4

So That You May Know: The Marks of Gospel Living

1 John

The Bible is beautiful and rich and powerful and transcendent in many respects and for many reasons, but one that often stands out is the stark honesty of the Scriptures.  In Genesis, we've clearly seen that even the patriarchs themselves—heroes of the faith, even—are deeply flawed, sinful men.  David, the king God himself wanted on the throne, was a bad king, a bad husband, and a bad father.  The prophets struggle with faithfulness and devotion to God and trust in him; Elijah sees almost a thousand false prophets slaughtered after an overwhelming display of the true God's power, and then he runs and hides in fear because Jezebel wanted him dead.  If not for our own matching experience, it would be laughable.

The place in the Scriptures where the stark, even brutal, honesty is seen most clearly is the Psalms.  You would think that the collected hymnal of Israel would be nothing but syrupy-sweet rainbows-and-lollipops praise songs.  Yet, we read things like Psalm 6:2-7:

 Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am languishing; heal me, O Lord, for my bones are troubled. My soul also is greatly troubled. But you, O Lord— how long? Turn, O Lord, deliver my life; save me for the sake of your steadfast love. For in death there is no remembrance of you; in Sheol who will give you praise? I am weary with my moaning; every night I flood my bed with tears; I drench my couch with my weeping. My eye wastes away because of grief; it grows weak because of all my foes. Psalm 6:2-7 (ESV) 

The Old Testament deals openly and forthrightly with human struggles and weaknesses, and the New Testament is no different.  1 John is written with a particular pastoral concern in mind: John wants his readers to be confident and assured in the reality of their salvation.  Surely everyone here who is a believer has faced some period of questioning or doubting; no doubt we've all asked the questions before at some point: “Was it real?  Was I just going through the motions?  Why do I still fight with this same sin?  Shouldn't I be different or better or holier?  I don't feel like I think I should; does that mean I'm not the Lord's?”

In this letter, John lays the foundation of the Christian life: the gospel.  He then describes the three marks of the Christian life: obedience (or holiness), love, and truth.

The Christian life is forever and always grounded in the gospel (1:1-2:2).

It's particularly instructive that John doesn't go straight into the marks of a gospel-affected life.  It would seem to make sense to do so, since the matter of assurance is no mere academic exercise.  However, John's readers were being plagued and bombarded by false teachings and false teachers who were giving their own competing ideas about what being a Christian really looked like.  You'd think John would get straight to the differences between the truth and the lies of the false teachers.

Instead, John begins with the gospel.  His authority to teach as he does and the content of everything he teaches is grounded in the gospel.  In doing so, John reminds us again that we must always look to what God has done first as the basis for any and every part of the Christian life.

(1) The gospel is not the invention of men (1:1-4).

John begins this letter in a similar way to how he began the gospel account that bears his name.  John 1:1 begins with “In the beginning was the Word”; 1 John 1:1 begins, “That which was from the beginning.”  He then adds phrases that describe his relationship with this eternal God: “[that] which we heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon and touched with our hands...”  The Second Person of the Trinity, the eternal Son of God, became flesh and dwelt among us, John wrote in John 1:14.  John is basically saying, “I heard the God who was from the beginning with my own ears.  I saw him with my own eyes.  I handled him with my own two hands.”  Who could question John's teaching about Jesus, when he was called by Jesus himself in the flesh to follow him and equipped by Jesus himself for the task of establishing the foundation of the church (Ephesians 2:20)?

In asserting the fact that he was an eyewitness to Jesus' Person and work, John is also reinforcing the fact that he's not making anything up (as opposed to the false teachers).  He's teaching what he himself was shown and taught, not some fantasy story he and Peter and the boys decided to make up one night after getting trashed at the Galilean tavern.  The gospel is true because the God who is Truth himself (John 14:6) revealed it to John, who taught it to his readers (and, by extension, to us).  Think of Jesus' willingness to prove himself to Thomas: “Then he said to Thomas, 'Put your finger here, and see my hands; and put out your hand, and place it in my side. Do not disbelieve, but believe.' Thomas answered him, 'My Lord and my God!' ” (John 20:27-28 ESV).

Our hope and assurance in the gospel, then, begins with the fact that it is the gracious revelation of God himself, not a pie-in-the-sky wishful-thinking, shot-in-the-dark pipe dream.  The God who cannot lie (Titus 1:2) revealed it to human beings, and he has given proof after proof of it, including men and women who saw, heard, and handled Jesus in the flesh.

(2) The gospel humbles men in their sin (1:5-10).

John then presents the gospel as the distinction between a perfectly pure and holy God with a wicked and sinful humanity.  John frequently uses the imagery of light and darkness in his writings (John 3, John 8, et al.). 

Here, John emphasizes the utter and pure holiness of God (“God is light, and in him is no darkness at all,” 1:5).  Even as Christians, we cannot and must not forget nor downplay the complete and utter holiness of God.  This drastically raises our view of God and drastically crushes our view of ourselves (where both belong).

John shows us how we ought to see ourselves.  We cannot act as we please with no regard to God's holiness and claim to be his at the same time; if God has no darkness in him at all, then how can we walk in darkness and say we're in light?  It's nonsense.  It's ridiculous.  It's a lie.  Walking in the light does not mean we are perfectly sinless, though; in fact, to say that we don't have any sin is to accuse God of lying.  Do not think so highly of yourself as to think you are immune from sin and temptation; as Paul warned the Corinthians: “Therefore let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall.” (1 Corinthians 10:12 ESV).

(3) The gospel frees men from the rule and guilt of sin over them (2:1-2).

John concludes his foundational comments by expressing the goal and desire of the Christian life: to not sin.  One of his purposes in writing was to encourage them to not sin.  Remember, he just got through saying that denying that you have sin makes you a liar, a fool, and an unbeliever.  Now, he says, you shouldn't sin.

Before the weight of that burden can get settled on your shoulders, however, John finishes his thought.  If anyone does sin (and who doesn't?), we have an advocate, a lawyer, an ambassador pleading our case before God the Father himself.  This Advocate is none other than Jesus Christ the Righteous One.  Who better to plead for us before the throne than the spotless, sinless, God-pleasing Son himself?

John grounds believers in the truth of the death and resurrection of Jesus.  We can never, ever outgrow, mature past, or move beyond the cross and the empty tomb.  Everything that we have and are as Christians is because the Lamb was slain for us.  Are you repenting and believing in Jesus?  If so, then who could possibly overturn what he did on the cross?

Mark #1: Obedience

So what, then, does the Christian life look like?  First of all, it is marked by obedience.  “And by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his commandments. Whoever says “I know him” but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him, but whoever keeps his word, in him truly the love of God is perfected. By this we may know that we are in him: whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked” 1 John 2:3-6 (ESV).

This is not a new teaching of John's; it is found in his gospel as well.  Jesus teaches the disciples, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments. (John 14:15 ESV).  In the next chapter, Jesus continues to emphasize the centrality of obedience to the Christian life: “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Abide in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love” (John 15:9-10 ESV).

Later, John gives further nuance to what obedience and holiness look like.  “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. For all that is in the world— the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the world. And the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever” (1 John 2:15-17 ESV).


“The world” can be used in several different senses, but the text clearly shows what is intended in this case: do not love the 
selfish, proud, greedy things that this world lusts after.  Love God and doing his work; he knows that you need things, and he 
will provide them as a good Father (Matthew 6:30-31).


The point is not that everyone is expected to live in dirt-floor shacks with stale bread and tepid water to live on.  The point is 
that Jesus is worth dirt-floor shacks, stale bread, and tepid water.  Remember, whoever or whatever you present yourself to 
obey, you are that thing or person's slave.  If you present yourself to obey the desires of the flesh, the desires of the eyes, and 
worldly things, you are enslaved to them.  If, however, you present yourself to obey Christ, then you are his slave.  The things 
of this world are received with thanksgiving and used to God's glory.

Living in obedience is borne out of the promise of Jesus' return.

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. If you know that he is righteous, you may be sure that everyone who practices righteousness has been born of him. 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. Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is. And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure. Everyone who makes a practice of sinning also practices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness. You know that he appeared to take away sins, and in him there is no sin. No one who abides in him keeps on sinning; no one who keeps on sinning has either seen him or known him. Little children, let no one deceive you. Whoever practices righteousness is righteous, as he is righteous. Whoever makes a practice of sinning is of the devil, for the devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil. No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed abides in him, and he cannot keep on sinning because he has been born of God. By this it is evident who are the children of God, and who are the children of the devil: whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God, nor is the one who does not love his brother. (1 John 2:28-3:10 ESV)

Jesus has come to destroy sin and death, “the works of the devil.”  When he comes again, we will be like him, because we will see him face-to-face as he is.  This is to motivate us to please him now by obeying him now, so that we will not be ashamed or regretful then.


Let me give an example of what John is teaching us to avoid.  It's like an assignment that a teacher gives on the first day of 
class.  The only thing is, this assignment isn't due until the last day of class.  What we should be doing, is working faithfully 
and diligently on this assignment throughout the semester, so that when the due date arrives, we can confidently turn in our 
work and be pleasing to our teacher.  What generally happens instead is that we keep telling ourselves we have plenty of time, 
that we'll start tomorrow or next week, and that it'll all be fine.  Then, a month before the due date, we panic and scramble 
and throw something together, only to be ashamed and doubtful when we hand in our work.

Don't live your Christian life as though holiness were an end-of-class assignment.  Live your Christian life as though holiness were expected by and pleasing to God, because it is.  There is a world of difference between obeying because you have to or else and obeying because you want nothing else than to make your beloved happy.  Fight against the tendency in your heart to procrastinate with holiness; fight to walk in the joy of obedience.

We must not forget John's foundational teaching, however.  John is not saying that perfect obedience is required to be (or stay) a Christian; rather, he teaches us to obey because perfect obedience has already been achieved in Jesus Christ.  Do not hear that obedience and holiness are expected of you and immediately look to yourself.  Start where John started you: at the cross.  If you see sin in your heart where there should be obedience, then repent of that sin, trust that Jesus has died and rose again for your forgiveness, and then you are in a position to walk in obedience.  Anything other than that is not gospel.

Mark #2: Love

The Christian life is also marked by love.  Here again we see “by this we know”; in this case, love for fellow Christians is a fruit and evidence of authentic faith.  We learn both the grounds and motivation for our love, as well as practical implications of loving our fellow believers.

In 2:7-11, John refers to a command that is both old and new in some sense.  He never explicitly states what this command is, but simply describes it as “the word that you have heard” (2:7).  In the context of the passage and of John's gospel, Jesus' “new command” is probably in view.

The command to “love one another” (John 13:35) is as old as the gospel itself, and yet in Christ it takes on new dimensions.  “You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord” (Leviticus 19:18 ESV) takes on a whole new meaning with Christ's self-sacrificial love as the preeminent example.

Loving fellow believers requires walking with them, growing with them, rejoicing and weeping with them, praying with and for them, encouraging holiness and rebuking sin.  To not love God's people is to disobey a direct command, to shun a Christian distinctive, and to put yourself outside the bounds of God's expectations for the church.

“For this is the message that you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one another. We should not be like Cain, who was of the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own deeds were evil and his brother’s righteous. Do not be surprised, brothers, that the world hates you. We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brothers. Whoever does not love abides in death. Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him. By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers. But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him? Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth” (1 John 3:11-18 ESV).

There is a simple contrast made in this text: lovers and murderers.  Those who love lay down their lives and freely give of their goods; those who do not love take others' lives and goods without even a thought.  Cain and his offering were rejected by God, and Cain refused to repent.  He chose to hate his brother and murder him instead of repenting and finding grace.  If we refuse to love and forgive, we are murderers just like Cain.

If this seems to be an extreme or radical interpretation of the text, it may very well be one.  It is, though, completely in line with the Lord Jesus' teaching in Matthew 5.  There, he taught, “ 'You have heard that it was said to those of old, “You shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment.” But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, “You fool!” will be liable to the hell of fire' ” (Matthew 5:21-22 ESV).  Here, Jesus illustrates that the law does not merely restrain the taking of life, but rather points out the wickedness of our own hearts: the angry heart is the same heart that commits murder.  If, then, you have an angry, hateful heart, you are a murderer, and “no murderer has eternal life abiding in him” (3:15).

Why is this the case?  If God, who loved us when we were hostile to him, hating him, walking in darkness and sin and wanting nothing to do with God or holiness or anything good, if God could love us and give his only Son for us, then we can love and forgive one another.  Once you see that you've committed far more and far worse than has been done to you, forgiveness, grace, and mercy become a lot easier to show.  But you have to get back to the foundation: “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us” (1:8).

In chapter 4, this point is driven home even further.  There, we read that the one who loves “has been born of God and knows God...because God is love” (4:7-8).  The end of chapter 4 shows us the interwoven threads of why we love and how we love.  We love “because he first loved us” (4:19).  We see how to love, because, “In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him...he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (4:9-10).

In this sense, Christians are the only ones who can and do love in the fullest sense.  Unbelievers have a borrowed, corrupted, distorted love; it is those who have been bought with the blood of Christ who know how to love and who are uniquely able to love.  Again, given all that we have been forgiven and how desperately undeserving we are of love, if God so loved us, then can we not love one another?

Mark #3: Truth

The final mark of the Christian life that John teaches is truth.  In our time, “truth” is believed to be something intensely personal, private, and open to interpretation and revision.  For the Christian, however, truth is more than just some amorphous concept subject to change at our whims; Truth is found in a Person: Jesus Christ (John 14:6).

John's teaching on truth begins with a somewhat strange discussion about antichrists and anointings.  He writes,

Children, it is the last hour, and as you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have come. Therefore we know that it is the last hour. They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued with us. But they went out, that it might become plain that they all are not of us. But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all have knowledge. I write to you, not because you do not know the truth, but because you know it, and because no lie is of the truth. Who is the liar but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the antichrist, he who denies the Father and the Son. No one who denies the Son has the Father. Whoever confesses the Son has the Father also. Let what you heard from the beginning abide in you. If what you heard from the beginning abides in you, then you too will abide in the Son and in the Father. And this is the promise that he made to us— eternal life. I write these things to you about those who are trying to deceive you. But the anointing that you received from him abides in you, and you have no need that anyone should teach you. But as his anointing teaches you about everything, and is true, and is no lie—just as it has taught you, abide in him. 1 John 2:18-27 (ESV) 

We think of “antichrist” as a term that describes someone that arises right before Jesus returns and is the satanically empowered enemy of God and his people.  John doesn't deny that meaning (“you have heard that antichrist [singular] is coming”); he does expand on the idea of enemies of Jesus rising against his people (“so now many antichrists [plural] have come”).

How do we identify these “antichrists”?  John gives us two tests for them: do they remain faithful to the community of faith, and do they confess and profess the Lord Jesus rightly?

(1) Do they remain faithful to the community of faith?  False teachers “went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued with us” (2:19).  Jesus died for the Church, not just a bunch of independent, unrelated sinners.  Jesus is building the Church, not walking with a bunch of lone rangers.

Christians cannot and will not be outside the community of faith.  The evidence of the spuriousness of the faith of the antichrists was made clear by the fact that they left the church.  This is exactly the same outcome for those who refuse the reconciliation offered in church discipline: they are to be put out of the church, since they are acting like “tax collectors and sinners.”

The community of faith—the local body of believers—is absolutely essential to the life of the Christian.  You cannot, will not, and were never intended to live outside the bounds of a covenantally bound body of believers.  If you do not regularly worship and interact with believers who are bound to you and to whom you are bound, then there is reason to be concerned for your soul.

(2) Do they confess and profess the Lord Jesus rightly?  The false teachers were claiming to have exclusive, secret knowledge that you had to get from them only.  John quickly dismisses this foolishness: “You [believers] have been anointed by the Holy One [with the Holy Spirit], and you all have knowledge” (2:20).  What do they know and confess?  “Whoever confesses the Son has the Father also” (2:23); “Jesus Christ has come in the flesh” (4:2); “Whoever knows God listens to us [apostles]” (4:6).

The Person and work of Jesus Christ is not a secondary matter that we can “agree to disagree” about; disagreeing with the apostles is departing from the faith, plain and simple.  How then, do we agree with the apostles?  By “listening” to them in their teaching, which we have in the Scriptures today.

Reading the Bible, studying it, and learning from teachers dead and alive is a critical part of the Christian life.  We have Sunday School because teaching the truth and equipping you to glean the truth from the Scriptures is absolutely necessary for your walk.  We center our worship services around the Word of God because truth is as important as the air we breathe and the sun by which we see and are sustained.

Summary and Application

The marks of the Christian life are obedience (holiness), love, and truth.  If you're feeling the weight of your failures in any or all of these areas, then you are beginning to respond rightly to the truth of the Scriptures.  The gospel provides the way to biblically and Christianly deal with that feeling, and you must deal with it that way.

The tendency we all have and struggle with is to hear the right, just, and holy expectations of holiness, love, and truth, see how fearfully far short we fall of those expectations, and then immediately set out to fix ourselves.  THIS IS NOT THE GOSPEL WAY.  This is undiluted, unadulterated works righteousness.  Do not forget how John started the letter: at the cross.

Whenever we are faced with the commands of Scripture, and particularly our failures in them, we must first go to the cross, repent and believe, and then set out to obey.  Otherwise, we are trying to earn and keep our salvation, instead of resting in it.  As Christians, we work by resting.  We obey by resting in Christ's righteousness and serving him and his people.  We love because we have been loved first.  We speak, know, and meditate upon truth because the One who is Truth has anointed us with his Spirit.  We cannot get away from the gospel at any point in our Christian lives.

That said, we still face those “dark nights of the soul” in which we doubt and question and struggle with the weight of our own sin.  The Scriptures generally, and John particularly, deal honestly with this reality.

By this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our heart before him; for whenever our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything. Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before God; and whatever we ask we receive from him, because we keep his commandments and do what pleases him. And this is his commandment, that we believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded us. Whoever keeps his commandments abides in God, and God in him. And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit whom he has given us. 1 John 3:19-24 (ESV) 

We have all, no doubt, faced the crushing times of our hearts condemning us.  What we must remember, though, is that God is greater than our hearts.  Again, think of the text from Romans 8:

What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things? Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised— who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? As it is written, “For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:31-39 ESV)

When your heart condemns you, tell your heart, “Who shall bring any charge against God's elect?  It is God who justifies.  Who is to condemn?  Christ Jesus is the One who died.”  You see that going back to the gospel is the answer to our struggles, not simply pulling ourselves by our bootstraps and trying harder: the first commandment to obey is the one to “believe in the name of [God's] Son Jesus Christ.”

John finishes the letter by summarizing what he's taught throughout.  Those who are born again believe in the Lord Jesus and have eternal life, the very thing he promised to bring (John 3:16, 3:36).  Those born again does not keep on sinning, but rather walks in obedience and holiness.  The people who believe in Jesus love those who believe in him as well.

As we come to the table, let me encourage you to rejoice in the fact that Jesus Christ has died and risen from the dead.  The tone of John's letter is not one of scolding or condemnation, but rather encouragement and inspiration.  He seems to be saying, “Don't listen to these false teachers who tell you all this junk you have to do and know to be a believer or be a 'good Christian'; you already have the marks of the gospel in your life and I see them.”  As your pastor, I encourage you in the same way: I see your love for the truth, your love for one another, and your desire to be obedient and pleasing to God.  I rejoice on your behalf.  I see grace in you, and I encourage and exhort you to continue in that grace.  Become more and more obedient.  Love more and more deeply.  Study and learn and grow even more in the knowledge of the truth.  Do these because God has already worked in you to desire them.  God has indeed begun a good work within you, and we know he has promised to finish it (Philippians 1:6).

If you examine your heart today and see that you have not been born again (you have not repented of your sins and believed in the Lord Jesus, you do not love God's people, and you do not care about the truth of the Scriptures), then do not take this meal with us.  You must repent of your sins and believe in the Lord Jesus.  He will save you.  He will forgive your sins and welcome you with open arms.  If you do not repent and believe, he will destroy you in his just and holy wrath.

Fellow Christians, who can bring a charge against us that Jesus has not taken upon himself?  Who can overturn God's verdict of justification for us?  Who is greater than God?  God has made us sons and daughters, joint-heirs with Jesus Christ himself.  One day, we will sit around the family dinner table and eat this meal with him face-to-face.  Rejoice in that.  Long for that.  Live in light of that.


