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WE KNOW… 
1 JOHN 5:18-21 

 

We don’t often like to admit it, but most of us are pretty ignorant most of the time about most things.  

We don’t know nearly as much as we’d like to convince people we do know.   

 Our children ask us questions about the way things operate — “Daddy, how does ___ work?” 

and sometimes we try to bluff our way through an answer and sometimes we man-up and admit 

that we just don’t know. 

 Other times they ask about our rational behind a decision we’ve just made, and rather than 

attempting a theological explanation, we say, “because I said so…” 

 Sometimes things happen in our world and we think we should have an opinion and sometimes 

we even vehemently express an opinion, but we really don’t know.  Take for instance the events 

of the past week in Ferguson, MO:  two prominent and respected pastors offered two divergent 

opinions on the events that happened there.  But neither was present at the time of the event and 

neither really knows what happened (nor do you or I). 

 Some of us have pretty specialized knowledge in particular fields — how to fly an airplane, or 

medical information about the body, or how a piece of machinery works, or how plants grow.  

But it doesn’t take too much time for most of us to have our ignorance exposed.  Ask me a Bible 

or baseball question and I’ll probably be able to give you a reasonable answer pretty quickly, 

but ask me a geography or geology or international politics or biology or mathematics (I can add 

and subtract and multiply and divide, but after that…) or economics question, and I’m probably 

going to be clueless.  

 

A few years ago we purchased the book How Things Work and then later the companion CD and while 

I enjoyed looking at the book, I was amazed I just didn’t know anything about so many things that I 

interact with and use on a daily basis — vacuum cleaners and telephones and the internet and electrical 

motors and combustion engines and…   

 

I’ve come to the place that when I meet someone I haven’t seen in a while and he says to me, “What do 

you know?” that I’m tempted to respond, “Nothing.  I am completely ignorant about everything.”   

 

However, most of the things that we don’t know are pretty inconsequential.  You can survive quite 

nicely in the world even if you don’t know anything about baseball or international affairs or even 

mathematics.  Yet the things that are most important, we are told we do know everything we need to 

know about those topics; all that is essential, we know.  That is John’s message about the gospel and 

our salvation in his first letter.   
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And as he draws the letter to a close (5:18-21), he summarizes the essentials of what we know:   

 

THE ONE WHO IS BORN AGAIN BY GOD IS KEPT BY GOD. 
 

This passage contains four certainties of the Christian life: 

 

1. The Believer Does Not Live in SIN (v. 18) 

 GOD keeps him out of sin  

 SATAN cannot keep him in sin 

2. The Believer Does Not Belong to the WORLD  (v. 19) 

 The believer belongs to GOD 

 The world is in SATAN (and his control) 

3. The Believer is in the TRUTH  (v. 20) 

 Christ came as the GOD-MAN 

 Christ gives His people UNDERSTANDING 

 The believer lives in Christ, the TRUTH 

4. The Believer FIGHTS Against Sin  (v. 21) 

 God keeps the believer, but the believer also GUARDS himself 

 The believer particularly resists false PERVERSIONS of Christ 

 
Now all four of these declarations are premised on what happens to the sinner when he is saved.  In 

verse 18 John calls that process being “born again.”  The theological word for that is regeneration.  

When a person is regenerated, he is given a new life: 

 God is the one who makes the person come alive (no one gives life to himself — either physical 

or spiritual life; Jn. 1:13). 

 The only way to see God is to have this new birth (Jn. 3:5ff). 

 When a person is regenerated, he can and will do righteous things (1 Jn. 2:29) — something he 

cannot do without that new life. 

 The born again person loves God and loves God’s people (1 Jn. 4:7; 5:1, 4). 

 

In summation, all the regenerated person’s relationships change and his activities and focus and purpose 

in life change.  And because he has been regenerated, John says there are at least four certainties about 

his life that he can know: 
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THE ONE WHO IS BORN AGAIN BY GOD IS KEPT BY GOD. 

 

1. The Believer Does Not Live in SIN (v. 18) 

 

• As we begin this section, I want you to notice something particular about what John says: 

 John begins verses 18-20 in the same way — we know.  This is John’s way of saying, “this is a 

reality in the life of the believer.  This is true and we know it is true.  We have understood these 

truths and we have also experienced these truths.”  Forty times in this letter, John uses one of 

two words that are translated, “know” or “knowledge.”  The heretics had undermined the 

confidence of the believers in this church and John wanted to re-establish their confidence in 

God and His work for them, so repeatedly John says, “we know,” “we know,” “we know…” 

 And the first thing that John says about the regenerated person is the nature of his relationship 

with sin — the believer does not sin.  And specifically… 

 

• GOD keeps him out of sin  

 John says, no one… That is, there are no exceptions.  It is true that NO believer lives a 

continual life of unrepentant sin. 

 John is careful about what he says, and I’ve been careful about what I’ve said in interpreting it: 

➢ This does not mean, “the believer in Jesus will not ever sin again” (1:8, 10).  We do sin and 

we will sin again. 

➢ This does mean that when the believer sins, he will confess his sin and seek to be obedient to 

the Lord in the area where he has sinned (1:9). 

➢ This does mean that it is spiritually impossible for a believer to stay in a condition where he 

repeatedly sins in a way that it becomes his lifestyle and pattern.  A believer may sin and 

will sin, but his normal condition is to resist sin.  He hates his sin and he finds it impossible 

to persist in his sin without confessing and repenting.  Because of this reality, the deadly sins 

of vv. 16-17 are of no concern to him. 

 

“Sin and the child of God are incompatible.  They may occasionally meet; they cannot live together in 

harmony.” [John Stott.] 

 

 And the reason that the believer doesn’t perpetually sin, John says, is that God keeps him.  

➢ There is some question about who He who was born of God is.  Is John referring to 

believers themselves (that would seem odd:  the believer keeps himself)?  Most probably 

John is referring Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God (4:9).  
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➢ The believer is delivered and kept from sin by the power of Christ and the Father (which is 

what Christ prayed in Jn. 17:11-12; 10:7-18; cf. also Rom. 8:37-39).  

➢ Christ is our life (He gives us new life and keeps us in that eternal life) and He is our 

protector:  “Our protector is stronger than our enemy; more vigilant and more concerned 

than we can ever be.” [Jackman]  Cf. Jn. 10:28-30; 1 Pet. 1:3-5. 

➢ Know that as you are bombarded by temptation and as you fight against your sin, God has 

given you everything so that you can stand against sin; you don’t have to live in sin, and 

when you avail yourself of his power, you won’t persist in that sin (though the temptations 

may never go away). 

➢ And the great news that goes along with the truth that God keeps us out of sin is that… 

 

• SATAN cannot keep him in sin 

 The word touch is not the way your pre-schoolers might use it when you are traveling in the car:  

“Mom, she’s touching me…”  Here, the word touch means to grasp or hold and cause harm.  So 

the evil one, Satan, cannot bring lasting harm to the believer.  He may entice you; he may afflict 

you for a time; but he cannot destroy you. 

 Satan has fallen and his ultimate destruction is sure (he can read the Bible; he knows what it 

says in Revelation 20).  And because wickedness is the element in which he loves to live, all his 

efforts are to destroy as many others with himself as he can.  Yet he will fail against every 

believer.  He cannot win against you if you are in Christ. Satan had no authority over Christ (Jn. 

14:30), and Satan has no sovereign authority over the life of the believer in Christ.  The believer 

is wholly under the sovereign authority of Christ. 

 Satan can tempt you to sin, but he cannot force you to sin.  The Spirit of God indwells you; 

Satan cannot indwell you.  Satan has power, but he’s powerless to do anything against you apart 

from the permissive will of God.  He can only do what God allows him to do against you.  

Luther is alleged to have said, “Even the devil is God’s devil…”  That is, God is sovereign over 

every activity of the devil.  He cannot keep you in sin.   

 

 

2. The Believer Does Not Belong to the WORLD  (v. 19) 

 

• The believer belongs to GOD 

 In v. 18, John speaks of the believer in general — no one…him.  In this verse, John personalizes 

his comments — we…  John, his readers, and even us.  This is true of us.  

 Not only is the believer born again and regenerated by Christ, but that new birth also connects us to 

Him in a sense of belonging and fellowship.  We are His and He is ours (to paraphrase Solomon). 
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 God is the source of our eternal spiritual life and being; we can never be separated from Him. 

 Other passages emphasize the relational part of this truth — we are adopted into the family of 

God; He is the Father, Christ is our friend, brother, and groom.  We are sons, a friend, the bride.  

But this phrase emphasizes the permanence of those relationships.  We are in Him and once in 

Him, we cannot be out of Him.   

 

• The world is in SATAN (and under his control) 

 There is a distinct contrast between us and the world.  We belong to God, while the world lies in 

the power of the evil one (Satan).   

 John is emphatic about the position of the world — they are lying in the evil one.  They are non-

resistive to his attacks and they are passively dependent on him.  They make no struggle to get 

away from his ungodly temptations and ideologies.  They are reclining and resting in him.   

 The believer is alive in the world but a stranger to Satan and his world (Heb. 11:9-11; 1 Pt. 1:1; 

Phil. 3:20-21); the world is in fellowship with Satan and dead in the world.  Satan cannot touch 

the believer (v. 18), but the world lies in his arms.  People in the world embrace and hold onto 

him even while he destroys them. 

 Don’t miss part of what John is saying:  God is sovereign over all things, but the world — the 

system of the world, the thinking and philosophy of the world — belongs to Satan.  He has 

dominion over this world, though that authority is fleeting and limited by God’s sovereignty.   

 What this verse also demonstrates is that there are only two places you can be:  you can be born 

again by God and belong to Him, or you can be under the authority and power of Satan and belong 

to him.  There are no other options.  Everyone is either of God, or of the evil one (Eph. 2:2; 6:12).  

There are attempts both in the world and in the (declining) church to blur the line between the two, 

to say it is possible to be in both or neither.  There is no third category.  A man is either born of 

God by the death and resurrection of Christ, or he belongs to Satan and is in darkness. 

 Yet even for the one who is in the world there is hope (and it may be that you fit that category of 

being in the world this morning; you have not yet been born again).  Jesus Christ is the 

propitiation for the sins of the world (2:2). 

➢ For Christ to be the propitiation for the sins of the world means that God hates sin and will 

pour out His wrath against every sin.  Now you can attempt to pay for your own sin, but 

because you can’t ever fulfill and finish God’s wrath so that He is satisfied the debt of your 

sin is paid, then you will spend eternity in Hell, never able to please the Lord. 

➢ Or you can trust Christ as your Savior and because He is eternally and infinitely perfect, when 

He died for our sins (He had no sin that necessitated His death), God was satisfied.  And the 

debt of our sin was paid.  That’s propitiation.  And if you believe, by repenting of your sin and 

by loving Christ instead of loving your sin, then you too will belong to Him (v. 18). 
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There is a third certainty for the believer in Christ:  he does not live in sin, he does not belong to the 

world, and… 

 

3. The Believer is in the TRUTH  (v. 20) 

 

• Christ came as the GOD-MAN 

 When John says, we know that the Son of God has come, he means that when Christ came, He 

came as the infinite and eternal God-Man; Christ is fully God and fully man, with no diminishment 

of either in His incarnation (1:1ff; Jn. 1:14). 

 Christ had to be God to absorb an infinite wrath and He had to be man to be our substitute; if He 

was one without the other, He could not have died for our sins (Heb. 2:17-18; 14-16). 

 This was the primary heresy of the false teachers (2:21-22). 

 

• Christ gives His people UNDERSTANDING 

 Not only has Christ come, but He has also come in such a way that His people can understand 

and know Him — the truth. 

 There is comprehension (understanding of His nature and appearance) that produces knowledge 

of Him (fellowship and union). 

 The believer in Christ is connected to Christ and knows Christ; John has spoken often in this 

book of the things we know (that we are in Him, 2:5; this is the last hour, 2:18; that we will be 

like Him, 3:2; that we have received the Holy Spirit, 2:20; that Christ came to take away sin, 

3:5; what love is by Christ’s death, 3:16; how the Spirit operates, 4:2, 6).  But what the believer 

supremely knows is Christ (2:3-4, 13-14; 4:7).  He is our Redeemer, friend, and companion.  We 

are designed to know Him and live for Him.  There is nothing else. 

➢ For me to live is Christ (Phil. 1:21) 

➢ That I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His 

sufferings, being conformed to His death (Phil. 3:10) 

➢ All things are created through Him and for Him (Col. 1:16b) 

➢ Christ is our life… (Col. 3:4a) 

➢ We are created to know Christ and live for Christ, and when Christ came He revealed 

Himself to us so that we might actually experience what He designed for us (Jn. 1:18). 

 

• The believer lives in Christ, the TRUTH 

 Not only did Christ come as the God-Man and not only did He reveal Himself to us so that we 

could know Him, but He also put us in Him who is true…  
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 This is relational language; there is intimacy and fellowship with the True One (even though we 

aren’t true in ourselves). 

 This reiterates what John has alluded to already (vv. 18-19):  the world is in the Devil (the liar 

and deceiver); the believer is in the One who is True. 

 And to be in Him, is to have eternal life.  Christ is truth and Christ is life.  And when we are in 

Him, we are in the truth and we are in life.  We cannot know truth and we cannot know life until 

we are in Him.  And when we are in Him, we do know truth and life. 

 This is the identity of the believer.   

 This reality is where John began the book (1:2-3) and it is where he concludes:  from beginning 

to end, John has been affirming that Christ as the God-Man is everything.  And we have been 

identified and connected with Him. 

 

• There is one final certainty in the life of the believer that John mentions in these verses.  The first 

three (the believer does not live in sin, he does not belong to the world, and he is in the truth) all are 

things that we know.  The fourth and final reality is something the believer does. 

 

 

4. The Believer FIGHTS Against Sin  (v. 21) 

 

• Because of the three certainties that the believer can know, there is also one certainty about his life 

which he must (and will) do.  It is a certainty that the regenerated person will fight against sin. 

 

• God keeps the believer, but the believer also GUARDS himself 

 Earlier (v. 18), John noted that Christ keeps the believer in His salvation; there is nothing the 

believer can do to keep himself secure.  Yet because he is secure, the believer conducts himself 

in a particular way.  Because he is in Christ and the truth, the believer protects and guards the 

truth of what has been given to him. 

 In fact, there is an intensity to this protection and guarding:  the believer is vigilant, intentional, 

and determined to guard himself.  He is ever attentive to the assaults of Satan against him.  He 

takes seriously that Satan is a roaring lion (1 Pt. 5:8), not a cuddly 2-lb. kitten.  He sees sin and 

temptation as something that will destroy him and his life if he does not protect himself. 

 How do you know if you are a believer?  Do you fight against sin and resist it and hate it?  Don’t 

take that to mean that you will never sin; because we are fleshly, we will still lose at times.  But 

we hate it and we confess it and we pursue living for Christ.  The question that reveals whether 

you are a believer is not, “are you perfect?” but, “are you fighting?”  Cf. 1 Tim. 1:18; 2 Tim. 4:7. 
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• The believer particularly resists false PERVERSIONS of Christ 

 Much has been written about the uniqueness of v. 21; the first time John mentions idols in this 

book is with the very last word in the book.  Why would he introduce a new idea at the end? 

 While it may be possible that John is talking about idolatry in general, it is more likely that John 

is talking about a particular idolatry (John uses the article with idols).  He is referring to the idol 

of a perverted and anemic Christ.  From the first verses to the end of the book, John has been 

addressing heretics who were diminishing the character and nature of Christ so that they might 

engage in their fleshly lusts.   

 So to say, guard yourselves from idols means, don’t be lead away from Christ.  Let Him be 

always preeminent and supreme.  Love and follow Him and don’t be distracted away from Him. 

 Since we are to guard ourselves from distractions that take us away from Christ, perhaps we do 

well to read the last portion of John’s gospel, where Jesus addresses a similar theme with Peter.   

 On the night of Christ’s trial, Peter had become distracted and ashamed of Christ and denied 

Him.  After the resurrection Jesus restored Peter by asking three questions of Peter’s heart for 

Christ — do you love Me? (Jn. 21:15-17).  Those three intensive yet simple questions are fitting 

for us as well:  have we become distracted away from Christ by any manner of worldly 

enticement, or do we love Him supremely and above all else?   

 How do you fight against sin?  We fight against sin by loving someone (Christ) more than we 

love anything else.  Joseph ran from Potiphar’s wife because he loved God more than sin (Gen. 

39); Moses refused to enjoy the pleasures and rights as the Pharaoh’s grandson because he loved 

God more than the passing pleasures of sin (Heb. 11:25).  And many OT saints endured 

hardship and persecution because they loved what God promised (even though they couldn’t yet 

see it) more than they loved release from persecution (Heb. 11:39-40). 

 Do you love Jesus Christ more than all?  That’s how to fight against sin and that’s what a 

believer in Christ does. 

 

CONCLUSION:    

Let the Christian once recognize who he is, what he has become, ‘born of God’, ‘of God’, ‘knowing 

God’, ‘in God’, the possessor of ‘eternal life’ in Christ (all these characteristic expressions occur in these 

final verses), and he will surely live a life which is consistent with, and worthy of, his Christian status. 

[Stott, 197.] 
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BENEDICTION:  (1 Peter 1:2bff) 

 May grace and peace be yours in fullest measure. 

 May you know the power of the living hope of the resurrection in which you have been born 

again. 

 May you live for the inheritance, which is imperishable and undefiled and is reserved in Heaven 

for you. 

 May you know the power of God’s protection of your salvation, which is yet to be fully 

revealed. 

 May you rejoice greatly in your salvation, even thought at times this week you may endure a 

variety of trials. 

 May your joy in those trials demonstrate the proof of your faith. 

 And though you have not yet seen Jesus, may you love Him and believe Him and rejoice in 

Him.  Amen. 


