Analysis of 1st John

INTRODUCTION. In two of my books, I provided a discussion of 1st John. The books are Bible Basics on Living by God’s Standards: Pathway to Righteousness, and Bible Basics for Living: Essential Foundations. I believe I was correct in assessing 1st John as being primarily concerned with fellowship, which is what I did in these two books. Valuable upshots of the doctrine of fellowship include avoidance of sin, confession of sin, and advancement toward maturity. Valuable lessons. But I discovered some things lately that have changed my mind about one term from 1st John, and as a result of one simple correction, many other useful truths have been extracted from this epistle.

The term I misinterpreted is “born of God”, which may be expressed as “fathered by God”, and is implied in the term, “children of God”. I used these terms in my former studies to represent the “condition” of a believer, who will—at any given time—be in fellowship...or out of fellowship.  I have realized that “born of God” is a reference properly ascribed to a condition of being “born again”, or saved...and does not reflect fellowship. I knew before that “born of God” means “born again” elsewhere in Scripture, but I thought John was stretching this term to fit a believer’s spiritual state, wherein the believer assumes a posture of being symbolically “born of God”...or not...thus identifying his place as being in or out of fellowship. But this is wrong. It seems that I was the one doing the stretching.

Notwithstanding my new view of the phrase, “born of God”, there are terms in 1st John that scholars have associated with one’s being “saved” or “unsaved”, that should be seen as descriptions of fellowship. An example of this is the term “abide”, usually translated “live”, which John connects with fellowship and not salvation. Many students of the Word connect “abide” with our being born again. “Born of God” does refer to one’s being saved, while “abide” and certain other terms mean to be in fellowship. My own change of view is not important; what means the most in this reversal is what I have been able to glean from 1st John as a result of the change.

To clarify the usage and meaning of “born of God” and a few other terms that we will discuss, we want to provide a new analysis of 1st John, with a corrected view of its meaning and application. The correction derived from this discussion will more-accurately distinguish the place and application of terms dealing with fellowship, as differentiated from terms related to salvation. It is important to know whether terms in 1st John cite our “position” (saved/unsaved) or our “condition” (spiritual/carnal). Clarity will be provided, we pray.

WE WILL SIN. John was very clear that we will assuredly sin. 1st John 1:8 says, “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.” Verse 10 adds, “If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives.” So if we claim that we do not have a sinful nature, or if we claim that we do not commit specific acts of sin, we are denying the truth. To say we do not sin is a lie.

We sin, but behind this bad news, there is good news, which is that believers have an advocate with the Father. They have the best defense attorney in all existence, and that is Jesus Christ. 1st John 2:1 tells us, “My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ.” This advocacy applies only to believers who are confessing their sins, as per our discussion in Killing Sin before Sin Kills You: A Survival Guide, on pages 102-103.

It is undeniable that we will sin, yet John will later say this:

No one who is born of God will continue to sin, because God’s seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning, because he has been born of God. This is how we know who the children of God are and who the children of the devil are: Anyone who does not do what is right is not a child of God; nor is anyone who does not love his brother.” (1st John 3:9-10)

On the face of this criterion, it seems that no one would be saved, because—as stated before—we all sin. The conflict is over John’s statement that all believers sin, but then he says that those “born of God” will NOT sin. Explanations given by scholars who pore over the tenses and moods and cases and genders and so on of the original language of the New Testament have a myriad of explanations as to the apparent contradiction that John has constructed. This all needs to be unraveled. Fortunately, John indicates that we come through all of this with eternal life, as he expressed in 5:1. This is good to know.

Quite a Symphony. A “symphony”, or perhaps some other kind of classical work, can provide a suitable analogy for 1st John. In classical works, themes and motifs are presented in their turn...linked, repeated, interwoven, and varied throughout a work or movement. Melodies are heard, with harmonies, rhythm, pitch, volume, and so on, integrated into the musical work. These are all woven together so that they emerge as a cohesive musical whole that is pleasing to the ear. These works are complex, and sometimes it is hard to pick out a particular instrument, or hear a particular sub-melody, but it is all there, and it comes out as a euphonious event.

Similarly, John interlaces the parts of 1st John like interlocking fingers, starting and stopping themes, later re-introducing them, tumbling “motifs and melodies” over each other, so that a point can begin in one place, stop abruptly, and resume in unexpected places down the line. What I am saying is that the neat separation Bible scholars like to use to separate sections of a scriptural work into topical units (rightly dividing the Word, no doubt) simply doesn’t work that well for this epistle. But it is all there...the truth...if the student of the Word knows what to “listen” for. You will see what this means by the time we finish “playing” this epistle, recognizing that John’s composition is harmonious and beautiful.

Complexity. While the finished piece is beautiful, 1st John is also complex and hard to decipher. This study has taken literally weeks, yet we leave with a comfortable understanding of what John is saying. Contrary to the understanding of some, this epistle does not provide any basis for an assumption that Christians are sinless, or that salvation can be lost due to the presence of sin. This epistle gives a solid foundation for grasping the operations of grace, the dangers arising from the world and its messengers, and the security that we have in Christ. It also extols the love of God, and assures us that we can participate in that love, both as recipients and as conduits, if we utilize the assets of grace through the building of our faith. 

We feel confident that we have resolved the apparent “dissonance” among the various parts of this epistle, and will give a reasonable correction for our former error. 

One thing must be established before we begin: 1st John is written for believers. John uses “dear children” and “dear friends” throughout the epistle, and refers to those who have believed as “we”, “us”, or “you”. Anytime the gospel message is given, it is clearly directed to unbelievers...or to those other than John’s immediate audience. The basic content of this epistle is addressed to Christians, and is not intended for Jews (as some ministers suggest), or for other groups outside the universal congregation of believers in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

1st John 1. We are content with our discussion of 1st John 1 in previous studies. The best analysis of this chapter has already been given in Bible Basics for Living: Essential Foundations, pages 47-49. We refer you to that study so you can see in detail what is contained in chapter 1. Basically, 1st John 1 tells us that fellowship between believers is predicated on their fellowship with God; and our fellowship with God is based on cleanliness, through our having all sins confessed. We all sin, but any sin can be forgiven, if we confess it to the Father. The most important result of confession is “fellowship with the Father”, equated elsewhere in Scripture with the filling of the Holy Spirit. If we sin and do not confess, we are “out of fellowship”, and are thus controlled by the sinful nature.

1st John 2:1-2. The basis for forgiveness when we confess our sins is the completed work of Christ on the cross, which He displays before His Father as our defense against sin. He paid the penalty for sin, which enables forgiveness of sin at salvation, and now makes forgiveness possible for sins committed after salvation. This forgiveness is the result of His intercession for us, which takes place (only) when our sins are confessed. John also makes it clear that salvation is universally available, as intimated in verse 2, which says, “He is the atoning sacrifice for our [believers’] sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.”

1st John 2:3-6. Verse 3: “We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands.” Because we have confessed our sins, and are enjoying the intercession of Jesus Christ, we become equipped to “obey his commands”. The commands we obey are those which point to and open up grace operations. These are accessed through grace techniques, such as confession of sins. (We will see other methods.) When we are in fellowship, we “know that we have come to know him”. This means we are in fellowship with Him and are operating in His power, which will enable us to “obey”.

Verse 4 says, “The man who says, ‘I know him,’ but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him.” There are cases where “knowing God” refers to growth through understanding of His Word, but here to “know him” means to know Him intimately through fellowship. Fellowship is always seen as the means for “obeying”, which lends credence to our position that “know” in this verse means “to be in fellowship with”. 

Verse 5a further confirms “know” as referring to fellowship, saying, “But if anyone obeys his word, God’s love is truly made complete in him.” Often, when we see the requirement for believers to produce love, fellowship will be shown as the means for doing it. Verse 5b adds, “This is how we know we are in him...”, which could refer to our being in union with Christ, but does not in this case, as per verse 6, which says, “Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did.” We know we are “in him”, or “live in him”, when we “walk as Jesus did”. No one walks as Jesus did, apart from the Spirit of Jesus being the one doing the walking....which reflects the believer being in fellowship or “walking in the Spirit”. “Living in him”, or “abiding in him”, then, refers to fellowship, not to our being eternally ensconced in Him through salvation.

1st John 2:7-14. Verses 7-11: We will not spend much time on this passage, because it is clear and without controversy. Read this passage. It refers to the “light”, which represents fellowship, and to the “dark” which stands for carnality...or being out of fellowship (these are cited in 1st John 1). The “old” command he is giving is to love God, and to love fellow believers. The “new” command tells how this is done: by walking in the light. Walking in the light is walking in fellowship, so that God can produce His love in us. The old command to “love” is overshadowed by the new one: “Stay in fellowship so you CAN love”.

Verses 12-14 show the status of the believers to whom John is writing. They are saved and in fellowship, prompting John to recognize those at any level who have had their sins forgiven through confession, who know God, and who are living in the Word of God. Some have even overcome the evil one through super-maturity.

1st John 2:15-17. Read this passage. In verses 12-14 above, John recognized believers who were walking in the Spirit. Now in 15-17 he cautions against “walking in the world”, either through refusal of God’s truth and training, or through carnality, which is the absence of fellowship. Refusal of the Word is typical of any believer who is not controlled by the Spirit. Furthermore, the Holy Spirit will not “teach” a carnal believer, so the Scripture will seem like nonsense to him. The world is not only Satan’s home, but he controls it, as we have seen in previous studies, and he uses it incessantly to draw believers away from God and into sin. Any believer who is not in fellowship will inevitably be attracted to and attached to...the world. Love for the world indicates a loss of fellowship (as per v. 15, which says, “If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him”).

Verse 16 tells us that the world is filled with elements crafted to do our spiritual lives in, and send us off into sinful or self-righteous patterns that cause us to refuse what God’s grace offers. This is true for unbelievers and believers. The objective for unbelievers is to prevent them from believing in Christ. The goal for believers is to keep them away from God’s power, which is acquired through confession and faith. 

V. 17 discloses that the world is passing away, but “the man who does the will of God lives forever.” What is the will of God for mankind? The answer is found in 2 Pet. 3:9b, which says, “He is patient with you, not wanting [not willing for] anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” He wants everyone to be saved. Those who believe, who fulfill this “will” of God, will live forever.

 1st John 2:18-27. In this passage, John introduces the antichrist, and begins a theme of warning against false teachers. Much of what he will say from this point through chapter 4 has to do with the difference between the messages, practices, and standards of these false teachers and those of spiritual believers. Read this passage. We will comment only on verses where the content needs explanation. 

Verses 20-21 begins to show the contrast between false teachers and believers who are maturing and walking in the Spirit. These believers have the “anointing” of the Holy Spirit, which means they have received the “truth” from Him. John acknowledges their growth and shows how different they are from the false teachers, who are “unbelievers”...denying the Father and the Son (v. 22-23). In verse 24 John cautions them to keep what they have learned close to them, informing them that this will teach them how to “remain in [fellowship with] the Son and the Father”. Then in verse 25, he reminds them that they have eternal life, and adds in verse 26 that those with eternal life are targets for the purveyors of Satan’s lies. In verse 26 he also reminds these believers that they must take the knowledge he cited in verse 21 and use it to resist the taunts of those who would lead them astray.

The anointing they had received from God remained in them, according to verse 27, and they did not require much new information, but they would always need to take care to “remain in him”, or walk in the Spirit; and they would need to process (by faith) what they had learned and be prepared to apply it to their experience. He also wanted them to be open to further teaching, even though they had great knowledge, to refresh their understanding and keep them sharp for the discernment of false messages.

1st John 2:28-30. The “abiding” theme resumes in verse 28, saying, “And now, dear children, continue in him, so that when he appears we may be confident and unashamed before him at his coming.” One good reason for remaining in fellowship is so that we will not be embarrassed when He comes for us. We would certainly be ashamed to face Jesus Christ, if—at the time He comes—we are separated from the power and influence of His Spirit due to the presence of sins on our record. If all sins are confessed and we are walking in the Spirit, we will be fully “confident and unashamed at His coming”.

Verse 29 uses the term “born of him”, which—as we said above—specifies the standing of a person who has believed in Christ. But notice what else the verse says, that can be confusing: “If you know that he is righteous, you know that everyone who does what is right has been born of him.” John is saying, “Think about it. You know that Jesus Christ is righteous, so look at false teachers; they cannot walk in fellowship, because they do not have the indwelling Holy Spirit within them. They are UNBELIEVERS! The only ones who can be in fellowship and DO WHAT IS RIGHT are believers, which the false teachers are not.” So John is circling back to the topic of spotting evil messengers...those false teachers...to warn the “dear children” to be wary of them. 

NOTE: When John talks about the false teachers, or their position, he refers to them as “unbelievers”. When he talks about his readers, he designates them as “believers in fellowship” (or at least believers who are capable of attaining fellowship). He is warning them, as we shall verify soon, that false teachers want to put the fellowship of believers into jeopardy.

ALSO NOTE: When John is referring to his audience of believers, he uses personal pronouns in the first or second person: “you”, “we”, “us”, etc. In rare instances, he uses impersonal pronouns for believers, such as “anyone” or “someone”. But observe: He ALWAYS uses either impersonal pronouns (“anyone”, “someone”, “whoever”) or third-person personal pronouns (“they”, “them”) for false teachers, whom he cites as unbelievers. He is reflecting a distinction between believers and unbelievers (especially false teachers), and declaring that his audience is composed of believers.

Back to verse 29. Looking at the second part of this verse, we see, “...everyone who does what is right has been born of him.” John cites those who are righteous as having been “born of God”. This begins a contrast between unbelieving false teachers and believers in fellowship. He wants to show the great distance between the worst condition—that of being a false-teaching unbeliever—with the best condition, which is a believer in fellowship. He did not include carnal believers in this comparison, because they look too much like unbelievers for the distinction to be clear. He is holding the worst and the best side-by-side to accentuate the contrast.

1st John 3:1-10. This section sharpens the contrast between believers in fellowship and unbelieving false teachers. This is broken down, as follows: Verses 1-3 describe believers in fellowship; verses 4-9 describe the behavior of false teachers, simultaneously deepening the contrast of them with believers, while warning against listening to them.

Verses 1-3: John begins this passage by calling his readers, “children of God”, emphatically declaring, “And that is what we are!” We are more than recipients of God’s love...it has been “lavished” upon us, giving us all the privileges of grace. The world cannot understand us, because its population is dominated by unbelievers. They do not know God, and therefore cannot know us. In verse 2 John reiterates the label: “children of God”, and assures them of a future with Christ. Then in verse 3 he encourages these children of God to stay pure, just as Christ is pure. In other words, he is reminding them to confess their sins, so that they will be purified and reinvigorated to “do what is right” (2:29b). This is the status and privilege of believers.

Verses 4-10: John provides a depiction of unbelievers (especially those who are teaching lies) and slips in a note or two on the difference between them and righteous believers. This is one of the trickiest passages in 1st John, and requires careful consideration. It is also rich in meaning, once the fog is cleared (reminiscent of a “7-8 resolution” in a musical work). We will take our time analyzing this passage.

Verse 4. Anyone who violates God’s standards is sinning.

Verse 5. Jesus Christ came to take away “our” sins, meaning the sins of those who accept the work He accomplished by believing in Him...this would apply to believers, but is potential for every human being. Notice the phrase “in him is no sin”. This seems to mean, on the surface, that Christ is without sin, a fact well-established in Scripture. But it would also be true that those who are “in Him”, meaning “in fellowship with Him”, will not be sinning for as long as they remain that way. Unfortunately, the simplest negative choice can take us out of fellowship, so we can never be smug about our state. We tend to sin, and it is never far off.

Verse 6. Here is the crux of the problem. The question which this passage evokes is this: Will believers sin? John has already answered this question unequivocally in chapter 1. We will assuredly sin. Yet this verse clearly says, “No one who lives in him keeps on sinning. No one who continues to sin has either seen him or known him.” The first phrase is easy enough: Anyone who stays in fellowship (“lives in him”) will not sin. But then John enfolds false-teaching unbelievers into the discussion by saying, “No one who continues to sin has either seen him or known him.” In context, “continues to sin” means to “sin as the false teachers and/or unbelievers do”. They have never “seen him or known him”, because they are lost and without God in the world. What is this saying? It is telling us that believers cannot sin as believers do. We’ll explain.

Believers commit the same sins as unbelievers. My sin-reminder list that I use to assist me in confession contains virtually all the sins frequently committed by others, both believers and unbelievers. My sins are no different from those of unbelievers. But they are different. The question is “in what way”? To sin as an unbeliever sins, I would have to be an unbeliever. When I became a believer, all my sins were erased; yet I still sin with a fair degree of regularity. My sin, however, takes place in a new arena. It is my Father’s role to train me—as His child—through correction and discipline. But my sin will NEVER CONDEMN ME. An unbeliever’s sins, on the other hand, take place outside of God’s family. It is certain that I can never sin, or “continue to sin”, as a non-member of the royal family.

So verse 6b is saying, “No believer continues to sin in the way and within the grounds that false teachers do. They have neither seen God nor known Him...they are unbelievers!” 

Verse 6 cites believers as being in union with Christ, who are also in fellowship with Him. Both their position (saved) and condition (in fellowship) are properly aligned. We are in union with Him, so we cannot sin under the flag of “unbeliever”. And if we are in fellowship, we will not sin because the One who indwells us also controls us, keeping us from sinning (for as long as we are “pure”, which, alas, may be a short time). We will have more to say about “sinning as false teachers (or unbelievers) do” in verse 9 and in 5:18.

Verse 7. The “false-teaching” crowd is populated by unbelievers. But you can be sure that carnal and apostate believers can also join the fight against God. John says, “Dear children, do not let anyone lead you astray.” This would include believers who propagate lies, as well as unbelievers. Who can we trust? Who is right, even in the interpretation of 1st John? Who can we listen to? There are many views and interpretations. Which one is correct? Here is the answer: It is the one who comes from a genuine thirst for God and a desire to feature and honor Him. 

True teachers would obviously not include those who claim that Jesus is not the Savior. But there are others who subtly weaken believers by building in misleading messages in their teachings. They will make unimportant issues seem important, and ignore the heart of God’s truths for living. Such charlatans would include those that espouse and exalt programs or practices or campaigns or stars-of-stage-and-field that promote “human righteousness”, rather than divine good. God’s truths points to GOD, so when a “teacher” uses “I” more than He uses “God” or “Christ”, give him a wide berth. When loyalty is demanded to an institution or movement and not to the true and living God, walk...no, run...away! Causes such as abortion and gay marriage and drug addiction and a myriad of other “moral” concerns, are just that...attempts at morality...efforts to clean up Satan’s world. These are distractions from the real focus, which is GOD HIMSELF! If we focus on God FIRST, all the other issues will be resolved according to His will. And any attempts at making the world a better place will be directed by Him.

False teachers lead us into sin and away from God, or into schemes to get us to generate our own righteousness so we can try to impress God (and assuredly fail). False teachers can do a great deal of damage, even from the pulpit, and they must be identified. John is saying, “Let NO ONE lead you astray”! As believers, our role is to do what is right, which is to stay in fellowship and attend our growth by learning God’s truths for living and enduring His training program. If our source for truth emphasizes God, His power, His plan, His will, His mercy and grace, His provision...then we will grow. If it is about grand schemes and programs, the best of human ingenuity, or systems of human betterment, we may find in them ways to “serve” in some fleshly way, but we will not grow, and our fruit will be minimal, if there is any at all.

Verse 8. “He who does what is sinful is of the devil.” This applies to believers and unbelievers. Those who sin are serving Satan. (Hopefully, you have read the complete treatise on sin: Killing Sin before Sin Kills You: A Survival Guide.) He is the Father of sin, and his messengers are leading us into sinful behavior, often in the name of morality. Human good, if you have read previous studies, is always bad! Sin, we can see clearly, but human good is attractive and harder to spot, which makes recognizing false teachers very difficult. Watch for sinful behavior from the teacher and watch for any lack of focus on God...these will help to discern any lies. We MUST evaluate our teachers, perhaps even severely, because lies will lead us to sin.  

The last part of verse 8 tells us that Jesus came to destroy Satan’s work in all its iterations. When we engage Him to do this work, He will use His power to confront the supernatural power and genius that Satan brings to the fight. We better leave such heavy lifting to God.

Verse 9. “No one who is born of God will continue to sin, because God’s seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning, because he has been born of God.” Here is the second time we are hearing that those who continue to sin are not “born of God”. This does not mean that believers will never sin, as we have seen. It simply means that those who “continue to sin” in the way unbelievers do...e.g., not believing in Christ and conducting lives that are without God, are not “born of God”. Those who are “born of God”...believers...cannot sin the way unbelievers do, because “God’s seed remains” in them. God’s seed is the Holy Spirit, who indwells us permanently at salvation. The sins of those who are born of God are different from those of unbelievers, because the Holy Spirit is present within those who have believed.

Once again, John is trying to isolate false teachers, and using various means to identify them, such as crass or persistent sin patterns. Even if the teacher is correct in some of his premises, we would not want to listen to someone who is not following his own advice. Standards for teachers are high and inflexible. If they are believers, they must be mature ones, walking in the Spirit, as they should be instructing others to do. On the other hand, unbelieving teachers, or even carnal teachers who have walked away from God, will be against faith, against godly love (as opposed to humanistic love), and against attention to God...placing the focus on man.

Verse 10 provides a little more insight into the criteria for identifying false teachers. John says that unbelieving false teachers will not “do what is right”. They are not children of God, and love neither God nor His children. If a teacher is haughty or hostile, avoid him. If he is behaving sinfully, do not listen to him. Keep searching for the gifted and spiritually-qualified teacher that God has equipped to dig the truth out of Scripture, who can then explain it to you.

1st John 3:11-15. This passage treats the subject of love, and shows the contrast between believers in fellowship and unbelieving false teachers. This comparison is not between believers-in-general and unbelievers, but between believers in fellowship and unbelievers. John is focusing on the differences between believers who are walking in the Spirit and unbelievers (unbelievers are completely dominated by Satan, the world, and their sinful nature). Unbelievers vs. believers in fellowship is where the greatest dissimilarities exist.

Verse 11 says, “This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another.” The message that John gave in the beginning (chapter 1) is love. But the word “love” does not appear, as such, in chapter 1. So why is John saying here that love was the topic in “the beginning”? This is because love and fellowship are equated throughout the New Testament. To mention love is to imply fellowship; fellowship is the prerequisite of love. Undoubtedly, godly love can only be created through fellowship. This is because fellowship puts the Holy Spirit in charge of our hearts, and He is the one who produces divine love through us. Love is a fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-23). So John’s message, with its roots in fellowship, is this: “Love one another.” In effect, he is saying: “Stay in fellowship.” 

Verse 12-15. Read this passage. John is contrasting the attitude/posture of a believer in fellowship with that of an unbeliever. Where is wrong done? It is done by unbelievers or believers out of fellowship. But John is comparing true “righteousness”, which can only be done by a believer in fellowship, with the “unrighteousness” of unbelievers. In this passage, he wants to isolate and target a specific group of highly-destructive unbelievers: false teachers. And he wants to show the difference between them and righteous believers.

Verse 12 begins the passage with this: 

Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own actions were evil and his brother’s were righteous.

Cain was an unbeliever, and his brother was a “righteous” believer (translated to us as a believer “in fellowship”). Verse 13 discloses that the unrighteous, including believers out of fellowship (though this latter is not John’s emphasis here), hate the righteous. This is why he says, “Do not be surprised if the world hates you.” The world represents the unrighteous—unbelievers—who hate believers in fellowship (as can believers out of fellowship, but—again—this is not the point here). And how are believers in fellowship identified? Verse 14 answers, “We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers. Anyone who does not love remains in death.” Eph. 5:8-18 gives a vivid picture of “death” of this kind, and makes it clear that it represents the condition of a believer out of fellowship. “Life”, then, would be a condition of being in fellowship. Record this: “Anyone who does not love remains in death”...is carnal and remains that way until he returns to fellowship. Incidentally, hailing back to former studies, we remind you that the primary means for expressing divine love is through the exercise of our gifts. (See Step by Step toward Surrender: Getting the Fullness of God, pp. 2-4, for more on gifted service and love.) 

Verse 15 then describes unbelievers, among whom are the false teachers, and says of them, “Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him.” “Brother” here would not be a “Christian brother”, because the reference is to an “unbelieving murderer” who has no eternal life...is not saved...and is certainly no brother to believers. Such a person is condemned, and without possession of the Spirit. And their posture is clear: Unbelievers have an abiding hatred for believers in fellowship. The converse is likely true as well: they will get along fine with believers out of fellowship, who may look just like them.

John is contrasting unbelievers, who can ONLY sin, with believers in fellowship, who WILL NOT sin (for as long as they remain in fellowship). (Keep in mind that the purpose of GROWTH is to enable us to sustain fellowship for longer periods as our faith strengthens, which increases our ability to deal with sin. Greater maturity enables greater spirituality! You MUST read Killing Sin before Sin Kills You: A Survival Guide.)

1st John 3:16-20. Please read these verses. In verse 16 John gives us the model for love, which is Jesus Christ. Understanding this love is the basis for super-maturity, and love is the greatest doctrine we can learn. God’s love is central to His plan for mankind, as well as to His plan for each believer, and to His relationship with His children. The final step in growth is knowing God’s love (Eph. 3:16-19). (Also see Step by Step toward Surrender: Getting the Fullness of God, especially the chapter, “Getting the Fullness of God”, beginning on p. 32. Note particularly pages 40-53.)

Here in verse 16, John tells his readers that our objective should be to have the same kind of love that Jesus has, and be willing to sacrifice our lives for other believers. But what does this mean? As we have discussed in previous studies, the greatest expression of a believer’s love is the exercise of his gift. These are the God-supplied media for love and service. Verses 17-18 reflects the operation of these gifts, as we will see.
Verses 17-20. In verse 17 “giving” is provided as an example of “gifted functioning”. Someone with the gift of making money should be exercising this gift by supporting and sustaining fellow-believers who need it. Whatever our gifts are, if we are not exercising them, we are not “loving”. Gifted service expresses love, and is the way in which we “lay down our lives for out brothers”. Verse 18 prompts us to “action”, motivated and guided by the truth of God’s Word. Talk is cheap, but God-directed service is valuable and fruitful. The term “with actions” refers to the fruit of the Spirit, which is derived from fellowship. Love comes from the Holy Spirit. The term “in truth” points to love coming through maturity, which occurs through understanding of God’s Word and endurance of the training God puts us through.

Verse 19 indicates that fellowship and maturity are possible, because we “belong to the truth”. False teachers want us to embrace their lies, but if we truly seek God and find and receive the truth...and walk in it...we will grow and become productive through our closer relationship with God. Those who truly “belong to the truth” are rare. These represent believers who truly want God and search for His truths for living with devoted consistency. Believers who belong to the truth are usually seen as weird and maladjusted, because the world does not have the same view of life and reality that they do. The lives of those who truly embrace God’s truth are likely to be arduous and difficult, until they reach the pinnacle of maturity, when the gates of heaven’s bounty will open to them. (See Killing Sin before Sin Kills You: A Survival Guide, pp. 150-155.)

The second part of verse 19, along with verse 20 continues by saying that those belonging to the truth (spiritual and maturing believers) are at ease in God’s presence, because they are forgiven and growing, instead of standing before Him with low confidence because there are sins on their records. When John says that our hearts “condemn us”, he is not talking about self-judgment for sins we have committed (called “confession”), but about the condition of an uncleansed heart that is stained by sin. As long as this heart holds on to sins, without confession, we will not be at ease before God. There is that uneasy feeling that we know we are being observed while we are doing something wrong. On the other hand, if our hearts are clean, we will have, as we see in verses 21-22, “confidence before God and receive from him anything we ask, because we obey his commands and do what pleases him.”

The confidence of verses 21-22 is not just a comfort with oneself or one’s state before God, although it is that. It is also confidence in God, which enables us to pray effectively. We get what we ask when we pray the “prayer of faith”, because it matches God’s will. We are praying for what He wants to provide. This kind of faith comes from “obeying” (by using grace techniques) and “pleasing Him” (by walking in His Spirit).

1st John 3:23-24. Verse 23 says, “And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us.” This is actually two commands: one for unbelievers and one for believers. The commandment for unbelievers is to believe in Jesus Christ and be born again. The commandment for believers is to “love”, which is a call for them to “stay in fellowship”...where—and only where—love can be produced. 

Verse 24 tells us that those who obey both of these commands “live in him and he in them”, which refers to “abiding” in Him, or staying in fellowship, which we are qualified to do because we have “believed” in Him. We are in union with Him forever as a result of salvation, and now we can walk in fellowship with Him. When we “obey” the command to confess our sins, and follow His pathway to maturity, we will walk in fellowship, walk by faith, and walk in the truth. Otherwise, even though the Holy Spirit will always be in us, He may not always be “at home” there. The implication of His “living” in us is that He will also control us. 
In previous studies, we showed that His “living” in us is different from His “indwelling” us. “Living” includes controlling the space where He lives, which He does NOT do when we are out of fellowship. How do we know He controls us when we are in fellowship? “We know it by the Spirit he gave us.” We know it because He says it is so. The Spirit is our source for all divine knowledge, and He has made it easy for us to access this knowledge by giving it to us in a book...the Bible. We know that we can have fellowship, because the Bible says so. When the Bible speaks, and we listen, we are hearing the voice of the Holy Spirit, and we should listen.

1st John 4:1-6. Verse 1. “Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world.” John again reminds his audience that the presence of false teachers necessitates a sifting, not only of teachers, but of the information they bring. We will recognize false teachers first of all by their behavior (as per chapter 3), and also by their messages, or the “spirit” of what they say. If the spirit points to God and His power and provision, we can embrace it. If it points to man’s ability and ingenuity and achievement and programs, and/or if it leads to sin, we must reject it. If the spirit points to God and His power and provision, then we can embrace it.

Verses 2-6. This passage describes true and false messages, and shows us that those who are “from God” (believers in fellowship and maturing) are listening to the Word and seeking truth. They want to be close to God. John distinguishes mature and spiritual believers from unbelievers, saying that believers who want the truth are the ones who will get it, and those who have it recognize the Giver of truth. Read through this passage. The meaning is clear, I believe.

1st John 4:7-21. In this passage, John takes a breather from the work of evaluating false teachers, to extol and celebrate the love of God. What a rich topic this is, and much deserving of our attention in the future. This passage tells us that love is a product of fellowship, and that this love comes from God. When we understand and believe God’s love, I believe we will open doors of grace that will propel us to new heights spiritually. By understanding God’s love...or the love of Christ...we can acquire the fullness of God (See Step by Step toward Surrender: Getting the Fullness of God). But knowledge of this love is not mastered in a single lesson. It is the result of extensive growth and training, and takes sustained commitment, based on a true desire for God.

By participating in God’s love through fellowship and growth, we develop love for each other. Those who love others get this love from God. Verse 7 says the following:

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God [is a believer] and knows God [has learned the truth and understands God’s love].

Love is the outcropping of our relationship with God. If we are in harmony with Him, and are aligned with His will, we will have His love flowing from the well-spring of His Spirit within us. And when we love others, we will serve them. This means that the gifts that we have come to recognize within ourselves will be operating as an expression of our love for others. When we exercise our gifts in service for fellow believers, we will be loving them. (Satan would like for us to “generalize” love, to keep us from functioning in our specific gifted areas. Don’t be misled. Stay with your gift and use it enthusiastically and faithfully.) 

Watch for fellowship messages in this passage, such as that given in verses 16b and 17, which says, “God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him. In this way, love is made complete among us...” Be aware that our objective is not to try to push ourselves to love, but to understand God’s love, which is the impetus for our love. And remember that, “Whoever loves God must also love his brother” (v. 21b). If we are loving our Christian brothers and sisters, as evidenced by the operation of our gifts, then we can know that we are loving God as well.

The only part of this passage that might need clarification is found in verses 13-15. Verse 13a says, “We know that we live in him...” Notice the use of the first-person, personal pronoun, “we”. This indicates that this message is for believers, and therefore “live in him” is a reference to fellowship. Verse 14 adds, “And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world.” Believers are aware that Jesus Christ is the Savior. 

But then look at verse 15, where John shifts from a message concerning believers to one targeted toward unbelievers, by saying, “If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of God, God lives in him and he in God.” Note the third-person, impersonal pronoun, “anyone”. This speaks to a specific category of homo sapiens, known as “unbelievers”, who can become believers by acknowledging Jesus as Savior. For those who do, God will come to “live in each one”, meaning that the Holy Spirit will come to indwell those who believe...and will place them into union with Christ. So the term “live in him” can be used in two ways: 1) for salvation or 2) for fellowship. Context will determine which usage applies. In this case, it refers to salvation. 

1st John 5:1-5. This passage is easier to understand, in my opinion, when it is taken from last to first...or in reverse order. The conclusion is that only believers can overcome the world (v. 5), which occurs as a result of everything that is described in verses 1-4. We begin with the conclusion.

Verse 5. This is the conclusion, which is, “Who is he that overcomes the world? Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.” This excludes unbelievers and includes believers. We know that overcoming the world is possible only for believers in fellowship, but we’ll get to that. The conclusion in verse 5 matches the introduction in verse 1, which says, “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and everyone who loves the father loves his child as well.” Unbelievers who believe in Christ will be born again and saved. Everyone who accepts God accepts His Son, as well. By believing, an unbeliever becomes a child of God, who is qualified to become, as well, a lover of the Father and the Son.

Working backwards: Verse 4b says, “This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith.” Faith is the key to salvation, and after that it is the key to the victorious Christian life. Confession gets us into fellowship; the operation of a maturing faith keeps us there...i.e., time in fellowship is commensurate with the strength of our faith. When we are in fellowship and growing, we are moving toward victory while we are alive in this world. In a long-range sense, victory over the world is guaranteed when Jesus returns. But we are concerned about life as we are currently living it. We look forward to the ultimate victory, but that is not yet. 

Verse 4a says, “...for everyone born of God overcomes the world.” On its face, this  would be saying that all believers overcome the world, but this is not so. Sometimes the world overpowers believers. Confusion at this point is not with the scripture itself, but with the translation. This part of verse 4 is not referring to a “person”. The problem is with the translation of “everyone”, which is actually “everything”. This passage is saying that everything that is invented or introduced by God (“born of God”) “overcomes the world”. That which God causes (v. 4a) brings victory (v. 4b). But we don’t always participate, do we? 

Backing up another step to verse 3b, we see that “his commands are not burdensome”. This is because He provides for their fulfillment. This is part of “everything born of God” that we saw in verse 4. Jesus said, “...my yoke is easy” (Matt. 11:30), meaning that any cross we bear is light IF IT IS HIS, because we relinquish it to Him by faith. This is the victory which HE brings...over Satan, over circumstances, over fear, over sin, over our own nature. As Prov. 21:31 says, “The horse is made ready for the day of battle, but victory rests with the Lord.” Our battle is giving the battle to Him, which is much harder than it sounds, as we discovered in Step by Step toward Surrender: Getting the Fullness of God. To have this kind of victory takes profuse training and growth.

Verse 3a says, “This is love for God: to obey his commands.” Love for God is constructed on the foundation of “obeying his commands”. Commands must be seen in the light of our present Age—which is that of grace and the Spirit. These commands are not laws or prohibitions; they are part of the grace era, and can be summarized as this: “Stay in fellowship and keep growing. Use all the grace assets and methods to move closer to God and live in His power.” Love for God is built on these commands...on fellowship and maturity. Without them, no love for God will happen, because we are left with only the “flesh” to generate it. Godly love must originate with God.

Verse 2 complements the point of verse 3a, saying, “This is how we know that we love the children of God: by loving God and carrying out his commands.” We fulfill our “love” requirements by following grace commands.

Verse 1 tells us that only believers can love other believers with godly love, which is the result of following His commands to stay clean and grow. As we mature, we love God more, and therefore receive spiritual impetus to love His children more as well.

1st John 5:6-15. These verses give a description of the gospel...the good news that Jesus Christ came to complete the work of satisfying the justice of His Father, to allow those who believe in Him and His work to become members of His family as children of God. The result of this is eternal life (v. 11), which John assures his readers that they have. Verse 13 gives the conclusion for verses 1-12, saying, “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life.” He is saying, “I want you to know—my purpose is that you know—that you have eternal life. There is no question or doubt about it!” 

So we have come full circle regarding sin and our eternal position. Chapter 1 told us that we will sin, but we may confess it and be restored to fellowship. The beginning of chapter 2 informed us that we have the best defense attorney in all existence speaking on our behalf, even though we sin. Chapters 3 and 4 brought up the question as to whether believers can sin, which was settled in the affirmative. And now we have firm word that we have eternal life, even though we sin. We have temporal life, whereby sin is taken care of by confession, and we have eternal life, which is ours regardless of what happens after salvation in our temporal life. Eternal life belongs to all believers.

1st John 5:14-15. Not only do we have confidence for eternity, but we can have confidence in time, as well. Verse 14-15 says the following: 

This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears. And if we know that he hears us—whatever we ask—we know that we have what we asked of him.

When we 1) have faith enough to pray the prayer of faith, as per James 5:15, which means we are in fellowship and current in our studies; and 2) pray according to His will, which requires the perspicacity of great maturity...we will get what we ask for. We get what we request, because we know what God wants to give us, and that is what we ask for. (See Bible Basics on Being Devoted to Prayer: Pathway to the Throne, pages 55-67 for more on the prayer of faith and praying according to God’s will.) This privilege applies to super-mature believers, in my opinion, but I also believe that any of us can reach this level.

1st John 5:16-18. Once again, we are taken into difficult terrain in verses 16-18. What is God telling us? Verses 16-17 help us distinguish sins committed by believers from those of unbelievers. Verse 16 says this:

If anyone sees his brother commit a sin that does not lead to death, he should pray and God will give him life. I refer to those whose sin does not lead to death. There is a sin that leads to death. I am not saying that he should pray about that.

This passage seems to be an “open-range” for interpretation, and many scholars have ridden its reaches. But I am comfortable with one particular interpretation, because it aligns with a concept introduced by John earlier, which is that there are two categories of sin: one for sins committed by unbelievers, the other for the sins of believers. Here is our assumption: Sin resulting in death is that of unbelief, committed by unbelievers. (They commit other sins, also, but the sin referenced here is that of rejection of Christ as Savior.) The death they experience is eternal condemnation. 

The sin that John is saying we can pray for is in the category of sins committed by believers, which are quite different from those of unbelievers, both in the act of initial unbelief toward Christ, and in the day-to-day sins that are committed. Believers sin within the family; unbelievers sin apart from the family, since they are not children of God. Each of them has a different field of operation. We must record for posterity that there is a difference between sins committed by believers and those committed by unbelievers; this is important to a correct interpretation of verse 18, coming up.

When John says, “There is a sin that leads to death. I am not saying that he should pray about that”, he is saying that we cannot pray for the sin of unbelievers, because they are sold out to the devil, and God gives them the freedom to operate without interference, except as it may affect His plan for believers (who are protected). And certainly, their rejection of Christ is a very personal decision, well beyond the reach of our prayers. On the other hand, we can and should pray for believers who are sinning, with the prospect that they will confess so that God can restore them to fellowship (spiritual “life”). The main point here is the difference between the sins of believers, and those of unbelievers. 

Verse 18 says, “We know that anyone born of God does not continue to sin; the one who was born of God keeps him safe, and the evil one cannot harm him.” I have seen a number of translations and interpretations of this verse, and believe that the one which makes the most sense is this: The term “one”, not really in the original language, fits an insertion of “One”, meaning Jesus Christ, who is contrasted with the “evil one” (seen here as one who wants to do us harm). Jesus protects us; Satan tries to destroy us. “Anyone born of God” is the obvious designation for a believer. This one does not continue to sin. But which kind of sin is this talking about, since John has said before that believers DO sin? Obviously, this refers to the kind of sin that only unbelievers can commit, beginning with the sin of unbelief toward Christ, and proceeding with personal sins of all kinds...sins quite different in context from those of believers. 

There are some other conditions causing differences in the sins of believers and unbelievers, including the fact that believers now have certain new assets: the convicting presence of the Holy Spirit, a new awareness based on Scripture as it is learned, divine discipline given as correction, divine protection, and more.

The point of verse 18: A believer cannot “continue to sin” as unbelievers do, especially the “false prophets” of 4:1. It is impossible for them. And because they are believers, they have certain protections from God. For example, their eternal life is protected. The main point established in this verse is that believers can sin, but not the same as unbelievers. They are “born of God”, yet they are not perfect. Recall: Sins executed by the children of God will be handled in the family.

1st John 5:19-20. Verse 19-20 gives us the following:

We know that we are children of God, and that the whole world is under the control of the evil one. We know also that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding, so that we may know him who is true. And we are in him who is true—even in his Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal life.

V. 19 begins by telling us that we KNOW we are children of God, living in a world controlled by Satan. Verse 20 adds a dimension by saying that believers who are in fellowship and growing are that way because they have received UNDERSTANDING, and have therefore come to KNOW the One who is true...who is Himself eternal life. Once we have settled that we are believers and that we have eternal life, we can focus our energies and attentions on seeing and knowing who it is that has provided this for us. “We are in him” means that we are in union with Jesus Christ forever, and it should also mean that we are walking in fellowship with Him.

1st John 5:21. “Dear children, keep yourselves from idols.” This is John’s final appeal: for his readers to avoid anything or anyone who distracts them from their faith or that retards their growth. Idols are anything that pulls us away from God, even things that are seemingly innocuous. If we want God and seek Him with all our hearts, there will be nothing more important than Him...without exception. This is where the goats are separated from the sheep. 

 Conclusion. John’s hope was to acquaint us with forgiveness, fellowship, the love of God, and the eternal security of every believer. He dissected the types of sin and showed the extreme distance between “evil” and “righteousness”, as exhibited respectively by unbelievers (representing evil), and believers in fellowship (representing righteousness). He also wanted us to recognize and guard against false teachers, and this may have been his greatest concern. He knew the damage that can be done by those who deceive, confuse, and manipulate people through their lies. We must watch messengers closely and evaluate their messages carefully, so as not to be misled by false prophets. Test the spirits.

