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I.   Introduction

Sun Tzu, the ancient oriental tactician and strategist, has compiled aphorisms about war that are applicable to an introduction and overview of this epistle.  One is essential. All war is deception.  John has us at war.

II.  Purpose

We discern the nature of the warfare at first with subtlety and then with incredible and shocking clarity.  Let us first go to the subtlety:  1:6 (fellowship mandates a certain conduct of life), 1:8 (sinless perfection), 2:4 (know God involves obedience [cf. John 14:21 and antinomianism]), 2:6 (abide is to walk as . . . cf. John 15:6 [abide]), 2:22 (Christ is not Messiah [cf. Revelation 22:15]), 2:26 (deception [cf. Revelation 2:20, 23 and the children of deception]).  Because of time, I will stop here.  But the clarity of the trouble is sharpened in 2:18-19 and 4:1.  Read the texts.  In other words, many antichrists and false prophets have come into the Church attesting to an end time period of extreme danger for the Church as foretold by the prophets.  And John was intimately acquainted with deception.  His good friend and treasurer of the apostolic company who went on missionary journeys and performed miracles with him was Judas.  Only Jesus knew him as an imposter and turned him out.  Even then, the apostles did not know until the arrest of Jesus.  So John had intimate knowledge of imposters.  He learned from Jesus how to discern the true from the false, and he teaches us.  The structure of the Book contains the essence of John’s lessons.  There are eight major sections to the book in four pairs.  The first three are:  moral, theological, and social.  I borrow here from a 19th century commentator by the name of Law.  His understanding of the Book’s message is that it contains tests for life:  moral (walking in the light and abiding in Christ), doctrinal (Christ as Messiah, trinity, incarnation, and eternal life is only in the Son), and social (love your neighbor).  Our problem as Americans is that we live in a post doctrinal and post moral culture.  We don’t like doctrine because we see it as divisive.  So we turn off the alarm.  We live in a post moral age by which we suspend biblical judgment on conduct as mean spirited and in the Church we often suspend Church discipline.  Worse!  We sometimes sanctify and consecrate immorality.  So we turn off the moral alarm.  Lastly, I think we are entering a post social age in which the government collects and distributes charity and so overshadows the Church that what love the Church distributes is a mere after thought.  And I remind you that charity is an essential duty of the Church and not government.  For the government to so encroach in this area is to minimize what the Church can do and must do.  More critically, the government has no concern for the souls of men and is often caustic to our concern.  Permit me a financial illustration of disaster when alarms are turned off.  Bernard Madoff was a thief and con man of profound abilities.  Certainly, the recent market downturn hastened his discovery.  But look!  People were turning off common sense tests.  More importantly, the SEC was turning a deaf ear to the pleas of some that something was amiss.  What I am suggesting is that Bernard Madoff is spiritually present in the Church today, and the target is the souls of the people.  And this brief epistle represents foresight and gives clarity to a confused post doctrinal, post moral, and an age that has come to think of love in terms of the erotic.  The final section or fourth pair is assurance.  You see when you give people tests of faith it is likely that they will turn inward and introspective and become over zealous and critical and eventually discouraged.  So John tells us how to have assurance and joy that our faith is genuine despite our imperfections.  It is an essential message.  You might question a structure of four pairs.  Recapitulation is a literary device.  Illus:  sports and multiple camera angels.  John wants us to have multiple looks because of his subject.  Now, I am not unmindful that many might dismiss these concerns as fatuous and boring and the product of an anachronistic old man or dead man.  But there is a single verse that overshadows these tests with profound significance.  It is a verse that comes as a pitched climax like the crescendo of the final movement of a symphony.  In our case, it is the last verse.  Read 5:21.  You see if you disregard the doctrinal test you are prone to worship the wrong God.  If you dismiss the moral and social, you are prone to worship the right God but in the wrong way.  And both are idolatry, and God is still jealous.  And if you are an idolater, you can have no assurance of the faith.  So John tells us we are at war and tells us how to protect ourselves. For this day, we have a joyful message.  Our protection comes in a Person.  Jesus Christ is the faithful witness who knows we need grace in such an age, and who gives himself to us in the sacrament of the Lord’s Table.  It speaks to deity and the incarnation.  It speaks to love in the sacrifice of his death.  It speaks to victory in the resurrection for he is the captain of our salvation, our ability to overcome, and the anchor of the soul in the currents of deception.

