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A Faith That’s Real. . .
Knows For Sure, Part 10
A Study in 1 John

Small Group Questions
Warm Up:  Share with the group the best letter you’ve ever receive.  Why was this letter so special?

1.  John lists Five issues that every Believer should be sure of.

Where They are Headed:  What keeps believers from knowing for sure they are going to heaven?  What can we do as believers to help each other build that confidence?

How To Pray:  What are some of the more significant barriers or struggles believers encounter when it comes to prayer.  What have you learned about the discipline of prayer?

John says to prayer for ourselves (petition) and to pray for each other (intercession).

How balanced are these two disciplines in your prayer life?

How to Stay Pure:  Read 1 John 1:9.  What does this verse mean to you?  How important is this verse to the life of a Christian?

To Whom They Belong:  Pastor Tim asserts “The more you affirm your identity in Christ the more your behavior will reflect the character of Christ.”  How can the believer affirm their identity in Christ.
Their Responsibility to the World:  What is the best way for Christians to be salt and light to the world?

A story is told of George Bernard Shaw, the English play write giving a lecture on the English language and made mentioned that there are only two words in the English language with the “sh” sound that is not spelled “sh.”  (should, shoulder, shake, Shaw, etc)  Only two English words with that sound not spelled with ‘sh.’  One of his listeners stood up intending to correct him asserting that there is only one word in the English language that fits that category, it’s the word ‘sugar’  (‘sh’ sound, there’s no ‘h’ in the spelling).  To which Mr. Shaw immediate responded, “Are you sure?”  The word ‘know’ is used over thirty time in 1 John, John wants us to know, to be sure.  If you are normal, you’ve probably doubted a time or two.  Is Christianity really true?  Is the Bible really reliable?  Does God really love me? What can I know for sure?  1 John is about having a faith that’s real.  Last week, we ended with verse 12 in chapter 5:
1 John 5:12 (NIV)  He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. 

Very simple, very direct.  Do you believe in Jesus?  Last week we looked at the evidence.  And the evidence demands a verdict.  If you believe in the person and work of Jesus, you have life.

Every Believer Can/Should Know. . .

John wants us to know, and to know that we know, to live in a confident assurance of the life we have in Jesus.  So, he closes out his letter with five things a real faith knows for sure.  

1.   Where They Are Headed, vs. 13

Question:  How many of you are going to heaven?  Some of you have just illustrated the challenge that John is addressing in this verse.  This is the purpose of John’s gospel:

John 20:31 (NIV)  These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name. 

Romans says faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God.  This was John’s testimony of the Son of God so that you and I could come to faith and be saved.  Now, this is the purpose of John’s letter.    
1 John 5:13 (NIV)   I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life. 

The most common response I get from the question, “are you going to heaven?’ is: “Well, I hope so.”  I’ve had conversations for thirty years with Christians, Christians who have been Christians for years, and they still reply, “I hope so.”  Well, why don’t you know so?  And often, their response is, it’s a little presumptuous on my part to say I’m going to heaven, only God knows if I’m going to heaven.  Ok, well, if God knows if you’re going to heaven, what has God said?    
Acts 2:21 (NIV)   And everyone who calls

        on the name of the Lord will be saved.'

 Question:  Have you done that?

Romans 10:9 (NIV)  That if you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 

Question:  Have you done that?

Mark 16:16 (NIV)  Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved. 

Have you done that?

Question:  have you ever wonder if you were married?  Have you ever woken up in the middle of the night, looked over at that human being snoring beside you and ask yourself, “Am I married?”  Have you ever woken them up just to make sure, “Hey, am I married?”  You went through a ceremony, you promised a covenant, you signed a document, you went on a honey moon.  Buddy, you’re married.  It’s not presumption on your part.  It’s not arrogant to believe something that’s true.  Quite the opposite, there is a humility in knowing that a sinner like you and me, worthy of death, destined for hell, to be the object of God’s love demonstrated on the cross.  If that puffs you up, then you’ve missed the point.  You are a sinner saved by grace – don’t ever forget that.  But just the same:  you a sinner saved by grace – you don’t need to doubt that.  It is not presumption to take God at his word.  Quite the contrary, it is presumption to doubt what God has made plain.  You can know, you should know for sure.  John moves on from there.  Knowledge produces confidence.    
2. How to Pray, vs. 14-17
1 John 5:14-17 (NIV)  This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. [15] And if we know that he hears us--whatever we ask--we know that we have what we asked of him. 

The word ‘confidence,’ could be translated “freedom of speech.”
Romans 8:15 (NIV)  

    For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, "Abba, Father." 

There is an open, natural approach to God; as a child would talk to their dad.  Hebrews tells us we have a high priest who sympathizes with our weakness and then encourages us:   

Hebrews 4:16 (NIV)  

    Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need. 

There is an uninhibited exchange between the redeemed and the redeemer.  Reverent because He is God but relaxed because He is Father.  God is saying, there is no reason to be afraid or reticent when it comes to talking to me.  Unbelievers know that kind of freedom.  To them, prayer is the art of negotiation.  But for the children of God, it is the heart of an intimate relationship.  In this passage, John addresses two types of prayer.   

A)  The Prayer of Petition
In verse 15:  ask whatever, I’m your Dad.  I’ll listen and respond.  Just remember.  I’m your Dad and I’m committed to what’s best for you.  Many of us misunderstand what prayer is and that’s why we get discouraged and disillusioned when prayer doesn’t work.  Prayer is not a convenient device to impose our will or to bend His will.  Prayer is God’s prescribed way to subordinate our will to His. 

John 15:7  (ESV)  If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.
You want to be confident about prayer?  Pray Biblical prayers.  You want to be able to approach the throne of grace without fear or insecurity?  Then you need to learn how to pray Biblically.

(How to pray about the things that are on the heart of God.)  As a kid, did you ever ask your parents for something you knew they weren’t going to go for?  Hey Dad, will you buy me a new car?  NO.  Thought so.  But how about this: Hey Dad, can I mow the yard for you?  Sure.  (See the difference?)  Hey Dad, I’m a little apprehensive about tomorrow, will you take care of that for me?  You know I will, you’re my kid.   
B) The Prayer of Intercession 

Petition is praying for yourself.  Intercession is praying for someone else.  And John presents a particular issue of intercession:  who do you pray for and who you don’t pray for.
[16] If anyone sees his brother commit a sin that does not lead to death, he should pray and God will give him life. I refer to those whose sin does not lead to death. There is a sin that leads to death. I am not saying that he should pray about that. [17] All wrongdoing is sin, and there is sin that does not lead to death. 

Galatians 6 says that if someone is caught in a sin we who are spiritual should restore him gently.  John says here:  when someone is caught in a sin, the first thing you do is not talk to your friends, you talk to God.  Now, that, I believe, is the most important take away from this verse.  But the question remains, how do I know I should be praying about this?  And how do I discern a sin leading to death or not leading to death.  This is a foundational passage for Catholic theology distinguishing venial from mortal sin.  The Bible says if you’ve broken one law you’re guilty of the whole thing.  Romans 6 says the wages of sin, all sin is death, so all sin is mortal.  So, I’m not convinced that this is what John is teaching.  Some have suggested that no one really knows the sin that leads to death until the sinner actually dies, like Annanias and Sapphira who dropped dead when they lied to the Holy Spirit.    Jesus said this in the gospels:  
Mark 3:28-29 (NIV)  

    I tell you the truth, all the sins and blasphemies of men will be forgiven them. [29] But whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven; he is guilty of an eternal sin." 

What’s the blasphemy of the Holy Spirit?  John doesn’t mention the Holy Spirit in our passage this morning.  There is a point in time, a particular choice made by the individual that makes impossible the grace of God to take affect in his life.  Some try to make the argument that John is referring to believers in the first half of this passage and unbelievers in the second.

In other words, Christians could never commit a sin leading to death because we’ve been covered by the grace of God.  Unbelievers, on the other hand would commit such a sin.

But here’s the problem with that:  1) John doesn’t articulate that distinction, and 2) as I’ve said, all sin leads to death if you’ve not accepted Christ.  So, let’s ask this question:  What has John been concerned about all through this letter?  He’s been concerned about believers being led astray by false teaching that would deny the person and work of Jesus and thus nullify the grace of God in their lives.  Let’s ask another question:  Is it possible to believe the truth at one point and reject the truth at another point?  This is debatable but places like Hebrews 6 and 2 Peter 2 seem to indicate that possibility.  In either case:  here’s the bottom line:  there are couple of things God cannot do.  He cannot lie.  He cannot compromise His character.  And He cannot save someone who does not want to be saved.  When you take the whole of Scripture referring to this issue and line it up with what John is talking about it seems to me that the sin that leads to death is not so much the magnitude of any particular sin, like you did something really, really bad.  That’s not what he’s saying.   I’ve had to counsel countless believers that were convinced they had crossed the line of God’s patience with sin.  That is never the case.  There is nothing you’ve done or will ever do that is beyond the ability of God’s grace to cleanse.  Never.
And if you are, in anyway consumed with dread wondering if you’ve crossed such a line, that in itself is a strong indication that you’ve not done so.  Here’s what I believe John is saying:  It is not the magnitude of the sin that prevents forgiveness but rather the attitude and disposition of the sinner;  they don’t see the need for forgiveness, they have no desire to be forgiven.

You see, the essence of blasphemy of the Holy Spirit is simple rejection, the bitter, hardened resistance to the truth of God.  God doesn’t send people to hell. When you want nothing to do with God, that’s the only place to go.  Now, just to clarify, John doesn’t prohibit us to pray for people like that but until the spirit of God can reach the heart of such a person, there’s not a whole lot your praying is going to do.  So, what’s the point?  What do we need to take away from this?  Before I get to that let me say this:  If you have the spiritual gift of argument and love to debate stuff, mark this passage and bring it up in a Bible study.  Your group is going to love it.   This is one of those difficult passages that may not be fully understood this side of heaven,  and when God does explain it to us we’ll say, “oh yeah, that makes so much sense why didn’t we get that?”  Here’s what, I believe, we should take seriously, Jesus said Peter.

Luke 22:32 (NIV)  I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. 

You and I need to be fervently, diligently praying for each other, our brothers and sisters in Christ.  We need to apply ourselves to  intercession.  Pray for God’s blessing, God’s protection.  Pray for God’s will to be manifested in our respective lives.  Pray that the fruit of God’s Spirit would be evident and that the salt and light we’ve been call to display would permeate the world around us.  Pray that we would manifest the teaching of John’s next subject:

3.  How to Stay Pure, vs. 18
1 John 5:18 (NIV)   We know that anyone born of God does not continue to sin; the one who was born of God keeps him safe, and the evil one cannot harm him. 

In verse 18, John begins, we know.  Verse 19, we know.  Verse 20, we know.  What do we know?  We know that a person in intimate vital relationship with God is transformed from the inside out.  We know we are new creations in Christ.  We know we have been crucified with Christ and we no longer live but Christ lives in us.  This does not mean we are immune to temptation, it’s guarantee against moral and spiritual failure.  It just means that the closer you get to Jesus, the farther you get from a desire to live a compromising life.  I’ve talked to several people who, after decades of smoking and having conquered that addiction have come to a point where they cannot tolerate the smell of smoke anymore.  That’s what I’m talking about.  That you have grown so in love with the fragrance of Christ that you are repelled by the odor of the world.  So, what happens when that odor seeps in?  What does a believer do with sin?

1 John 1:9 (NIV)  

    If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. 

You confess it, you remind yourself of the grace of God, and you move on, walking in the humility of a grace you do not deserve, embracing the joy of your salvation.  His mercies are new every morning.  
4.  To Whom They Belong, vs. 19-20
1 John 5:19-20 (NIV)   We know that we are children of God, and that the whole world is under the control of the evil one. [20] We know also that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding, so that we may know him who is true. And we are in him who is true--even in his Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal life. 

There should be no such thing as an identity crisis for the Christian.  Verse 19 – we are sojourners in a world ruled by the prince of darkness.  But this is not our home and he is not our king.  Verse 20 – we are in him who is true.  Ephesians 1 – you are chosen in Christ.  Colossians 1 – you are redeemed in Christ.  Romans 8 – you are free from condemnation.  2 Timothy 1 – you do not have a spirit of fear, but one of power, love and a sound mind.  You know him who is true, you are in Him who is true.  The more you affirm your identity in Christ the more your behavior will reflect the character of Christ.  And John revisits this very serious reality:  if you are not in Christ then you are in the grips of the evil one.  In this life there are only two kingdoms; two masters and two roads.  Your friends, your loved ones, your coworkers and neighbors – you, as a believer, walk out into the world everyday of your life knowing that this is not your home,  we know who we belong too.  But for the rest of the world, they don’t have a clue how hopeless their future is without Christ.    

1 John 5:21 (NIV)  

    Dear children, keep yourselves from idols. 

5. Their Responsibility to the World, vs. 21
An idol is anything that takes the place of God in your life.  Why John would end his letter with this one, seemingly isolated directive?  John’s concern is that the children of God not be swayed from the truth of God, influenced by the false ideas of God.  We talked about Gnosticism and how that ideology is still alive in our culture.  You’ve got to keep yourself from anything that would influence you to falsehood.  This is our calling, our commission – to understand our identity in Christ, to live in the reality of that identity as an example to others of the power of God to liberate the human soul from the grip of gods who are not gods.  Our responsibility to the world is not one of indifference but involvement.  We don’t isolate, we invade.  We are salt and light.

So, What About You?  (Questions that only you must answer.) 
Do You Know For Sure?
Believer, you should know.  Unbeliever, you can know.  God loves you and wants a personal relationship with you.  Your sin has cut you off from God but the cross of Christ has bridged the gap.  And John gave us this letter, penned these words in his gospel:

John 1:12 (NIV)  Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God-- 

