I John 5:1-5

I.   Introduction

If John is indeed giving us tests of true faith, then what is the difference between our faith and every other religion in the world?  In other words, if our doing the right things is a mark of genuine faith, then is this just another self help system of morality?  John gives us the proper distinction.

II. Believing, loving, observing the commandments, and overcoming are evidence of the new birth.

1.  The answer is decisively yes.  What makes us new and our system totally different is the new birth.  

2.  Our passage is a confluence of the three tests of faith:  moral, social, and doctrinal.  As such, it marks a conclusion and summary.  More telling is the fact that our faith has something that every false teacher and religion does not have.  We are born again spiritually from above.  We are made alive to the things of God.  And the effects are dramatic:  we believe, love, keep the commandments, and overcome the world.  For us, it means that the false teachers are not new creatures in Christ.  It also means that our faith is more than a system of morality; it is about the grace of God that makes us new so that we will meets the demands God has upon all men.  The demands are the tests of faith (1-3) and overcoming the world (4-5).  And at each point, John makes the new birth central and essential.  He is telling us that God requires and resources.  That, my friend, is grace.  I Thessalonians 5:24.

3.  The new birth secures our believing, loving, and obeying (1-3).  The subject of verse one is a participial phrase and points us to a doctrinal element (everyone believing that . . .).  The Christian faith is about Christ.  He is the anointed of the Father or the Messiah.  The verb is literally “has been born or is begotten of God.”  The action is completed action in time past with continuing results to the present.  The passive voice means we were acted upon.  And the prepositional phrase references the origin or cause:  of or from God.  See John 1:13 and 3:6-8.  Notice the absence of human cooperation.  God begets us.  The effect is twofold:  we believe in Christ (1) and we love (1-3).  In the first, we have a precise confession, and it is linked to the new birth.  It means that we owe our faith to our birth.  Appl:  Most often we couch the faith in terms like we believe in God and that causes our new birth.   This text is clear.  God causes our birth.  The result is we believe.  See Ephesians 2:8 and Philippians 1:29.  Secondly, we love the one who begot us and the one begotten of him.  Read NAS of vs. 1b.  Simply stated, the child loves the parent and his siblings.  The verb to beget is used three times in this one verse.  It decisively points to the grace of God in making us new and the evidence of that in our believing and loving.  Appl:  our “doing” is the outworking and not the cause of grace.  The following verses (2-3) expand on the social test of faith or love.  When we love God and keep his commandments, we love the children of God.  One cannot love God and deny his commandments.  And the commandments include love of neighbor.  John is moving from general to particular and linking love to obedience.  And the obedience is not burdensome.  See 11:30.  Thus love, obedience, and believing are tied to the new birth.  Appl:  faith is more than personal and subjective; it is objective (confession), collegial (social), and quantifiable (we keep).  Appl:  your engagement is not meritorious and by itself was secured by your redemption and birth from above.  That is grace.

4.   The new birth also secures our overcoming (4-5).  Grammatically, there is a causal link between the two sections (because/NAS reads for).  We could translate it this way:  his commandments are not burdensome because God has birthed us.  Think of it.  For the natural man, the commandments are a burden and detestable.  It is not so for us because God has made us new.  The participial phrase which is the subject of the sentence is a perfect passive and neuter which most likely means it references the power of the new birth.  It is supernatural.  It is not the man but the power of God.  And it enables us to overcome or persevere in the faith.  The basic idea is to conquer or overcome.  John uses the verb six times (twice here) and the noun once (here).  Contextually, the Church encountered a threat in the false teachers.  They overcame them (not succumb or drove them out).  Appl:  they were not synergists.  In other words, persevering morally and doctrinally is tied to our birth from heaven.  See I Chronicles 29:11.

5.  John confirms this in the final verse.  Read vs. 5.  The question is rhetorical.  A prepositional phrase is both subject and predicate (the one conquering and the one believing).  I think they are parallel.  Conquering and believing go together.  You win when you believe aright.  Jesus is the Victor.  All who confess him stand in the shadow of his victory and share in the spoils.  By the new birth, we become what he is:  conquerors.

6.  John begins (1) and ends with believing (5).  It is a figure that opens and  closes the paragraph (inclusio).  Believing the right confession is essential and moral and is the product of the new birth.  Appl:  do you believe.

7.  Our faith is different.  Christianity is not just another self help religion.  It is the power of God invading our lives to birth us into the newness of divine life and the enablement to live for him.

