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INTRODUCTION
| have a question for you today? “Do you know God?” What kind of question is that? For people gathered
in church to worship God, such a question seems strange. But in the context of our scripture passage from
1 John 1:5-2:17, the question is quite natural and important to raise in a church setting. Turn with me in your
Bibles to this passage as we read it:'

1.5 This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light and in him there is no
darkness at all. 6 If we say that we have fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do not
do what is true; 7 but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and
the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.

8 If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he
who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 10 If we say that we have
not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.

2.1 My little children, | am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have
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an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; 2 and he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for

ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.

3 Now by this we may be sure that we know him, if we obey his commandments. 4 Whoever says, “| have
come to know him,” but does not obey his commandments, is a liar, and in such a person the truth does not exist;
5 but whoever obeys his word, truly in this person the love of God has reached perfection. By this we may be sure
that we are in him: 6 whoever says, “l abide in him,” ought to walk just as he walked.

7 Beloved, | am writing you no new commandment, but an old commandment that you have had from the
beginning; the old commandment is the word that you have heard. 8 Yet | am writing you a new commandment that
is true in him and in you, because F2 the darkness is passing away and the true light is already shining. 9 Whoever
says, “l am in the light,” while hating a brother or sister, is still in the darkness. 10 Whoever loves a brother or sister
lives in the light, and in such a person there is no cause for stumbling. 11 But whoever hates another believer is
in the darkness, walks in the darkness, and does not know the way to go, because the darkness has brought on
blindness.

12 | am writing to you, little children, because your sins are forgiven on account of his name. 13 | am writing
to you, fathers, because you know him who is from the beginning. | am writing to you, young people, because
you have conquered the evil one. 14 | write to you, children, because you know the Father. | write to you, fathers,
because you know him who is from the beginning. | write to you, young people, because you are strong and the
word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the evil one. 15 Do not love the world or the things in the world.
The love of the Father is not in those who love the world; 16 for all that is in the world—the desire of the flesh, the
desire of the eyes, the pride in riches — comes not from the Father but from the world. 17 And the world and its
desire are passing away, but those who do the will of God live forever.

In the context of late first century Christianity in and around ancient Ephesus, the apostle John wrote
this letter largely to counteract a movement inside the Christian communities in that part of the world that was
threatening the spiritual life of the churches. Later on this movement became known as Gnosticism and was
severely condemned by church leaders all through the second century.

What appears to be the situation from an analysis of the contents of 1 John is a movement that made
the mistake of taking contemporary Greek philosophical thinking as the foundation for redefining the content
of the apostolic gospel message preached by Paul, Peter and the other apostles of Jesus. When the gospel
was filtered through the Greek philosophy lenses, especially through Platonic dualism, it came out a very dif-
ferent message than the one the apostles preached. John saw in this great danger for the spiritual health and
vitality of the churches who were coming under the influence of this strange teaching. The Gospel of Jesus
Christ has been given once for all and remains changeless for all times. But these false teachers were remak-
ing it into something very different. Thus the apostle wrote his letter attacking this false thinking and seeking
to bring the churches back to the apostolic gospel.

We need to hear what John had to say because many of the same trends and tendencies of this an-
cient heresy can be found today among many Christian groups, especially among some Protestant Christian
groups. Beyond that, many individual Christians adopt some of these attitudes advocated by the Gnostics
even without realizing the root of such thinking or either danger.

Therefore, | want us today to take a brief look at the first two chapters of 1 John around the central theme
of knowing God. These Gnostics claimed to know God, and know Him better than other believers of their
time. John’s contention, however, was that their supposed knowledge of God was false and a delusion. In
reality they didn’t know God at all! What John implies for us is the possibility of assuming we know God when
in reality we don’t know Him at all. Folks, such is spiritual suicide! And attention to this merits our careful at-
tention if we are avoid making the same mistake as these people at Ephesus.

Do you really know God? The answer to that question depends on your answer to five other questions
coming out of this scripture text.

BODY
I.  Are you walking in righteousness? 1:5-7

Note what John said in verses five through seven to his initial readers toward the end of the first Chris-
tian century:

5 This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light and in him there is no dark-

ness at all. 6 If we say that we have fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do not do

what is true; 7 but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the
blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.

The Gnostics made much of the image of God as Light. But they missed the point of the image. In their
writings beginning in the second century Light meant intellectual enlightenment, i.e., knowing. Thus comes
their name Gnostic from the Greek word gnosis (yvdotc) for knowing. God as Light meant to them illumina-
tion of the mind through coming to possess a special knowledge that elevated one to salvation. Salvation of
the soul, that is, but not of the body. It was doomed to perish, and thus didn’t matter. In a highly emotionally
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charged ‘conversion’ experience -- verified by tongues speaking -- this secretive knowledge was given to the
individual and had the impact of purifying his soul. It so elevated the soul from the corrupt material, bodily
world that the soul became immune from sin. Thus nothing sinful the individual did in the body could impact
this purified soul. They twisted, then, the image of God as Light into something it wasn’t and then added Pla-
tonic dualism out of their own pagan world to the concept to produce this utterly false understanding.

God as Light brings understanding, but for John the Old Testament background of this image was the
key. God as Light means moral purity. Darkness is not ignorance, as the Gnostics contended. It is sinful be-
havior and rebellion against God. It is moral impurity. John’s point is simply that when one comes into contact
with God, the utterly pure Light, sin and sinfulness has to vanish.

Thus these Gnostic teachers were telling the folks that they didn’t need to worry about sin. It was no
longer relevant to their ‘Christian’ life. Their ignorance of divine truth reflected the fact that they were lying
and not practicing the Truth from God. They thought they had superior knowledge of God, but in reality they
were totally ignorant of God. Then when they taught this theological garbage to others they were perpetrating
nothing but a lie that had utterly nothing to do with God’s Truth.

At the heart of this lie was the contention that sin no long mattered to the Christian. John knew better.
Sin does matter. It put Jesus on the cross. Satan works overtime to induce the believer into sinful conduct.
Christians face constant temptation to sin. Their old sinful nature, even though redeemed, remains in tact
and a source of continual enticement to wrong doing. Therefore, believers can never afford to ignore sin and
temptation that comes up against them.

All around the world today, millions of Christians have fallen prey to this same false thinking that sin
doesn’t matter in their lives. But it does! It matters big time! To ignore this and especially to deny this is to com-
mit spiritual suicide! John declares that to fail to deal with sin as a supposed Christian means we are living a
lie. Our claim to have fellowship with God is utterly false. Furthermore, we are not practicing the Truth of God
when we are sinning but claiming to know God. God’s Truth demands ethical behavior and serious attitudes
toward sin. And to live in darkness with sinful conduct is the opposite of this.

Do you know God? In part, the answer to that question is determined by your attitude toward sin in your
life. If you're ignoring it, or worse still, if you’re denying sin is in your life, then under no circumstances can
you legitimately claim to know God. It’s just that simple and blunt.

The corrective to ignoring sin is walking in that light, just as Jesus walked in it through his early ministry.
That is, our behavior must be consistent with God as pure Light. Walking is a metaphor for behavior in the
New Testament. When our walk reflects the moral purity of God as Light marvelous blessings follow. John
focuses on two of them here: 1) we have fellowship with one another; and 2) the blood of Jesus cleanses
us from all sin. God’s people must live in holiness and righteousness. In so doing, the community of believ-
ers grows strong and becomes an important source of encouragement and help in dealing with sin. Also,
the cleansing of the blood of Jesus removes the sin before it has opportunity to do damage to our spiritual
health.

God help us to be walking in the Light of God!

Il. Do you realize your sinfulness before God? 1:8-2:2

Question two: are you aware of sinfulness in your life before God? This is John’s contention in 1:8
through 2:2.

8 If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he
who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 10 If we say that we have
not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.

1 My little children, | am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have
an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; 2 and he is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for
ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.

He follows much the same literary pattern as in the previous section. The ‘what if’ sections introduce the
issue of sin and sinfulness. In verses eight through ten of chapter one, three ‘what if sentences are put on
the table by John. The first and third one are virtually the same idea, but the ‘what then’ parts differ.

“If we say that we have no sin” (¢av einmouev 611 apaptiov ovk €youev) in verse eight becomes “if we say
that we have not sinned” (¢av ginmuev 611 0y Huoptikouev) in verse ten. The shift in wording only slightly
changes the meaning. It seems to move from “we say we are sinless” to “we say we have not committed a
single sin.” Here is flat out denial of sin in one’s life. It's not just ignoring it or pretending that it is unimportant.
John targeted one branch of developing Gnosticism that overtly denied the presence of sin in the Christian’s
life.

The result of such denial? Two pairs of consequences are put forth by John. First, “we deceive our-
selves, and the truth is not in us.” And secondly, “we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.“ Folks, this

is serious business. To deny our sin is to deceive ourselves. We are living a delusion where reality does not
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connect to assumption. We think we’re good Christians, but we are even Christian at all. God’s Truth has not
impacted our life what so ever! Even worse our denial of personal sin slanders the God who has said you do
have sin. We know more than God! What a farce! What arrogance! How deeply has ignorance of God and
His Truth covered our eyes to reality. The Gnostics of John’s day were living a lie, and were teaching it to oth-
ers. And in the process they were slandering God who had declared the opposite of what they were saying.
| would not want to be in their shoes on Judgement Day!

Do you know God? If you genuinely do, then you will be sensitive to the presence of sin in your life. What
do you do about it, once you realize it's there in your life? John offers two correctives in these verses that are
essential to a healthy spiritual life.

First, “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from
all unrighteousness.” When we become aware of sin, we must ‘confess it.” Now, folks, confession here is
ouoroyduev 1og apoptiog nudv. And confession here means public acknowledgement of our sins. No quick
“I'm sorry, God,” as we’re going to bed at night will suffice. It's are more profound than this. No meeting a
priest in a private booth in confession will be adequate. The Greek verb 6poloyéw demands open, public
confession of sins. In other words, we have to deal with our sins seriously and deeply.

When we’re willing to do this, the promise of John is marvelous. God can be absolutely counted on to
forgive and cleanse. God is both ‘faithful and just’ (mioté¢ €otiv kot dikorog). The result of this character of
God? He “will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.“ But His forgiveness and cleans-
ing is dependent on our willingness to confess our sins as lined out here by John. Without confession, there
is no forgiveness and cleansing.

Second, “we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and he is the atoning sacri-
fice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.” Jesus stands before the Heav-
enly Father as our defense attorney, our napdxintov. He pleads our case before the throne of God continually
in seeking God’s mercy toward us. But he does this out of having become our sacrifice, our 1Aaoudc, through
his death on the cross. This how His blood becomes the cleansing agent that God uses to get the sin out of
our lives.

Thus, walking with God in His Light brings true fellowship. But our sinful nature is going to trip us up on
occasion. And when it does, all isn’t lost. Not at all! We turn to God in genuine confession. And through the
work and advocacy of Jesus before the Father we find forgiveness and cleansing. Our fellowship with God
deepens; holiness -- true holiness -- takes deep root in our lives and shapes who we are even more. Praise
be to God!

lll. Are you following the example of Jesus in obedience? 2:3-6

Next question: What about obedience to God? Notice what John says in verses three through six:

3 Now by this we may be sure that we know him, if we obey his commandments. 4 Whoever says, “I have come

to know him,” but does not obey his commandments, is a liar, and in such a person the truth does not exist; 5 but

whoever obeys his word, truly in this person the love of God has reached perfection. By this we may be sure that
we are in him: 6 whoever says, “l abide in him,” ought to walk just as he walked.

How do we really know God? Any claim to knowing God has to be backed up with a lifestyle of obedi-
ence to God. John is crystal clear here. As was true in Jesus’ teaching, so also among the apostles the Chris-
tian experience is not just a matter of getting rid of the bad. Equally, important is replacing the bad with the
good. We must avoid doing wrong. But that’s only half the job. “| don’t drink, and | don’t chew, and | don’t go
with the girls that do” is no Christian slogan.

What are filling your life with? John’s point is that it must not be wrong, sinful things. But just as impor-
tant, it is to be the good things of obedience to God’s will. Again, John uses a series of ‘what if sentences to
make his point, especially in condemning the Gnostic teachers for their false perspective.

If we obey, we know that we know God: £€v 1001 YIVOGKOUEV OTL EYVOKAUEV AVTOV, £GV TAG EVIOAOG
ov1od tpduev. To walk in God’s Light simply means to consistently be doing what God tells us to do. And if
we’re unwilling to do this, quite simply we are “a liar, and in such a person the truth does not exist.“ John is
abundantly clear on this point.

But when we live in obedience to God, what happens? Some wonderful things result. Central to this
blessing is the blossoming of the love of God in our lives. What does that mean? In our minds we know that
God loves us. The Bible makes that abundantly clear. But the love of God is a power spiritual dynamic, not
just an attitude in God’s heart. The ongoing challenge of our Christian life is to experience this transforming
love of God personally. That means God comes into our lives as Love incarnate and this love begins permeat-
ing our total existence. Our thinking, our feeling, our commitments, our actions -- absolutely everything about
us begins to be driven by the divine Love as the dominating force of our life. Our obedience to God is critical
to freeing up this divine Love to take control of our existence. Obedience and love go together. Obedience
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without love becomes Pharisaical religious legalism. Love without obedience becomes sloppy sentimental-
ism with no substance or structure.

The measure of obedience, John says, is the earthly Jesus. He perfectly combined obedience and love
as He walked on planet earth. And thus He is the standard that we seek to emulate.

IV. Do you love others? 2:7-11

Out of question three comes question four: do you love the brethren? Note verses 7-11:
Beloved, | am writing you no new commandment, but an old commandment that you have had from the beginning;
the old commandment is the word that you have heard. 8 Yet | am writing you a new commandment that is true in
him and in you, because the darkness is passing away and the true light is already shining. 9 Whoever says, “l am
in the light,” while hating a brother or sister, is still in the darkness. 10 Whoever loves a brother or sister lives in the
light, and in such a person there is no cause for stumbling. 11 But whoever hates another believer is in the dark-
ness, walks in the darkness, and does not know the way to go, because the darkness has brought on blindness.

Do you know God? If you do, then you will love God’s people. It's that simple. There is nothing new are
trivial about this. This principle is basic and has been around a long, long time. Yet, in some ways it's new
since many have forgotten it. Loving God meant loving God’s people all through the Old Testament. But with
the coming of Jesus, this principle took on new, refreshing tones and implications.

John is quite blunt about this. If you claim to be in God’s light, you absolutely cannot be condemning and
slicing up God’s people in anger and hate. If you spend your time criticizing the church, the people of God in
the church etc., John is quite frank: there is no way under Heaven that you are a Christian with such an at-
titude and action. Notice the emphatic way John puts this: “whoever hates another believer is in the darkness,
walks in the darkness, and does not know the way to go, because the darkness has brought on blindness.” It
was no accident that John made this point after the one on the love of God. When God’s lover saturates your
life, hate and negativism toward God’s people has no place to lodge in your heart and attitudes.

Do you genuinely know God? How you treat fellow believers largely determines the answer to that ques-
tion.

V. Do you despise worldly things? 2:12-17
Final, question: how do you feel about things? In vv. 12-17, and especially vv. 15-17, John makes an
important point:
12 | am writing to you, little children, because your sins are forgiven on account of his name. 13 | am writing to you,
fathers, because you know him who is from the beginning. | am writing to you, young people, because you have
conquered the evil one. 14 | write to you, children, because you know the Father. | write to you, fathers, because
you know him who is from the beginning. | write to you, young people, because you are strong and the word of God
abides in you, and you have overcome the evil one. 15 Do not love the world or the things in the world. The love
of the Father is not in those who love the world; 16 for all that is in the world—the desire of the flesh, the desire of
the eyes, the pride in riches—comes not from the Father but from the world. 17 And the world and its desire are
passing away, but those who do the will of God live forever.
John begins this section with a poetic affirmation of his readers in the apostolic tradition.

2:12 Tpdow vuiv, Texvia 12 | am writing to you, little children,
b b ; ) .
8L GdgmvTon Uiy at duaptiot 81t t Svopa adTod. because your sins are forgiven on account of his
213 ypdow VAV, TOTEPEC, name.

STl EVVOKATE TOV G GOYT 13 | am writing to you, fathers,
. . YN , PxNG: because you know him who is from the beginning.
YPOO® VULV, VEAVICKOL,

o , \ , | am writing to you, young people,
OTL VEVLKTIKOTE TOV TOVIPOV. because you have conquered the evil one.

2'14 €ypaya uiv, tandio, 14 | write to you, children,
0Tt £YVOKOTE TOV TOTEPTL. because you know the Father.
€ypoyo, VUi, TaTépeg, | write to you, fathers,
Ot eyvaKaTe 10V O ApX TG because you know him who is from the beginning.
£ypoya DUiv, VEavicKot, | write to you, young people,
011 Loyvpol £o1e because you are strong
Kol 6 Adyog 10D B0 v VUlv puével and the word of God abides in you,
KOl VEVLKﬁKCﬁTS 0V novnp(’)v. and you have overcome the evil one.

He had fundamental confidence in the fidelity of the bulk of the church members he was writing to, but none
in the false teachers who were spreading their religious poison among these church members.

His final point comes in verses 15-17: “15 Do not love the world or the things in the world. The love of the Father
is not in those who love the world; 16 for all that is in the world—the desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, the pride
in riches — comes not from the Father but from the world. 17 And the world and its desire are passing away, but those

who do the will of God live forever.”
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He begins with an admonition to stop loving the world and worldly things. You cannot genuinely know
God and be a slave to things? The ways of the world and the ways of God are diametrically opposed to one
another. You have to choose between them; you can’t have both. Worldly ways are sources of pride and ar-
rogance, John declares. And both they and the world along with them are vanishing. They will not last but will
suffer eventual destruction. Thus, you have hitched your wagon to a horse that will lead you straight into the
destruction of Hell itself.

Things are hard to turn loose of. | know by personal experience. When Claire and | made the decision
to move from North Carolina to Germany last summer, it quickly began dawning on us that we would have to
turn loose of the vast majority of things that we had worked hard to accumulate over several years of mar-
riage. Our nice home and a ton of furnishings could not be moved to Germany. For me one of the hardest
things was a four thousand volume personal library that had been carefully developed over forty plus years
of ministry. | also had to turn loose of a shop loaded with power tools for wood working that | had assembled
in anticipation of retirement years. We struggled a lot all last fall as we sold at dirt cheap prices, gave away to
family, donated to charity close to 90% of our belongings in order to make the move here. Yet, in the midst of
all of this came a wonderful feeling of liberation. We were now far less attached to and dependent on things.
For people living in western society this is not a common feeling or experience. We crave our things. But in
the end, our things end up owning us and we become their slaves.

John knew this quite well. Knowing God means turning loose of things, and putting God authentically
in first place in our lives. The Gnostic teachers had contended that things were evil, but since evil no longer
mattered it was okay to indulge in things. Worldliness was okay, because it couldn’t harm your soul. Think
most modern day TV preachers, if you want to see an contemporary ‘Gnostic’ false teacher. While claiming
superior spirituality the vast majority of them live as slaves to a crass materialism in a lifestyle of luxury and
worldliness. John’s assessment: these people wouldn’t recognize God if they saw Him on the street corner.
They haven’t a clue about who He actually is.

CONCLUSION
So | come back to the original question. Now that we’ve gone through the subsidiary questions, you'’re
in a better position to answer the basic one.
DO YOU GENUINELY KNOW GOD? | pray that you do. You can know that you know Him only as you’re
walking in the Light along side Jesus.
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