us who may feel discouraged. John wants 
us to remember and celebrate what God has done thus far in our lives, 
regardless of the stage in which we may find ourselves in the  
Christian life. The Holy Spirit, through John's inspired writing, de-
sires for each of us to possess a powerful sense of assurance of our 
salvation.  
 
NEW BELIEVERS 
 

 Verse 12 of our text says, “I’m writing to you, little children, 
because your sins have been forgiven you for his name’s sake.” John 
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uses the phrase “little children” throughout his letter to address all of 
his readers. However, in this particular context, he is most likely us-
ing the words “little children” to refer to those who are newly 
converted. When John tells these new believers that their sins are for-
given “for his name’s sake,” he is reminding them that their sins were 
forgiven on account of the person and work of Jesus Christ on the 
cross to the glory of his excellent name. John is reassuring these indi-
viduals that their sins were not forgiven due to anything that they had 
done. If forgiveness were something that could be earned, then it 
would also be something that could be lost. Therefore, it should come 
as an immense comfort to know that we have been freely forgiven on 
the basis of Christ's perfect work, rather than on the basis of our im-
perfect works. The forgiveness of sins is something that the youngest 
child of God can, and absolutely must, experience. If a Christian is to 
progress, even a little, in their sanctification (the life-long process of 
being formed more and more into the image of Christ through the 
work of the Holy Spirit), they must have confidence that God has ac-
cepted them and that the stain of their sins has been thoroughly 
washed away.  
 John addresses this same group of new believers once more in 
the last portion of verse 13 when he writes, “I have written to you, 
children, because you know the Father.” As with the forgiveness of 
sins, so knowing God as our Father is paramount to our Christian 
walk. From the earliest stages of our Christian life, we must know 
God not merely as Cosmic Creator or Final Judge, but as Benevolent 
Father. We must continually fight to believe that God loves us and 
cares for us far more than any of our earthly fathers ever have, or ever 
could. Later on, the apostle even goes so far as to say, “See how great 
a love the Father has bestowed on us, that we would be called chil-
dren of God; and such we are” (1 John 3:1).  
 
OLD BELIEVERS 
 
 In the first portion of verse 13 and the first portion of verse 14, 
John repeats precisely the same thing. He is now addressing “fathers.” 
The apostle reserves this title for those who are spiritually mature. In 
these verses, John says that the spiritually mature “know him who has 
been from the beginning.” In this context, the verb “know” is in the 
perfect tense. This means that these individuals have come to know 
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God, undoubtedly through many difficult trials and tribulations. And 
after all the dust had finally settled, these seasoned saints still know 
God. These are individuals who have faithfully walked with God for 
many years. They have come to truly understand the cost of disciple-
ship through their own painful experience. They have been persecuted 
and withstood. They have battled with sin and temptation and en-
dured. They have fallen many times throughout their Christian lives, 
but they have been lifted back up, again and again, by the power of 
the Holy Spirit and equipped with great boldness to approach the 
throne of grace (Hebrews 4:16). 
 
THE BRIDGE IN BETWEEN 
 

 So how do we grow from “little children” who are spiritual in-
fants to “fathers” who are spiritually mature? In the second half of 
verse 13, as well as the second half of verse 14, John writes to “young 
men.” This title is used to refer to those who are traveling from new 
faith in Christ to spiritual maturity. These individuals are somewhere 
in between “little children” and “fathers.” The first time John address-
es this group in verse 13, he says that they “have overcome the evil 
one.” However, the second time John addresses this group in verse 14 
he reveals the secret for how these individuals have overcome the evil 
one by writing this, “The word of God abides in you, and you have 
overcome the evil one.”  

 The enemy of our souls rarely chooses to attack with a full-
frontal assault. Instead, he prefers to wield the weapons of deception. 
This is confirmed in Paul’s writing: “But I am afraid that, as the ser-
pent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds will be led astray 
from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ” (2 Corinthians 
11:3). Only by allowing the Word of God to abide in us richly are we 
empowered to recognize and overcome Satan’s strategies of decep-
tion. Even the Lord Jesus overcame Satan in the wilderness by 
quoting Scripture (Matthew 4:4-10). So how can we ensure that the 
Word of God truly abides in us? This is accomplished by nothing less 
than diligently meditating on God’s Word day and night (Psalm 1).  

 One prevalent form of meditation in today's culture is called 
“mantra meditation,” where participants are instructed to continually 
repeat a word or phrase until they are no longer aware of anything 
other than awareness itself. It is believed that this practice can lead 
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toward a sense of becoming one with everything that exists, and 
therefore, one with God who exists in everything (this is a form of the 
heresy known as Pantheism). This is the exact opposite of the goal of 
Christian meditation. Mantra meditation seeks the experience of being 
one with God, whereas Christian meditation seeks the experience of 
knowing God. Mantra meditation aims to empty the mind and focus 
on the feelings of the heart, while Christian meditation aims to fill the 
mind with truths of God’s Word, often causing us to actually contend 
with the feelings of our hearts, assuming that these feelings stand in 
opposition to God’s will.  
 The point is this: If we are to stand any chance in growing in 
spiritual maturity, the Word of God must abide in us richly. And if the 
Word of God is to abide in us, we must learn to meditate on God’s 
Word day and night. Meditation on God’s Word involves more than 
merely the discipline of regularly reading God’s Word (although this 
is an incredibly important discipline that is integral to Christian medi-
tation). True meditation on God’s Word requires thinking about what 
we have just read. There are many Christians today who may regular-
ly read the Scripture, and even be able to recite large portions of it, 
but few have indeed contemplated the meaning of Scripture, much 
less how it should be applied. We live in a generation of people who 
have been taught to memorize and regurgitate, but few have been 
taught how to actually think. And even fewer have been taught how to 
think biblically.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 Regardless of where you currently are in your Christian walk, 
God wants you to frequently recognize and remember past evidence 
of his grace in your life. This is not pride. We are not looking at our 
past victories in order to celebrate what we have done. We do this in 
order to celebrate what God has done. One of the ways that Satan in-
hibits our future sanctification is by robbing us of the assurance of our 
past sanctification. Satan loves to convince us that we will never spir-
itually grow in the future by causing us to forget (or deny) that we 
have grown in the past. And if Satan can convince us that we are not 
being sanctified, it becomes an easy task for him to convince us that 
we have never been justified. The promises of God offered in the gos-
pel are the most significant source of motivation towards 
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sanctification that a Christian will ever possess. However, all of these 
promises are entirely emptied of their power if a Christian begins to 
question the assurance of their salvation. Sanctification is one of the 
leading proofs for assurance of salvation, and yet, at the same time, 
sanctification will never occur in the life of an individual who pos-
sesses no assurance of salvation to begin with.  
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Do you see the assurance of salvation as merely a pass-or-fail sys-

tem? If so, what dangers come about as a result of this view? 
2. If assurance of salvation is actually more like a sliding scale, how 

would you rate yourself in these three areas: (1) The Truth Test: 
Biblical Confession of Christ, (2) The Relational Test: Love for 
God and His People, and (3) The Moral Test: Obedience to God's 
Commandments? 

3. What is the primary contributing factor for a lack of assurance of 
salvation in your life? Is there some secret sin in your life that you 
have chosen not to confess to God and other Christian brothers 
and sisters? 
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LESSON SIX:  
ALL CHRISTIANS NEED TO RESIST THE WORLD 

 
15 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. 16 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. 17 And the 
world is passing away along with its desires, but  
whoever does the will of God abides forever.     

1 John 2:15-17 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Few problems have been more troublesome for believers 
down through the centuries than the problem of worldliness. In an ef-
fort to reach the lost through relevancy, there is the constant 
temptation to compromise. It is certainly permissible, and even  
commendable, to “become all things to all people so that by all  
possible means [we] might save some” (1 Corinthians 9:22). Howev-
er, the danger of becoming just like the unbelieving culture that 
surrounds us and losing our distinctive gospel witness is always  
lurking right around the corner. Therefore, this lesson will specifically 
address the dangers of worldliness as well as how we, as Christians, 
can strive to avoid this perilous pitfall.  
 
DEFINING WORLDLINESS 
 

 The word “world” occurs 185 times in the New Testament. 
The apostle John uses it 105 of those times (78 in his Gospel, 24 in 
his Epistles, and 3 in Revelation). This word “world” may be used to 
refer to the physical world (John 1:10) or to the individual people who 
make up the world's collective population (John 3:16; 1 John 2:2). In 
these senses, there is nothing wrong with Christians loving the world. 
In fact, it would actually be wrong for Christians not to love the world 
in this sense. Christians should all gratefully enjoy God’s creation as 
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faithful stewards as well as strive to obey Christ's commandment to 
love God and love our neighbor. Loving our neighbor includes loving 
all people, both believers and unbelievers alike.  
 However, in this particular context, the Apostle John uses the 
word “world” to refer to the evil, organized system under Satan's rule, 
which operates through unbelieving people who have been taken cap-
tive by the devil to do his will (2 Timothy 2:26). In 1 John 5:19, John 
writes, “We know that we are of God and that the whole world lies in 
the power of the evil one.” In light of this, Christians must rightly 
recognize that the world operates on the basis of ungodly thoughts, 
feelings, values, and goals (Isaiah 55:8-9). It does not seek to promote 
God’s glory, and it will not (and cannot) choose to submit to his sov-
ereign authority (Romans 8:7). According to our text, it is in this 
sense that Christians must not love the world.  
 
THE TRAPPINGS OF WORLDLINESS 
 

 A little further on, in verse 16 of our text, John takes the time 
to elaborate on what the love of the world actually is by listing three 
specific elements: (1) “the lust of the flesh,” (2) “the lust of the eyes,” 
and (3) “the boastful pride of life.”  

We can clearly see these three elements of love for the world all 
the way back in Satan’s temptation of Eve in the garden of Eden. Eve 
saw that the forbidden fruit was good for food, which is an appeal to 
“the lust of the flesh.” She also saw that it was a delight to the eyes, 
which is an appeal to “the lust of the eyes.” And she saw that the fruit 
of the tree was desirable to make one wise, which is an appeal to “the 
boastful pride of life.” It should come as no surprise that the same pat-
tern of temptation occurs when Satan confronts Jesus in the 
wilderness. Satan urged Jesus to turn the stones into bread (“the lust 
of the flesh”). Satan also offered to give Jesus all the kingdoms of the 
earth (“the lust of the eyes”). And Satan encouraged Jesus to jump off 
the pinnacle of the temple, which would have served as an immediate 
source of public validation (“the boastful pride of life”).  
While the elements of “the lust of the flesh” and “the lust of the eyes” 
refer to the sinful desire to gain what we do not already possess, “the 
boastful pride of life” refers to a sinful pride over what we do current-
ly possess. In other words, worldliness is an attitude that is motivated 
by both wrong desires and a wrongful promotion of self.  
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THE CURE FOR WORLDLINESS 
 

 John states the central command in the first half of verse 15: 
“Do not love the world or the things in the world.” Then he states the 
implication of not obeying this command in the second half of verse 
15: “If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.” 
“The love of the Father,” could refer to God's love for us, but in this 
particular context, the phrase is far more likely intended to refer to our 
love for God.  
 So what does this mean for us? It means if a person's heart is 
captured by love for the world, they will continue to love the things of 
the world regardless of the moral code by which they attempt to live. 
However, if a person's heart is captured by love for the Father, this 
love will continuously be driving out love for the world. These two 
affections are diametrically opposed to one another. They cannot be 
mutually maintained. Therefore, we must conclude that the only thing 
powerful enough to drive out our love for the world is not merely a 
stronger commitment to a set of moral standards but a new and more 
powerful love for God. 
 
THIS WORLD IS PASSING AWAY 
 
 In verse 17 of our text, we are provided with one final reason 
to obey God’s commandment not to love the world. John writes, “And 
the world is passing away, and also its lusts; but the one who does the 
will of God abides forever.” John is abundantly clear. This world and 
all it has to offer is ultimately passing away, but if a person commits 
to doing the will of God, they will abide with him forever.  
 

35 Whoever would save his life will lose it, but  
whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel's will 
save it. 36 What does it profit a man to gain the whole 
world and forfeit his soul? 37 What can a man give in 
return for his soul?                                   Mark 8:35-37 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 The apostle Paul warned of the dangers of worldliness when 
he wrote, “And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed 
by the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2). At the same time, Paul 
recognized that it is also quite possible for Christians to swing too far 
in the opposite direction. Throughout church history, there have been 
several cases of individuals going to extreme measures to withdraw 
from the world in the name of Christ. These individuals tend to over-
extend their jurisdiction by creating extra-biblical rules as an 
overbearing attempt to ensure morality. Concerning such man-made 
rules, Paul wrote, “These are matters which have, to be sure, the ap-
pearance of wisdom in self-made religion and self-abasement and 
severe treatment of the body, but are of no value against fleshly in-
dulgence” (Colossians 2:23). Creating and enforcing strict rules is 
simply not enough to cause our quest of avoiding worldliness to suc-
ceed. Why? Because, at its core, the avoidance of worldliness is not 
merely an issue of outward behavioral modification. Instead, it has 
always been, and always will be, a matter of inward heart transfor-
mation. 
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Although we are called to share the gospel with our words, rather 

than merely through our actions, are there at least a few ways in 
which the unbelievers around you can notice a difference between 
your actions and theirs? 

2. Have you ever been a part of a community that imposed extra-
biblical rules on others? Can you list two or three examples of ex-
tra-biblical rules? 

3. John describes worldliness as (1) “the lust of the flesh,” (2) “the 
lust of the eyes,” and (3) “the boastful pride of life.” Which of 
these areas are you currently struggling with the most? Explain. 
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LESSON SEVEN:  
ALL CHRISTIANS NEED SOUND DOCTRINE 

 
18 It is the last hour, and as you have heard that anti-
christ is coming, so now many antichrists have come. 
Therefore we know that it is the last hour. 19 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 that they all are 
not of us. 20 But you have been anointed by the Holy 
One, and you all have knowledge. 21 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. 22 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. 23 No one who denies the Son has the  
Father. Whoever confesses the Son has the Father also.  

1 John 2:18-23 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 By this point, John has already revealed glimpses of his moral 
test of obedience to God’s commandments (2:3-6) and his relational 
test of love for God and fellow believers (2:7-11). Now the Apostle 
John provides us with the truth test of sound doctrine and a biblical 
confession of Christ (2:18-27). This truth test falls into three sections. 
In verses 18-20, John shows that to avoid spiritual deception, we must 
develop discernment concerning people. In verses 21-23, he shows 
that we must develop discernment concerning doctrine, especially 
primary doctrines, which directly deal with the person and work of 
Jesus Christ. And in verses 24-27, John shows that the means of de-
veloping such discernment is to abide in the Word and the Spirit. 
Since we already addressed the importance of abiding in the Word at 
the end of lesson five, in this particular lesson, we will focus our at-
tention on the first two sections: (1) discernment of people and (2) 
discernment of doctrine. According to John, for us to effectively 
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avoid being deceived, we must learn to exercise discernment in re-
gards to both people and doctrine. 
 
THE STRATEGY OF FALSE TEACHERS 
 

 In verse 18 of our text, John says, “that antichrist is coming,” 
and that even now “many antichrists have come.” When John says 
that even now “many antichrists have come,” he means that the evil 
spirit that will characterize the “final antichrist” is already working in 
these false teachers who have left the churches.  

 False teachers are almost always subtle at first. They are 
forced to be initially subtle because they typically arise from within 
the church. Therefore, false teachers rarely begin by making bold 
claims that directly contradict the person and work of Christ. Instead, 
false teachers almost always start by simply pushing an agenda that 
subtly presents something instead of Jesus. False teachers will almost 
always use the name of Jesus, but the “Jesus” being presented will not 
be the same Jesus who is presented in the Scripture. If a person 
chooses to follow blindly, they will be led further and further away 
from Jesus until their heart is eventually in clear opposition to the Je-
sus of the Bible.  

 Briefly looking ahead, we see John saying this in verse 20 of 
our text: “But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all 
have knowledge.” Real spiritual knowledge is not restricted to some 
elite inner circle. So John is reassuring his readers that all Christians 
know the truth of the gospel because they have all “been anointed by 
the Holy One,” which refers to the indwelling ministry of the Holy 
Spirit. The false teachers of John's day were likely using the word 
“anointing” as a term for being initiated into their special “gnosis” 
(secret knowledge). However, John takes their term and uses it to 
speak of the indwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit, which Scripture 
promises will characterize each and every believer. Therefore, instead 
of moving on from the truth of the gospel to some “new truth,” Chris-
tians simply need to abide in that which they have believed from the 
start.  
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THE MARK OF FALSE TEACHERS 
 

 Now we are ready to go back and focus on verse 19 of our 
text, which says, “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 that they all are not of us.” Many 
of these false teachers, whom the Apostle John labels as antichrists 
and liars, actually arose from within the very same churches which 
John had been instrumental in establishing and to which he was now 
writing. Some of them may have even been elders, or pastors. The 
Apostle Paul warned the elders in Ephesus of this potential danger by 
saying, “From among your own selves men will arise, speaking per-
verse things, to draw away the disciples after them” (Acts 20:30).  
 As a necessary disclaimer, please understand this: John’s 
words here do not apply to people who get disgruntled in one biblical 
church and leave to join another biblical church. While this practice is 
usually regrettable, and certainly not ideal, it is wrong to label those 
who choose to leave a particular local church as heretics if they have 
not clearly abandoned core Christian truths. Sometimes genuine 
Christians have to agree to disagree on secondary and tertiary doc-
trines and choose to work in separate portions of the Lord’s vineyard, 
as in the case of Paul and Barnabas (Acts 15:36-41).  
 
DEFINING FALSE TEACHING 
 

 Finally, in verse 23 of our text, John says, “Whoever denies 
the Son does not have the Father; the one who confesses the Son has 
the Father.” Then just a little later, in verse 25, John goes on to say 
that all of this is directly related to God’s promise of eternal life. In 
other words, if we deny the truth about God’s Son as revealed by the 
apostles in the New Testament, we do not have God as our Father, 
and we have not received his gift of eternal life. If a person chooses to 
deny cardinal truth about Jesus Christ, and yet claims to know God, 
they are deceiving themselves. Sound doctrine necessarily goes along 
with a personal relationship with God. A person cannot possess genu-
ine intimacy with Jesus without striving to know Jesus from the 
Scripture.  
 Allow me to offer one final disclaimer on this lesson: None of 
this is meant to say that every believer must be able to perfectly artic-
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ulate accurate theological statements about the Trinity or the two na-
tures of Christ to prove their salvation. However, this is to say that we 
should possess a genuine sense of concern if someone who professes 
to be a Christian regularly makes heretical statements about Christ 
and refuses to receive correction.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 We live in a day when the need for discernment has been dras-
tically minimized because truth itself has been minimized. The 
reigning mantra is: “Doctrine divides.” Unity and love are often en-
couraged at the expense of sound biblical doctrine. However, we 
should take careful notice that John, who was known as “the apostle 
of love,” now calls these false teachers “antichrists” and “liars.” He 
does not refer to them as brothers in Christ who simply hold to a dif-
ferent view. Therefore, biblical love must never be divorced from an 
unwavering commitment to biblical truth.  
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Have you developed an aversion towards doctrine? Do you see a 

love for doctrine as merely divisive? 
2. The concept of truth and the concept of unity often seem to be at 

odds with one another. How do you determine which of these 
should be prioritized in each specific case? 

3. Can you think of two or three examples of why it might be right 
for someone to leave their local church and look for a new 
church? What are two or three examples of why it might be wrong 
for someone to leave their local church and look for a new 
church? 
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LESSON EIGHT:  
ALL CHRISTIANS NEED CONFIDENCE 

 
28 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. 29 If you know that 
he is righteous, you may be sure that everyone who 
practices righteousness has been born of him.    

1 John 2:28-29 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 There is plenty of disagreement among Christians about the 
details of end-time prophecy, but we must acknowledge that there are 
certainly at least some good reasons for each view or else everyone 
who holds to the authority of Scripture would agree. However, all 
Christians, regardless of their views of eschatology (the study of the 
end times), hold one thing as absolutely true: Jesus Christ will one 
day return as the conquering Judge and King. In our text for this  
lesson, the Apostle John reveals that there are only two possible reac-
tions a person can have when Jesus Christ returns. They will either 
“have confidence,” or they will “shrink [away] from him in shame.” 
 
ALL UNBELIEVERS WILL BE ETERNALLY ASHAMED 
 
 One of the essential questions that stem from our text is this: 
Is John referring to believers as those who will be ashamed at the 
Lord’s coming or to the false teachers and their followers? Given the 
specific context, it seems as though the apostle is primarily referenc-
ing the false teachers and their followers as those who will experience 
shame at the coming of Christ. According to 1 John 2:19, these indi-
viduals professed to know Christ, at least for a season, but they 
eventually turned away from this profession. And by their abandon-
ment of the churches, these individuals clearly revealed to all that 
their faith was never genuine. These people denied Christ his rightful 
place as the Sovereign Lord through their denial of the apostolic tes-
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timony about Jesus. By doing so, they proved that they were actually 
ashamed of Jesus, and as the Scripture testifies, Christ will be 
ashamed of them when he finally appears (Mark 8:38). These people 
will shrink back in fear and shame when they see the Jesus of the Bi-
ble appear in all his glory and splendor (Matthew 22:11-13).  
 
SOME BELIEVERS MAY BE TEMPORARILY ASHAMED 
 
 However, there may also be a secondary sense in which even 
true believers may be temporarily ashamed when Christ appears. So 
the question we must ask is this: Why would Christians be ashamed at 
the coming of Jesus? The answer is simple. Some of us have worked 
for Christ out of arrogant ambition and selfish motives. The Scripture 
testifies that those who fall into this category will be saved but only as 
through fire when their works are burned up (1 Corinthians 3:12-15). 
Surely, these individuals will feel a sense of shame over their sin, 
even though this shame will be temporary. These people will quickly 
be transformed into the image of Christ, but even if just for a moment, 
they will be overwhelmed by a profound sense of shame and loss 
when they realize how much more they should have done for their 
Savior (1 Corinthians 15:50-53). Therefore, we must all recognize 
that it is far better for us to be ashamed now by God's gracious con-
frontation of our sin, than for us to be ashamed, albeit only 
temporarily, when we stand before Jesus on that final day. 
 

14 If anyone does not obey what we say in this letter, 
take note of that person, and have nothing to do with 
him, that he may be ashamed.  

2 Thessalonians 3:14 
 
THE KEY TO OVERCOMING SHAME 
 

 It is worth mentioning that even the Apostle John “fell at 
[Christ’s] feet like a dead man” when he was caught up into heaven 
and beheld Jesus in all his glory (Revelation 1:17). Despite this reali-
ty, verse 28 of our text clearly communicates that the dominant mood 
for those of us who abide in Christ will be confidence at his appear-
ing. So how is this possible? John provides us with a simple answer: 
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Abide in Christ. Every true believer abides in Christ because there is a 
passive sense to the art of abiding. For example, if a person is not 
resting (or trusting) in Christ for their salvation, it can only be due to 
the fact that this person has never actually received salvation, to begin 
with. However, at the same time, we are commanded to abide in 
Christ in an active sense. There must be an active sense of abiding or 
else there would be no need for the apostle to command it. The Scrip-
ture never commands people to actively work to ensure that their 
physical hearts continue to beat, pumping blood throughout their 
veins, because the Scripture only commands us to do that which re-
quires some kind of action (or participation) on our part. Therefore, 
we must logically conclude that in order to obey John’s command-
ment to abide in Christ correctly, we must be diligent to perform some 
kind of action.  
 The action of abiding in Christ involves passing the three tests 
which John repeatedly provides throughout this letter: (1) The Truth 
Test: Biblical Confession of Christ, (2) The Relational Test: Love for 
God and His People, (3) The Moral Test: Obedience to God’s Com-
mandments. So verse 28 of our text clearly outlines how to not be 
ashamed at Christ’s coming, namely, to actively abide in Christ. And 
verse 29 of our text clearly describes what actively abiding in Christ 
looks like: “Everyone who practices righteousness has been born of 
him.” Do not miss the point of verse 29. John is not saying that our 
own righteous behavior is the cause of our salvation. This is the here-
sy of legalism. Instead, John is merely saying that a righteous life is 
evidence, or proof, of salvation. Because God is righteous, those who 
have been genuinely born of him will be righteous in the overall pat-
tern of their lives. Again, this does not mean that we will be 
completely sinless in this life. However, this does mean that the lives 
of genuine believers will be characterized by an ever-increasing desire 
for holiness and an ever-increasing hatred of sin, which necessarily 
will overflow into works of righteousness. We must understand that 
we are not saved by Christ's work through us. We are only saved by 
Christ's work for us. However, Christ's work through us serves as a 
sign, providing us with confidence that Christ's work for us actually is 
for us. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 We must be vigilant as we seek to hold fast to the truth of the 
gospel. Jesus Christ has promised that he will indeed return bodily as 
the conquering Judge and King. When he arrives, we will either “have 
confidence,” or we will “shrink [away] from him in shame.” There-
fore, both passively and actively abiding in Jesus through the practice 
of righteousness is the key to gaining confidence for his glorious re-
turn. 
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Are you looking forward to Christ's return? What fears would you 

have if you knew that Jesus was going to return today? 
2. What aspect of heaven are you looking forward to the most? What 

aspect of this life do you think you might miss the most?  
3. How can we ensure that we grow in confidence for Christ's return 

without simultaneously growing in self-righteousness and pride? 
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FIRST JOHN CHAPTER THREE 

  



49 

LESSON NINE:  
BEHOLDING THE FATHERLY LOVE OF GOD 

 
1 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.     

1 John 3:1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 Many of us believe that God is a Father who possesses great 
love for someone, somewhere, out there. However, we sometimes 
struggle to believe that this love is actually for us. Have you ever no-
ticed that it is often so much easier to trust God’s love for others than 
it is to trust God’s love for you? Perhaps, this is because each of us is 
always much more intimately acquainted with our own weakness and 
failure than we are with the faults and failures of those around us. 
Some of us may even feel as though we are nothing more than God's 
“stepchild.” We acknowledge that we are a part of God's family and 
have a seat at his “table” in some sense, but we cannot seem to shake 
this underlying feeling that God’s fatherly love for us is merely hang-
ing by a thread.  
 
SEEING AND RECEIVING THE FATHERLY LOVE OF GOD 
 

 1 John 3:1 says this: “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.” The very first word found in this verse is the word “see.” This 
word is often translated as “behold.” It serves as both a pronounce-
ment and a command. As a pronouncement, it reminds us that the 
indescribable love of God should so captivate our hearts that we con-
tinually find ourselves bursting forth in praise. As a command, it 
reminds us that it is absolutely essential to regularly and intentionally 
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focus our gaze on the fatherly love of God as our primary source of 
motivation for heartfelt obedience.  
 The word “given,” found just a few words later in verse 1, 
emphatically points to the fact that God’s love cannot be earned. 
God’s love is far too precious, and our sins are far too great. To even 
attempt to obtain God’s love by our own effort is to blatantly reject 
the immense value of his love, as well as the severity of our sin. 
Therefore, any attempt to merit God’s favor, apart from faith in the 
finished work of his Son, is a ghastly offense to the character and na-
ture of the Father. Rather, the love of God is to be received as a gift 
which stems purely from God's grace. This means that human pride 
will always be our biggest hindrance for receiving and experiencing 
the love of God. We will never be recipients of God's love unless we 
first acknowledge that we are hopeless sinners who do not deserve it. 
We must always remember that God is under no obligation to save us. 
He could have abandoned us in our plight with no means of salvation, 
in the same way, that he chose to abandon the fallen angels. He justly 
condemned these fallen angels to the eternal fire without offering any 
chance of redemption. God was not required to save them, and God is 
not required to save us. God has freely chosen to save us as a won-
drous display of his mercy and grace. 
 

6 For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ 
died for the ungodly. 7 For one will scarcely die for a 
righteous person—though perhaps for a good person 
one would dare even to die— 8 but God shows his love 
for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died 
for us.               

Romans 5:6-8 
 
BEING SET APART BY THE FATHERLY LOVE OF GOD 
 

 Because God has bestowed his great love upon us as a gift, we 
are now called the children of God. The fatherly love of God does not 
merely provide us with a new title; it actually transforms us from the 
inside out, giving us a new nature and condition. And according to 
John, this transformation is so profound that it creates a visible dis-
tinction between the children of God and the rest of the world.  
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 Notice 1 John 3:10: “By this it is evident who are the children 
of God, and who are the children of the devil: whoever does not prac-
tice righteousness is not of God, nor is the one who does not love his 
brother.” The apostle starkly divides the whole world into two oppo-
site camps: (1) the children of God and (2) the children of the devil. 
There is no third option. Neutrality is a myth. If through faith, we 
have “seen” and “received” God’s fatherly love as displayed at the 
cross of Jesus Christ, we have now become children of God. Apart 
from this, a person is a child of the devil and an active enemy of God. 
Due to this stark divide between the children of God and the children 
of the devil, the children of God have become foreigners and aliens in 
this fallen world. Therefore, a growing Christian will feel more and 
more like a stranger when he is in the company of the world.  
 

13...And having acknowledged that they were 
strangers and exiles on the earth. 14 For people who 
speak thus make it clear that they are seeking a home-
land. 15 If they had been thinking of that land from 
which they had gone out, they would have had oppor-
tunity to return. 16 But as it is, they desire a better 
country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not 
ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared 
for them a city.                                

Hebrews 11:13-16 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

 The entirety of First John deals with the assurance of salva-
tion. And when we speak of the assurance of salvation, we must 
recognize this as being synonymous with the assurance of God's fa-
therly love for us. This assurance is essential for any real relationship 
with God to exist. No one will ever truly love God unless they are 
confident that God truly loves them. 
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. What rhythms and practices have you set up in order to regularly 

see the Father's love for you? 
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2. What is your own biggest challenge when it comes to receiving 
the fatherly love of God? Pride is undoubtedly the most common 
hindrance, but for many, the hindrance is fear. Some of us may be 
tempted to think that the fatherly love of God is simply too good 
to be true. 

3. In what ways do you feel like a “stranger” in this world? Have 
you lost any relationships due to your allegiance to Christ? Did 
these relationships dissipate because of your own lack of love and 
charity towards others? Or, did these relationships genuinely dis-
sipate because of your growing love for Jesus? Explain. 
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LESSON TEN:  
TRANSFORMING INTO THE IMAGE OF CHRIST 

 
2 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. 3 And everyone who thus hopes in him 
purifies himself as he is pure.     

1 John 3:2-3 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 The Apostle John has already once mentioned the return of 
Christ (1 John 2:28). In verse 2 of our text, John now reveals another 
aspect of Christ's return: The final completion of our sanctification 
(the process of being formed into the image of Christ).  
 
THE FUTURE PROMISE 
 

 In verse 2 of this text, John says, “and what we will be has not 
yet appeared.” John is once more reminding us that our future state of 
glorified perfection (the Christian's final and heavenly state where 
they will be free from all impurity of sin) is not yet a present reality. 
We currently are not, and never will be, entirely sanctified in this life.  
 Verse 2 finishes by saying, “but we know that when [Christ] 
appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is.” John 
is saying that the instant we see Jesus face to face, we will be made 
like him - wholly sanctified in both body and soul. However, this im-
mediate and total sanctification only applies to those who have been 
adopted as God's children through faith in Jesus Christ. Unbelievers 
will also see Jesus just as he is, but the sight of Jesus will cause them 
to shrink back in terror and shame from the splendor of his glorious 
light (1 John 2:28).  
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51 Behold! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, 
but we shall all be changed, 52 in a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. The trumpet 
will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, 
and we shall be changed. 53 For this perishable body 
must put on the imperishable, and this mortal body 
must put on immortality.      

1 Corinthians 15:51-53 
 
THE PRESENT PRACTICE 
 
 Now, in verse 3 of our text, John says, “Everyone who thus 
hopes in [Christ] purifies himself as [Christ] is pure.” John does not 
say that if we have our hope fixed on Christ in this way, we should 
purify ourselves. Instead, John says that if we have our hope fixed on 
Christ in this way, we will purify ourselves. This means that if a per-
son understands and believes the truth of verse 2 (we will be like 
Christ when we see him face to face), it will be proven through their 
diligence to practice the truth found in verse 3 (we will seek to purify 
ourselves now).  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 This reality is another profound motivation for practicing ho-
liness in this life. If a person is genuinely growing in righteous hatred 
for their sin and desperately longs for the day when they will be fully 
set free from its remaining presence, then it only follows that this 
same person will be actively waging holy warfare on their sin here 
and now. Many professing Christians are not diligently pursuing sanc-
tification in this life because they simply do not long to be free of it, 
even in the life to come. 
 

1 If you have been raised with Christ, seek the things 
that are above, where Christ is seated at the right hand 
of God. 2 Set your minds on things above, not on 
things that are on earth. 3 For you have died, and your 
life is hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ who is 
your life appears, then you also will appear with him 
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in glory. 5 Put to death therefore what is earthly in 
you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, 
and covetousness, which is idolatry.    

Colossians 3:1-5 
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Are there any long-standing struggles in your life? Have you re-

signed to defeat in these areas? Or, are you still actively struggling 
against them? 

2. Do you genuinely believe that you will be completely free from 
all sin in heaven? If so, does this belief give you hope that there 
can be some measure of freedom now? Why, or why not? 

3. Does your sin sincerely grieve you? Are you earnestly looking 
forward to being free from the presence of sin in heaven? If so, do 
you think about this future reality often? Why, or why not? 
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LESSON ELEVEN:  
SILENCING A CONDEMNING HEART 

 
19 By this we shall know that we are of the truth 
and reassure our heart before him; 20 for whenev-
er our heart condemns us, God is greater than our 
heart, and he knows everything.     

1 John 3:19-20 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Satan knows that we will not be secure in the Father’s love if 
we are constantly doubting our standing before him. Therefore, one of 
his constant aims is to accuse us before the throne of God (Revelation 
12:10). In addition to Satan's vile ministry of condemnation, at times, 
even our own hearts condemn us, especially as we come into a more 
biblical understanding of the infinite holiness of God and the over-
whelming depths of our depravity. There are many times throughout 
the Christian life when our consciences seem to scream our guilt at us. 
Our condemning hearts find it nearly impossible to believe that a holy 
God could actually love such wretched sinners. It is one thing to de-
fend against the condemnation of the devil, but what do we do when 
our own hearts rise up to condemn us? This is the exact question that 
this particular lesson will address.  
 
OUR VICTORIES SPEAK LOUDER THAN OUR FAILURES 
 

 In 1 John 3:16-18, the apostle says, “By this we know love, 
that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives 
for the brothers. If anyone has the world's goods and sees his brother 
in need, yet closes his heart to 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.” Here John is teaching that genuine love will always express 
itself in practical good deeds. John’s point is impossible to miss: Sac-
rificial love is one of the undeniable marks of the true Christian, and, 
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by way of contrast, self-centered indifference is one of the undeniable 
marks of the world.  

 Now we are prepared to focus on verse 19. John says this: “By 
this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our heart be-
fore him.” In the very beginning of verse 19 of our text, when John 
uses the phrase “by this,” it is quite clear that we are meant to assume 
he is referring us back to the previous verses we just observed (1 John 
3:16-18). John is essentially saying that when our hearts are troubled 
by doubts and self-condemnation, we must reassure ourselves not by 
focusing on our failures, but by focusing on our victories - notably our 
victories in the arena of sacrificial love for other brothers and sisters 
in Christ. John is saying that we should allow these acts of self-
sacrificial love to serve as proof that we are really of the truth.  
This is not to put faith in our works. Rather, it is merely to place even 
greater faith in Christ's work. We grow in confidence that Christ's 
work for us, actually was for us, when we begin to recognize evidence 
of Christ's work through us. If you can think of examples of times 
where you extended sacrificial love toward one of your brothers or 
sisters in Christ out of devotion to Christ himself, you should feel en-
couraged. This is a sign that you have genuinely been born again. No 
unbeliever is capable of such an act of service. As image-bearers of 
the Living God, unbelievers may be willing to make immense sacri-
fices for the people they love. At times, they are ready to even lay 
down their very lives for the sake of others. However, the difference 
is that an unbeliever will never do any of this out of genuine devotion 
to the glory and fame of Jesus. And the unbeliever certainly will not 
do any of this because the particular person in need is a Christian. An 
unbeliever may be willing to help someone despite the fact that the 
person they are choosing to help happens to be a Christian, but they 
will never help someone because the person is a Christian. 

 
40 “Whoever receives you receives me, and whoever 
receives me receives him who sent me… 42 And who-
ever gives one of these little ones even a cup of cold 
water because he is a disciple, truly, I say to you, he 
will by no means lose his reward.”    

Matthew 10:40-42 
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GOD IS GREATER THAN OUR HEARTS 
 
 A second way by which we can assure our hearts is reminding 
ourselves that “God is greater than our heart, and he knows every-
thing” (1 John 3:20). Often, a person experiences the feeling of 
condemnation when they come into a new and deeper knowledge of 
their own sinfulness and depravity. However, God never enters into 
any new knowledge. He has known all things from the beginning. 
This means that God knows the whole story. And the whole story is 
not better than we think it is, but actually far worse. This should not 
discourage us. To the contrary, this should be an incredible comfort. 
There is nothing we will ever discover about ourselves which God did 
not already know. And in understanding the full severity of our sin 
and shame, God still chose to adopt us as his beloved children to the 
praise of his glorious grace (Ephesians 1:5-10). 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 Love is one of the most powerful forces in all the world. When 
someone is truly loved, they are provided with a profound sense of 
strength and hope. Therefore, when a person feels unloved or rejected 
by someone, especially if that someone is a significant person in their 
life (a father, a mother, a husband, or a wife), the experience can be 
devastating. A Christian without assurance is like a newborn baby 
without a loving mother. The child may be physically alive, but all of 
life feels cold and dark. They may still be provided with the necessary 
resources to survive, but they will never truly flourish in all the ways 
that they were intended to.  
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Are you living out of a deep assurance of God's love for you? Or, 

are you living out of fear? Explain. 
2. What is the difference between rightly fearing God and wrongly 

fearing God's judgment? 
3. Should Christians ever listen to their own hearts? What does the 

Bible teach about the heart?  
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LESSON TWELVE:  
PRAYING FROM A CONFIDENT HEART 

 
21 Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have 
confidence before God; 22 and whatever we ask we re-
ceive from him, because we keep his commandments 
and do what pleases him.       

1 John 3:21-22 
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
 A condemning heart has crushing effects on a person; con-
versely, a heart that has been properly assured to a healthy status of 
confidence has the power to radically transform every area of a per-
son's life. This includes the power to transform our prayers to be in 
accordance with God's will. 
 
OUR OBEDIENCE MATTERS 
 

 In verse 21 of our text, John now writes this: “Beloved, if our 
heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before God.” Then in 
verse 22 of our text, John makes a staggering statement by saying, 
“whatever we ask we receive from him.” This bears a striking resem-
blance to what Jesus told his disciples in John 14:13-14, when he said, 
“Whatever you ask in my name, that will I do, so that the Father may 
be glorified in the Son. If you ask me anything in my name, I will do 
it.”  

 It is essential that we recognize there are implied conditions 
attached to these promises. The Bible never teaches that through our 
prayers we can make selfish wishes and expect that they will be 
granted, as though God were some kind of genie in a lamp. The clear-
est condition is that we must pray in Jesus’ name. And to pray in 
Jesus’ name is to pray in accordance with Jesus' will. John makes a 
helpful clarification in verse 22 of our text by adding that the reason 
we receive whatever we ask is “because we keep [Christ's] com-
mandments and do the things that are pleasing in his sight.”  
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 We must be careful to recognize that the principle we have 
just discovered does not mean that we can somehow earn favorable 
answers to our prayers through our obedience and godly behavior. 
Instead, this principle simply means that those of us who are striving 
to keep Christ's commandments will also be those who inevitably 
pray more righteously and more regularly. And it is undoubtedly true 
that those who pray more righteously and regularly will always expe-
rience more answered prayers than those who pray unrighteously and 
rarely.  
 
CHRIST'S OBEDIENCE MATTERS MORE 
 

 Even the most mature Christian often fails to obey. We all fall 
short in many ways. We must never forget that the first anchor for our 
assurance of salvation is not our obedience, but faith in the perfect 
obedience of Jesus Christ.  
 The problem was that the false teachers of John's day claimed 
to believe in Jesus, but by their deeds, they denied him. Therefore, 
throughout this epistle, John gives these three tests of authentic faith: 
(1) The Truth Test: Biblical Confession of Christ, (2) The Relational 
Test: Love for God and His People, and (3) The Moral Test: Obedi-
ence to God's Commandments. However, none of us will pass these 
tests perfectly. The question is simply this: Can we at least say that 
we are bearing some spiritual fruit? If so, we should rest in the fact 
that the only reason we possess any evidence of Christ's work through 
us, is because of Christ's work on the cross for us.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 If we can genuinely say that we are at least bearing some spir-
itual fruit and that we sincerely endeavor to grow in this practice, we 
should possess at least some measure of assurance of salvation. 
Therefore, we cannot allow ourselves to be led astray by our doubting 
hearts. Instead, we must learn to contend with our hearts by reminding 
ourselves that God is greater than our hearts, and he has chosen to 
love us despite our sin.  
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Can you see any evidence of God's grace working in your life? 

Can other believers around you see any evidence of God's grace 
working in your life? 

2. Are you being further propelled into a more profound love for 
Christ and his Church? Is this love being regularly displayed in 
visible ways through an eager willingness to commit to a biblical-
ly faithful church?  

3. Do you sense your assurance of salvation lessening or growing? 
Why? 
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FIRST JOHN CHAPTER FOUR  
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LESSON THIRTEEN:  
THE COMMANDMENT TO DISCERN 

 
1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spir-
its to see whether they are from God, for many false 
prophets have gone out into the world. 2 By this you 
know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that 
Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3 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. 4 
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. 5 They are from the world; therefore they 
speak from the world, and the world listens to them. 6 
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.  

1 John 4:1-6 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

 The evidence of the indwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit is 
not found in a subjective and mystical experience of the Holy Spirit's 
presence. Instead, it is found in the objective and outwardly visible 
works which the Holy Spirit produces in our lives. One of the most 
visible of these works is a person’s confession of Christ. Believers 
need to learn to exercise discernment in all spiritual matters, but it is 
especially important in the case of their own confession and the con-
fession of others. In this text we will see three primary things: (1) the 
need for discernment (Verse 1), (2) the basis for discernment (Verses 
2, 3, & 6), and (3) the fruit of discernment (Verses 4-5). 
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THE NEED FOR DISCERNMENT 
 

 In the first half of verse 1 of our text, John says, “Beloved, do 
not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are 
from God.” So in the eyes of the apostle, inspired by the Holy Spirit 
of God, behind all true teaching is “the Spirit of truth,” and behind all 
false teaching is “the spirit of error” (verse 6). Whether we are willing 
to acknowledge it or not, this biblical text clearly informs us that be-
hind every false teacher is a demonic spirit promoting the fatal errors 
they teach. This is one of the primary reasons why the Apostle Paul 
writes, “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the 
rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this 
present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly 
places” (Ephesians 6:12). Paul’s instructions regarding spiritual war-
fare in Ephesians are frequently misused to silence zealous believers 
from speaking out against false teaching and false teachers. For in-
stance, when a pastor seeks to protect his flock by calling out a false 
teacher by name, he can be sure that some disgruntled members in his 
congregation will attempt to correct him for being “quarrelsome” and 
“harsh.” However, these members, albeit guided by well-meaning in-
tentions, are too spiritually immature to realize that the Lord’s 
command to elders (or pastors) to shepherd his flock with gentleness 
assumes courage and resilience in rebuking wolves who pose a signif-
icant danger to Christ’s precious sheep (1 Peter 5:1-5).  
 Then in the second half of verse 1 of our text, John goes on to 
say, “Many false prophets have gone out into the world.” We must 
not be so naive as to assume that these people are sinister-looking in-
dividuals who blatantly encourage the worship of Satan. That would 
be far too obvious. To the contrary, these false teachers often use 
Christian terminology and profess to be devout followers of Jesus 
Christ. Many of them also possess attractive personalities and con-
vincing arguments. This is why Jesus refers to them as “wolves in 
sheep’s clothing” (Matthew 7:15).  
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13 For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, 
disguising themselves as apostles of Christ. 14 And no 
wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of 
light. 15 So it is no surprise if his servants, also, dis-
guise themselves as servants of righteousness…   

2 Corinthians 11:13-15 
 
THE BASIS FOR DISCERNMENT 
 

 Because false teachers frequently appear to be gentle and lov-
ing, it is often incredibly difficult to recognize them. In light of this, 
John provides his readers with a measuring rod for testing whether or 
not a particular spirit is from God in verses 2 and 3 of our text. John 
writes this: “By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that con-
fesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God; and every 
spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God.” This may appear 
to be an easy test to pass. We may be tempted to think that any false 
teacher could appear to be legitimate if affirming this small statement 
is all that is required. But if we look more carefully, we will discover 
that there is much more implied in this short statement than first 
meets the eye. The phrase “has come” indeed refers to the incarna-
tion: That there was a moment in history when Jesus took on flesh and 
became truly human. However, it also clearly implies that before that 
particular moment in history, Christ pre-existed as the eternal Son of 
God who is truly divine. Thus, to confess that Jesus Christ has come 
in the flesh is to affirm both the full humanity and full divinity of Je-
sus Christ. It is to acknowledge that Jesus is the Second Eternal 
Member of the Trinity, possessing two natures: truly God and truly 
man. Implicit in John’s warning here is that the content of our doc-
trine, in particular, that doctrine which deals with the person and work 
of Christ, is a matter of life (heaven) and death (hell).  
In addition to all this, we are also meant to assume that if a person is 
willing to make such a confession of Christ, that person will also 
strive to live in such a manner that their actions align with their 
words. As the Scripture testifies, even the demons acknowledge that 
Jesus is the Son of God who has come in the flesh, but instead of 
submitting their lives to him as Lord, they shudder in hatred and fear 
(Mark 1:24; James 2:19). 
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 Verse 6 of our text says, “We [the apostles] are from God; the 
one who knows God listens to us; he who is not from God does not 
listen to us.” So the person who “knows God” is the person who lis-
tens to the testimony of the apostles who are “from God.” To truly 
listen is to listen with faith. And this faith involves knowledge, assent, 
and personal trust, which leads toward heartfelt obedience. Due to the 
faithful preservation of the Holy Spirit, we have the apostolic teaching 
in the New Testament. Therefore, this is the standard by which we are 
to judge our confession and the confession of others. Without such a 
standard, each individual will arrogantly exalt themselves as their 
own subjective measure of truth. 
 
THE FRUIT OF DISCERNMENT 
 

 Let's turn our attention now to verse 4 of our text: “Little chil-
dren, you are from God and have overcome them [the false teachers], 
for he [the Holy Spirit] who is in you is greater than he who is in the 
world.” John is saying that his hearers have successfully resisted the 
soul-damning heresies of these false teachers. And the reason they 
have been able to overcome is that they are “from God.” Through the 
regenerative work of the Holy Spirit, John's “little children” have 
withstood the destructive power of the false teachers of their day.  
 He (the Holy Spirit) who powerfully indwells all believers, is 
the one who is greater than he (Satan) who is in the world, sinisterly 
working through all false teachers. It is highly probable that the false 
teachers of John's day were intellectually superior to John’s “little 
children.” Nonetheless, through the indwelling presence of the Holy 
Spirit, the apostle’s beloved disciples were able to discern and avoid 
the errors of these false teachers. So how does the Holy Spirit pre-
serve us from error? It is naive to think that the Holy Spirit will 
accomplish all this apart from our willful cooperation. The Holy Spirit 
protects all those who he indwells by illuminating God’s Word, which 
reveals the truth about the person and work of Jesus Christ. However, 
this requires diligent study on our part.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 Verse 5 of our text says, “They [the false teachers] are from 
the world; therefore they speak from the world, and the world listens 
to them.” As we have previously discussed, the world is the evil sys-
tem under Satan’s dominion that is opposed to God and his people. 
The world, in this sense, is solely built upon the foundational princi-
ple of robbing God of the glory that rightly belongs to him only. 
Therefore, when someone commits to telling the world what it wants 
to hear, that person will never lack an audience. When false teachers 
refuse to preach on sin and the necessity of repentance and, instead, 
reassure people that they are amazing and that God merely exists to 
assist them in their quest to fulfill their own selfish desires, they will 
likely gain a large following. In light of this, we must be careful not to 
judge the success of a ministry by its size. Instead, we must judge 
each ministry by its faithfulness to the truth of the gospel as revealed 
by the apostles on the pages of Holy Scripture.  
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Do you see the importance of exercising discernment towards 

both doctrine and people? Why is this loving rather than harsh? 
2. What steps are you actively taking to grow in your knowledge of 

biblical doctrine? Who are some trusted pastors and theologians 
that you are currently learning from? 

3. How would you approach a pastor or leader in a local church who 
was teaching unbiblical doctrine? At what point does it become 
necessary to leave a local church?  
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LESSON FOURTEEN:  
THE COMMANDMENT TO LOVE  

 
7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from 
God, and whoever loves has been born of God and 
knows God. 8 Anyone who does not love does not know 
God, because God is love.   

1 John 4:7-8 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 There seems to be quite an abrupt change from the subject 
matter found in 1 John 4:1-6 to what is now being addressed in 1 John 
4:7-8. However, this transition makes more sense when we recognize 
that it stems from what the apostle wrote in 1 John 3:23: “This is 
[God's] commandment, that we believe in the name of his Son Jesus 
Christ, and love one another, just as he commanded us.” In 1 John 
4:1-6, we saw an explanation of the first part of that commandment: 
The necessity of properly confessing the name of Jesus Christ. And 
now, in 1 John 4:7-8, we discover an explanation of the second part of 
that commandment: the necessity of properly loving other brothers 
and sisters in Christ.  
 
DEFINING LOVE 
 

 Before we can rightly understand the command found in vers-
es 7-8 of our text, we must first attempt to accurately define the term 
“love” according to the Scripture. Using several biblical texts as our 
guide (John 3:16, Ephesians 5:2, Ephesians 5:25, 1 John 3:16-18), we 
can carefully ascertain a biblically accurate definition of love: True 
biblical love is a self-sacrificing commitment to seeking the eternal 
good of others in real, tangible ways.  
 First and foremost, biblical love is a commitment. This ex-
plains why it is appropriate for love to be commanded. If love were 
merely a feeling, and each of us was a helpless victim of our emotions 
(a popular view in our culture today), then it would be entirely unrea-



69 

sonable to command that we love one another. But if love is a choice, 
then it is altogether appropriate to command that we love. The over-
whelming witness of Scripture reveals that love is a choice. This is 
not to say biblical love is a choice devoid of any feelings, but rather, 
biblical love is a caring commitment that involves both duty and de-
light.  
 
GOD IS THE SOURCE OF LOVE 
 

 Remember, according to our definition, the goal of biblical 
love must be the eternal good of the person we are loving. And this 
means our aim in love can be nothing less than the person's eternal 
salvation and conformity into the image of Jesus Christ.  
 Unbelievers may demonstrate sacrificial love for others. Un-
believing parents often sacrificially love their children. And as 
previously mentioned, unbelievers may even perform great acts of 
heroism by laying down their very lives for their fellow human be-
ings. However, while certainly worthy of our respect and admiration, 
these loving deeds merely stem from God’s common grace. While 
such love may be caring and self-sacrificing, it can never be appropri-
ately categorized as true biblical love because it does not seek the 
eternal good of the one who is being loved. Unbelievers are not seek-
ing the salvation and sanctification of the individuals they are loving, 
and therefore, unbelievers do not truly love according to biblical 
standards. John wants us to recognize that whenever we see genuine 
biblical love, it does not originate with the person who is exercising 
this love. God is the only source of true love in this world. In light of 
this, in verse 7 of our text, John clearly states that “love is from God.” 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 Almost everyone eagerly embraces John's statement in verse 8 
of our text when he says, “God is love.” However, this statement is 
often taken out of context and used to misrepresent God. Some mis-
construe this statement to mean that because God is love, we can 
expect him to overlook our sin. However, the Bible teaches that the 
love of God is never at odds with his holiness and justice. We must 
remember that in 1 John 1:5, the apostle John opened his letter by 
saying, “God is light [or holy], [and] in him there is no darkness [or 
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injustice] at all.” The holiness of God and the love of God equally be-
long to his divine essence. Neither negates the other. So while it is 
biblically true to say, “God is love,” it is equally true to say, “God is 
holy, holy, holy.”  
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Which attribute of God is most mentioned in the Bible: the love of 

God or the holiness of God? 
2. Do you agree with the definition of love presented in this lesson? 

If not, what would you change? 
3. In what ways are you currently failing to love by biblical stand-

ards? In what ways are you currently succeeding to love by 
biblical standards? If a person feels loved by you, does that guar-
antee that you have truly loved them by biblical standards? And if 
a person feels unloved by you, does that guarantee that you have 
genuinely failed to love them by biblical standards? 
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LESSON FIFTEEN:  
THE VISIBLE EVIDENCE OF THE INVISIBLE GOD 

 
12 No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, 
God abides in us and his love is perfected in us. 13 By 
this we know that we abide in him and he in us,  
because he has given us of his Spirit. 14 And we have 
seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be 
the Savior of the world. 15 Whoever confesses that  
Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in 
God.           

1 John 4:12-15 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 We must take special care to notice that in verse 13 of our 
text, John does not merely say that God has given us his Spirit. In-
stead, John says that God “has given us of his Spirit” (emphasis 
added). This means that God has imparted something particular to us 
out of his Spirit. According to our text (and the beginning of the text 
from our next lesson), this “something” is truth (1 John 4:14-15) and 
love (1 John 4:16). This idea makes perfect sense when we consider 
that the Holy Spirit is referred to in Scripture as both the Spirit of 
Truth (John 14:17) and the Spirit of Love (Galatians 5:22).  
 
THE EVIDENCE OF LOVE 
 
 At first glance, verse 12 seems out of context. John has been 
discussing God’s love for us and our love for one another. Then he 
abruptly states, “No one has ever seen God.” So what does the “invis-
ibility” of God have to do with John's discussion of love? The answer 
to this question is nothing short of profound: John is saying that the 
invisible God, who revealed himself in the person and work of the 
Son, is now being revealed by the indwelling presence of the Holy 
Spirit through God’s people when they faithfully exercise biblical 
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love for one another. People do not see God in this life, but they do 
see us. The watching world visibly sees Christ’s church.   

5 By this all people will know that you are my  
disciples, if you have love for one another.    

John 13:35 
 
THE EVIDENCE OF TRUTH 
 
 John clearly states the apostolic testimony and witness about 
Christ in verse 14 of our text. Then in verse 15 of our text, John says, 
“Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, 
and he in God.” Therefore, John is essentially saying that all those 
who agree with the apostolic testimony about Jesus abide in God, and 
all those who disagree with this apostolic testimony do not abide in 
God. Biblical Christianity does not ultimately rest on the philosophic 
speculations of man. Neither does it rest on inner, personal feelings or 
mystical epiphanies. Real Christianity is grounded in a historic, apos-
tolic witness to the person and work of Jesus Christ. In light of this 
truth, to not confess the apostolic gospel is to not be Christian.  
 

16 For we did not follow cleverly devised tales when 
we made known to you the power and coming of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his 
majesty.      

2 Peter 1:16 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 So once again, John is encouraging us not to focus on our sub-
jective feelings. Instead, John urges us to look for objective evidence 
of the fruit of the Holy Spirit in our lives. When we see this evidence 
in our lives (or more importantly, when others around us see this evi-
dence in our lives), we should immensely grow in confidence that we 
abide in God and that God abides in us.  
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Do you possess a growing biblical love for Christ and his people 

motivating you to obey God’s commands?  
2. Do you personally believe and confess the biblical truth about the 

person and work of Jesus Christ? 
3. If you answered yes to these first two questions, do you see this as 

a strong foundation for assurance of salvation? If you answered no 
to the first two questions, are you perhaps still attributing too 
much weight to your subjective feelings and experiences when it 
comes to trusting whether or not you are indeed a child of God? 
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LESSON SIXTEEN:  
THE POWER OF PERFECT LOVE 

 
16 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. 17 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. 18 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. 19 We love because he first loved us.    

1 John 4:16-19 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 In 1 John 4:7-11, John explained that we must love one anoth-
er because God is love, and he has displayed his love by sending 
Jesus as the propitiation for our sins. Now in 1 John 4:16, John will 
go on to explain that we can be assured that God abides in us if we 
see his Spirit producing a true confession of Christ in our hearts as 
well as a genuine love for our fellow believers. But does this super-
natural ability to love merely serve as a sign of salvation? Or, does 
this radical love produce something even deeper within our hearts?  
 
PERFECTED BY LOVE 
 

 In the first half of verse 16 of our text, John says these power-
ful words: “So we have come to know and to believe the love that 
God has for us.” Each of us must be able to apply God’s love for us 
personally. This is precisely what the Apostle Paul was doing when 
he wrote, “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who 
live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I 
live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself up for 
me” (Galatians 2:20). This is what it means to have a true confession 
of Christ. Our confession of Christ must be biblical and in accordance 
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with the apostolic witness of the New Testament. However, our con-
fession of Christ must also be personal. If we are Christian, we must 
be able to say along with the Apostle Paul “[Christ] loved me and 
gave himself up for me.” Undoubtedly, there will be days when we 
doubt God’s love for us, but all true Christians have at least some de-
gree of confidence in the personal love of God for them. 

 In verse 17 of our text, John says, “By this is love perfected 
with us, so that we may have confidence for the day of judgment, be-
cause as he is so also are we in this world.” The idea of God’s love 
being “perfected [in] us” is the idea of God's love having reached its 
intended goal in us. When we find ourselves genuinely loving both 
Christ and his people, we can be sure that God’s love is beginning to 
take full effect. The apostle John is patiently warning us that our love 
must not remain at the imperfect stage of mere talk. Instead, it must 
reach the perfected stage of action.  
 So when we see God’s love flowing through us in practical 
good deeds to others, this becomes a basis for confidence for the day 
of judgment. We must recognize that all of this assumes that we are 
involved in close relationships with other believers, where we are 
committed to working through our misunderstandings and hurt feel-
ings, rather than merely cutting ties and walking away. And the 
proper context which God has graciously provided for these things to 
take place is a biblically-faithful, local church. The presence of this 
kind of love increasing in our hearts provides confidence that we have 
been granted right standing with God. 
 
LOVE DRIVES OUT FEAR 
 

 The apostle now goes one step further in verse 18 of our text, 
where he writes, “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.” John is not saying that mature Christians 
should not possess a proper fear of the Lord. Instead, John is specifi-
cally speaking of fearing God's punishment and judgment.  
 In regards to unbelievers, the apostle Paul states, “There is no 
fear of God before their eyes” (Romans 3:18). Unbelievers have nei-
ther fear of God nor fear of God's judgment. This lack of fear stems 
from their rebellion and ignorance. Only the incredibly foolish are 
fearless in the face of real danger. This does not reflect courage but 
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ignorance and stupidity. So in salvation, God graciously causes unbe-
lievers to become aware of the threat of his wrath by providing 
conviction of sin and proper fear of his judgment. God uses this fear 
of judgment to drive us to the cross of Christ, where our fears are fi-
nally relieved by God's grace of salvation. Then, as we begin to see 
God's love flowing through us toward others, we become even more 
assured of God's grace for us. Therefore, John’s point is that as God’s 
love grows in our hearts, it casts out the fear of judgment that existed 
before, while a proper fear of God himself rightly remains. 
 
THE REASON WHY WE LOVE 
 
 In verse 19 of our text, we find one of the most beautiful vers-
es in all of the Bible: “We love because [God] first loved us.” John's 
point is that if we love God or others, to any extent, with genuine bib-
lical love, we must remember that such love did not originate with us. 
This love exclusively comes from God, who loved us in Christ even 
while we were yet sinners. This is a marvelous comfort because it 
means that the presence of biblical love in our lives is undeniable evi-
dence that we have truly experienced the love of God in a saving way.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 

 Some of us who genuinely do trust in Jesus as our Lord and 
Savior may be painfully aware of all the ways that we still fail in our 
attempts to love God and love others. So how can we have an assur-
ance that we truly abide in God and that God truly abides in us? As 
we have seen throughout this letter, the heart of the matter is not per-
fection, but direction. Genuine spiritual fruit always takes time to 
grow. 
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. When our faith wavers, are we regularly coming before the Lord 

in confession? Do we frequently ask God to strengthen our faith?  
2. Do we grieve over our lack of love and plead with God to make us 

more compassionate towards others?  
3. Are we growing in godly hatred for our sin and a deepening desire 

for his holiness?  
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FIRST JOHN CHAPTER FIVE 
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LESSON SEVENTEEN:  
SPIRITUAL VITALITY STEMS FROM THE NEW BIRTH 

 
1 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. 2 By this we know 
that we love the children of God, when we love God 
and obey his commandments. 3 For this is the love of 
God, that we keep his commandments. And his  
commandments are not burdensome. 4 For everyone 
who has been born of God overcomes the world. And 
this is the victory that has overcome the world - our 
faith. 5 Who is it that overcomes the world except the 
one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?    

1 John 5:1-5 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 John is now beginning to close his letter, and, as he does so, 
he now brings all three tests of authentic Christianity into play. Again, 
John's criteria of authentic Christianity are these: (1) The Truth Test: 
Biblical Confession of Christ, (2) The Relational Test: Love for God 
and His People, and (3) The Moral Test: Obedience to God's Com-
mandments. John does this in order to summarize his letter, but he 
also does this to reveal that all three of these tests have at least one 
thing in common: They all depend on regeneration (spiritual new 
birth). While it is true that spiritual fruit requires time to grow, if there 
is no evidence of spiritual fruit in a person’s life, that person should 
possess little to no confidence of salvation.  
 
FAITH COMES FROM GOD  
 

 In verses 1 and 4 of our text, John mentions the concept of be-
ing “born of God” three times. The new birth is always the starting 
point of any genuine relationship with God. Before a person is born 
again, they are spiritually dead in their trespasses and sins (Ephesians 
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2:1). As Jesus told Nicodemus, “Unless one is born again he cannot 
see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3). Many mistakenly think that re-
generation is a matter of our own free will. Certainly, each of us must 
choose to trust in Jesus Christ (John 1:12), but a person who is spirit-
ually dead in their sins will never make this choice on their own. The 
Scripture plainly teaches that, “[Christians are] born, not of blood nor 
of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God” (John 
1:13). None of us had any say in whether we would be born physical-
ly, and so too, none of us can determine whether or not we will be 
born spiritually. Therefore, the new birth is wholly a work of God.  

 In verse 1 of our text, John says, “Everyone who believes that 
Jesus is the Christ has been born of God...” (emphasis added). The 
phrase “has been born” indicates something that took place in the past 
with ongoing results in both the present and future. In other words, 
John is showing us that faith is the effect of the new birth, not the 
cause of it. A person who has been born of God in the past will be 
characterized by ongoing faith in Jesus in the present and future.  
 Then in verses 4 and 5 of our text, John mentions “overcom-
ing the world” three times. John’s point in these verses is that the faith 
that God imparts to us at the new birth results in a life of victory over 
the evil temptations of this world. Even the godliest among us will fail 
to live in such a way that they are utterly untarnished by worldly in-
fluences in this life. However, those of us who are genuinely born of 
God have been promised that we will progressively grow in sanctifi-
cation. Saving faith causes us to trust in Jesus as the solution for both 
the penalty and the power of sin.  
 
LOVE COMES FROM GOD 
 

 In 1 John 4:20, John said that a person cannot love God if they 
do not love their brother. However, in verses 1 and 2 of this particular 
text, John says that a person can know that they love their brother 
when they love God and keep his commandments. At first glance, it 
seems as though John has become trapped in a vicious cycle of circu-
lar reasoning. So how do we make sense of this?  

 First, John is saying that our motive for loving the children of 
God should be a genuine love for God himself. In other words, the 
reason we love others should not be due solely to natural factors. In-
stead, we love others because we desire to be pleasing to God.  
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 Second, John is also saying that genuine love for others must 
be defined by obedience to God’s commandments, and not by the 
continually evolving definitions of love presented by our culture. For 
example, according to our culture, to confront sin and offer correction 
is to be judgmental. However, to truly show genuine love to a sinning 
brother, we must love God and obey his commandments. This neces-
sarily includes confronting those who have fallen into sin and seeking 
their repentance and restoration. Anything less than this is not biblical 
love. And none of this will ever be possible unless we have first been 
loved by God and resurrected to live a life of love through the regen-
erating power of the Holy Spirit (1 John 4:19). 
 
OBEDIENCE COMES FROM GOD  
 

 John also uses the word “commandments” three times in vers-
es 2 and 3 of our text. As we have seen, John is certainly not saying 
that believers obey God perfectly. Rather, he is simply calling us to 
examine the overall trajectory of our lives. A Christian’s life should 
be marked by obedience, and when a child of God sins, they should 
be genuinely grieved by their sin due to their love for the God who 
they have sinned against.  

 John stresses this point even further by adding an incredibly 
comforting message at the end of verse 3: “[God's] commandments 
are not burdensome.” John does not mean by this that obedience to 
God’s commandments is always easy. He is merely saying that God’s 
commandments are not burdensome because we now have the in-
dwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit and a new nature granting us the 
power to obey. This is the implication of the word “for” at the begin-
ning of verse 4. The apostle is saying, “[God’s] commandments are 
not burdensome... For [or because] whatever is born of God over-
comes the world.” Jesus has not only paid for the penalty of sin, but 
he has also defeated the power of sin by purchasing for us the gift of 
regeneration and the indwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit.  
 In addition to this, God’s commandments are not burdensome 
because they are always given and received in the context of his fa-
therly love. A loving father does not tell his child not to touch the 
burning stove because he desires to deprive the child of any sense of 
excitement and adventure, but because he loves the child and wants to 
protect them from pain and injury. A young child may think that their 



81 

father’s commands are restrictive, but, as they mature, the child will 
come to trust their father’s love and obey even if they currently can-
not see the reason. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 Our primary source of assurance of salvation is always our 
faith in the Lord Jesus and his shed blood as the propitiation for our 
sins. It is only through Christ's blood, not our works, that our sins are 
atoned. However, because Scripture frequently warns us that it is easy 
to be deceived, God has graciously given us a way to know that our 
faith in his Son is genuine. None of these pieces of evidence will be 
present to the degree that we know they should be. However, can we 
say that some of this evidence is at least present in part? Perhaps we 
could speak to a pastor, or a fellow member in our local church, to 
determine if they have witnessed any of these signs in our lives. Re-
member, spiritual fruit is not an instant product. Faith and love always 
take time to grow (Philippians 1:9).  
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Are you focusing more on what spiritual fruit is lacking in your 

life, or what is present? 
2. Which of these three vital signs (faith, love, and obedience) is the 

weakest in your life? Why? Which of these three vital signs (faith, 
love, and obedience) is most active in your life? Why? 

3. Is there someone spiritually mature in your life who you can regu-
larly ask whether or not they see you continually growing in 
Christ? 
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LESSON EIGHTEEN:  
RIGHTEOUS PRAYER STEMS FROM THE NEW BIRTH 

 
14 And this is the confidence that we have toward him, 
that if we ask anything according to his will he hears 
us. 15 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. 16 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. 17 All wrongdoing is 
sin, but there is sin that does not lead to death.   

1 John 5:14-17 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 John specifically wrote these next verses to encourage us to 
pray. He desires to convince us that our God is a prayer-hearing God 
(Psalm 65:2). John is echoing the repeated promises that Jesus made 
to his disciples in the upper room right before his arrest (Mark 11:22-
24, John 14:13-14). Jesus promised that if we ask anything in accord-
ance with the will of God, he will answer favorably. So this next 
portion of our text falls neatly into two parts: (1) John states the gen-
eral principle, which has both a promise and a qualification (verses 
14-15), and (2) John provides a specific example of how we should 
apply this principle (verses 16-17). 
 
THE PRINCIPLE OF PRAYER 
 

 In verse 14 of our text, we are told: “that if we ask anything 
according to [God's] will he hears us.” Biblical prayer is submitting 
our will to God's will. It is praying, as Jesus instructed us to pray in 
Matthew 6:10, “Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” How-
ever, what makes this exceedingly tricky is the fact that the Scripture 
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actually teaches that God possesses two wills: (1) God's Will of De-
cree (sovereign will) and (2) God's Will of Desire (prescriptive will).  

 God’s will of decree is all that which God has determined to 
do from eternity past. In this sense, God “works all things after the 
counsel of his will [of decree]” (Ephesians 1:11). Everything that 
happens in this world takes place because God decreed it. If anything 
could occur outside of God's will of decree, then he would not be tru-
ly sovereign over all things as the Scripture plainly teaches (Isaiah 
46:9-11)  

 God’s will of desire, however, is distinct from his will of de-
cree. For example, God does not in any sense, desire that men should 
sin, and yet we know that God decreed the fall of mankind in the gar-
den of Eden. However, although God decreed (or ordained) these 
events, he did not cause Adam and Eve to sin, neither was he respon-
sible for their sinful actions. Men sin because of their own evil 
desires, and God takes no delight in their sin (James 1:13-15).  
 In light of all this, while God promises to grant our requests 
when we ask in accordance with his will, we must recognize that there 
are often exceptions to this rule. God’s will is that his kingdom would 
come here on earth as it is in heaven, and yet the outworking of his 
will has required thousands of years and seemingly millions of set-
backs.  
 
A DIFFICULT EXAMPLE OF PRAYER 
 

 Next, we find quite the interpretive challenge. In verses 16 and 
17 of our text, John says, “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.”  

So here is our million-dollar question: If this person is genuinely 
a “brother,” then why does he need “life?” This dilemma has caused 
theologians to divide into two primary camps. Some say that John is 
using the word “brother” to refer to a professing Christian, who is not 
truly saved. Therefore, they interpret the word “life” to refer to salva-
tion. However, others say that the word “brother” refers to a true 
Christian, and thus they interpret the word “life” to refer to the 
preservation of physical life. It is unclear as to which of these two in-
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terpretations is correct. However, in my judgment, it seems much 
more probable that the apostle is speaking of a genuine believer. If 
this is correct, the word “life” in this text must be referring to the 
preservation of the person’s physical life. Notice that John does not 
forbid us from praying for a “brother” (a Christian) who is sinning in 
this way (sinning in a way that leads to death). However, John is clear 
not to extend any promise that God will preserve the life of such a 
person.  
 So what is the sin leading to death? There are several views on 
this particular point, but it is doubtful as to which one is correct. Some 
believe that John is referencing the same thing that the Apostle Paul 
referenced when he said that some people died because they were par-
taking of the Lord’s Supper in an unworthy manner (1 Corinthians 
11:30). Others believe this refers to individuals who willfully choose 
to “lie to the Holy Spirit,” such as Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-
11). Still, others believe that this particular sin refers to “the blasphe-
my of the Holy Spirit,” which is often defined as a continual and 
willful rejection of Christ (Matthew 12:31-32). It is uncertain which 
of these views, if any, is correct. However, it is wise for Christians to 
seek to avoid all three of these grievances.   
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 In verse 15 of our text, John reveals something remarkable. 
John tells us that we can know that we presently have whatever we 
have asked for in accordance with God's will. We may not see these 
answers to our prayers come to pass for many years, but we can have 
confidence in the faithfulness of our prayer-answering God. There-
fore, we should continue praying until the request comes to pass 
(Luke 18:1-8), but we should also possess a sense of confidence and 
peace that we have already received whatever we have asked.  
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. What specific request have you prayed for the most over the 

course of your life? Was this request aligned with God's will of 
desire? Explain.  
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2. What are some reasons why God, following his will of decree, 
would choose not to answer a specific prayer request, even though 
it truly does align with his will of desire? 

3. Are you regularly practicing persistence in prayer? How do you 
practice persistence in prayer without diminishing confidence that 
you have already received from God whatever it is for which you 
are petitioning? 
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LESSON NINETEEN:  
A RADICAL DIFFERENCE STEMS FROM THE NEW BIRTH 

 
18 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. 19 
We know that we are from God, and the whole world 
lies in the power of the evil one. 20 And we know that 
the Son of God has come and has given us understand-
ing, 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. 21 Little children, keep 
yourselves from idols.     

1 John 5:18-21 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 One final time, here we see the stark contrast between those 
who have been spiritually reborn by God's grace and the rest of the 
world. It is a medicine for the soul to be reminded of that from which 
God has mercifully spared us. None of this should produce arrogance 
in the heart of the Christian. It should instead provide joyful celebra-
tion and worship from a heart that is overflowing with gratitude. 
 
THE CHRISTIAN IS PROTECTED 
 

 In verse 18, John says, “We know that everyone who has been 
born of God does not keep on sinning...” John has already clearly said 
that believers do sin (1 John 1:8, 10; 2:1; 5:16). So he must mean here 
that no genuine child of God lives in an indefinite state of sin. John is 
simply saying that real conversion has a visible result, namely, a 
righteous life.  
 At the end of verse 18, John says, “...the evil one does not 
touch him.” John does not mean that Christians are utterly immune to 
the enemy's attacks. Satan can still tempt Christians and even sift 
them like wheat if God chooses to permit him (Luke 22:31). Howev-
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er, Satan can no longer enslave us and make us captives of sin for the 
remainder of our lives.  
 
THE WORLD IS DECEIVED 
 
 In verse 19, John says, “We know that we are from God, and 
the whole world lies in the power of the evil one.” Throughout this 
letter, John has drawn a sharp contrast between Christians and the rest 
of the world (1 John 3:1; 4:4-5; 5:4-5). There is no middle ground. A 
person is either of God, or they are of the world and lying in the pow-
er of the evil one (some translations say “arms”). The picture that 
John is painting is not a portrait of frantic captives, desperately trying 
to escape. Instead, unbelievers lie happily and peacefully in the arms 
of their father Satan (John 8), oblivious to their impending doom. The 
devil has blinded their minds (2 Corinthians 4:4). Therefore, Satan's 
chief ministry with believers is a ministry of “doubt and despair,” but 
his chief ministry with unbelievers is a ministry of “deception.” 
 
THE CHRISTIAN IS ENLIGHTENED  
 
 Then in verse 20 of our text, John says, “And we know that 
the Son of God has come and has given us understanding, so that we 
may know him who is true...” In direct contrast with the blind indif-
ference of the world, Christians have been given spiritual 
understanding from Jesus to know the one and only true God of the 
Bible.  
 

14 The natural man does not accept the things of the 
Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; he  
cannot understand them, because they are spiritually 
discerned.                                                      

1 Corinthians 2:14  
 
CONCLUSION 
 

 Here, at the very end of his letter, John seems to throw a 
curve-ball in verse 21: “Little children, guard yourselves from idols.” 
So far, John has not mentioned idolatry a single time in his letter. At 
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first glance, this final statement seems to be out of context. However, 
as we look closer, we see that this final command actually sums up 
John's entire message.  
 Throughout John's letter, he has been clearly defining what it 
means to be an authentic Christian. As we have seen, one of the pri-
mary qualifications for being an authentic Christian is that we must 
possess a personal and biblical confession of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Idolaters always fashion for themselves their own, made-up gods to 
suit their desires and preferences. They may use the name of Jesus, 
but they will inevitably strip him of his proper attributes as revealed 
in the Scripture. In the final analysis, idolaters do not actually submit 
to the God who has revealed himself both in Christ Jesus and through 
the pages of Holy Scripture. Therefore, John wants us to realize that 
this practice of heresy is not merely a matter of bad theology; it is a 
matter of idolatry. Heresy is idolatry. 
 
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. Do you take theology seriously? How are you actively working to 

uproot unbiblical views in your own life? 
2. What unbiblical views of God have you held in the past? Can you 

see why this was idolatrous? Explain. 
3. After working through all these lessons, what aspect of your the-

ology has changed the most? Does this change in theology cause 
you to see God as better, or worse? Why? 
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CLOSING REMARKS 
 Throughout the book of First John, there has been a massive 

emphasis on what we as Christians can know for certain. John writes, 
“By this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his 
commandments” (1 John 2:3). John writes to fathers because they 
“know him who has been from the beginning” (1 John 2:13). He 
writes to children because they “know the Father” (1 John 2:14). Then 
he says, “We know that we have passed out of death into life, because 
we love the brethren” (1 John 3:14). At the conclusion of his letter, 
John belabors this theme of certainty one final time by saying, “These 
things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of 
God, so that you may know that you have eternal life” (1 John 5:13).  

 John does not merely want his readers to have eternal life; he 
wants them to “know” that they have eternal life. Therefore, the as-
surance of salvation is the ultimate aim of John's Epistle. The apostle 
does not carefully outline critical components of authentic Christiani-
ty so that all those who read his letter walk away feeling discouraged 
and doubting their salvation. We must remember who John is writing 
to: His “dear little children” in the faith. Each test of authentic Chris-
tianity presented in John’s letter is not meant to prove that his readers 
are unregenerate (not born again) but that his readers truly have been 
born again.  
 No one other than Jesus Christ has ever passed every single 
one of these tests with flying colors. So, if you find that you are fail-
ing one test, humbly acknowledge that failure as sin and strive by 
God's grace to repent. Then move on and look at the next test to see 
how you are doing in that area. The question to ask yourself is this: 
Are there any vital signs in my life at all? If so, you should possess at 
least some measure of assurance of salvation. Allow this assurance to 
comfort your doubting heart and propel you into more excellent, joy-
filled obedience, which will inevitably produce an even stronger as-
surance in the future. Remember, it is not the will of God that any of 
his precious children would constantly wrestle with doubts about his 
fatherly love for them. God wants us to be confident of his love. God 
wants us to rest in his love. And, by the power of the Holy Spirit, God 
wants us to begin to live out of his love with courage and strength. 




