
Final Words
1 John 5:18-21

So what have you learned?  We come to the end of this first 
letter from John this morning, and that’s an appropriate question.  
Since John writes very clearly, it isn’t hard to figure out what he 
wants you to learn.  He wants you to gain knowledge. Confidence 
and assurance.  Most especially, this confidence, as I have often 
noted the climax of the book,

1 John 5:13  “These things I have written to you who believe in 
the name of the Son of God, that you may know that you have 
eternal life.” 

“That you may know!”  That’s the key phrase. Go back to,
1 John 2:3  “Now by this we know that we know Him.”

Remember those three tests, those three evidences John 
gives, by which you can know that you know him.  The moral test, 
your obedience to his commands.  The social test, your love for 
one another.  And the doctrinal test, that you believe in Jesus.  
Those three tests combined, together, enable you to know.  To 
have confidence and assurance.

Then there is the promise of,
1 John 2:20  “But you have an anointing from the Holy One, 

and you know all things. 21 I have not written to you because you 
do not know the truth, but because you know it, and that no lie is 
of the truth.”

1 John 3:5  “And you know that He was manifested to take 
away our sins, and in Him there is no sin.”

1 John 3:14  “We know that we have passed from death to life, 
because we love the brethren. He who does not love his brother 

abides in death.”

1 John 4:13  “By this we know that we abide in Him, and He in 
us, because He has given us of His Spirit.”

There are other verses.  Several more.  “We know…”. And 
three times in our text this morning we read those words again.

v.18  “We know that whoever is born of God does not sin.”
v.19  “We know that we are of God.”
v.20 “And we know that the Son of God has come.”

And those are John’s final words.  Beginning with,

I. A FINAL ENCOURAGEMENT.
I’ve used the word “test” to describe those three evidences of 

true Christian faith, three demonstrations of spiritual life with 
which John intends to give you confidence and hope.  So maybe 
test isn’t the best word.  But three ways in which the presence of 
eternal life through faith in Jesus is made sure and certain.  So 
those three tests are intended to be of encouragement.  Of help.  
A ground of strength.  The basis of our assurance.  And the first 
encouragement is,

A. Our confidence of freedom from the power of sin.
We don’t read here an exhortation, a call to obedience or 

application of the law.  But rather, we read a description of who 
we are as Christians in relationship to the law.  Or more 
accurately, in relationship to sin.  Surely we continue to sin, as 
believers.  John is sure to make that plain, as in,

1 John 1:8  “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive 
ourselves, and the truth is not in us.”

Also, v. 10  “If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him 
a liar, and His word is not in us.”
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John isn’t teaching sinless perfection, but he is teaching 
something else that is of great encouragement even as you 
struggle with sin as a believer.  Freedom from its power.  And that 
is the meaning of,

v.18

John speaks of sin in terms of its power, the power to enslave.  
He speaks of sin as the habitual, addictive, controlling and life-
dominating practice of continuing in sin, without repentance.  We 
studied all of that in relation to,

1 John 3:4  “Whoever commits sin also commits lawlessness, 
and sin is lawlessness. 5 And you know that He was manifested 
to take away our sins, and in Him there is no sin. 6 Whoever 
abides in Him does not sin. Whoever sins has neither seen Him 
nor known Him.  7 Little children, let no one deceive you. He who 
practices righteousness is righteous, just as He is righteous. 8 He 
who sins is of the devil, for the devil has sinned from the 
beginning. For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that 
He might destroy the works of the devil. 9 Whoever has been 
born of God does not sin, for His seed remains in him; and he 
cannot sin, because he has been born of God.”

If you remember from the passage, the Greek verb tense is 
present tense, signifying continuous actions.  So some English 
translations rightly translate verse 9, “Whoever has been born of 
God does not continue to sin, for His seed remains in him; and he 
cannot continue to sin, because he has been born of God.”

Again, my point.  John’s point.  This is your encouragement.  
You will be able not to sin.  That really is the most basic definition 
of the Christian with relation to sin.  You are able not to sin.  If 
God is in you, if God has saved you, if God has given you a new 
heart and put a new spirit within you, then you will be able not to 
sin.

Again, that is encouragement for you when you struggle with 
sin.  It is the encouragement that you will succeed.  That you can 
succeed.  According to verse 18, “he who has been born of God 
keeps himself.”  Guards himself.  The idea is that he is able to 
guard himself.  He is able.  He has the ability.  Simply because he 
is born of God.

Let me remind you of what that really means.  We read,
2 Cor. 5:17  “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 

creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have 
become new.”

Likewise,
Galatians 6:4  “But God forbid that I should boast except in the 

cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world has been 
crucified to me, and I to the world. 15 For in Christ Jesus neither 
circumcision nor uncircumcision avails anything, but a new 
creation.”

There is an even more descriptive explanation of that new 
creation in the Old Testament,

Ezek. 36:26  “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit 
within you; I will take the heart of stone out of your flesh and give 
you a heart of flesh. 27 I will put My Spirit within you and cause 
you to walk in My statutes, and you will keep My judgments and 
do them. 28 Then you shall dwell in the land that I gave to your 
fathers; you shall be My people, and I will be your God.”

That’s our confidence.  That’s why John is writing this letter to 
us.

v.18. “We know that whoever is born of God does not sin; but 
he who has been born of God keeps himself…”

Notice the final encouragement of that verse, too.  “…and the 
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wicked one does not touch him.”  In other words, even the devil 
doesn’t have power over you!   Remember,

1 John 4:4  “You are of God, little children, and have overcome 
them, because He who is in you is greater than he who is in the 
world.”

So we read,
James 4:7  “Therefore submit to God. Resist the devil and he 

will flee from you.”

That’s what you can know!  That’s the assurance and 
confidence that you can have.  “Resist the devil and he will flee 
from you.”

Verse 19 gives us further encouragement.

B. Our confidence in relationship to God.
v.19

This is so helpful, so pastoral, as we would say today.  There 
are a lot of troubles in this world.  A lot of trials, a lot of struggles.  
And the whole world seems to be “under the sway of the wicked 
one.”  That seems more true today than ever.  I’ve had any 
number of conversations with many of you over the past several 
weeks that have been centered on the frustration of that.  From 
the danger of the coronavirus itself, to the foolishness and 
inconsistency of so many decisions made by our governing 
authorities, to the politicization and partisanship of everything 
these days, including the response to COVID-19.  The frustration 
of the loss of civil liberties, the boldness of the government to 
restrict churches and regulate worship itself.  To say nothing of 
the economic disasters caused by a three month shut-down of the 
whole economy.  There is so much exasperation, so much that 
seems to want to convince us, at least in our subjective emotions, 

that the whole world is “under the sway of the wicked one.”

But John encourages us.  Despite what seems evident and 
apparent about the world in which we live, still, “We know that we 
are of God.”  And this is what Jesus declared during his own 
earthly ministry,

John 12:31  “Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler 
of this world will be cast out.”

So no matter what comes in the world, “We know that we are 
of God.”  And that really does make a difference.  That’s the 
encouragement.

With that final encouragement comes,

II. A FINAL PROMISE.
v.20

There are three promises there, all very much related.  And 
vital.  First,

A. The promise of Jesus.
Specifically, the incarnation of Jesus.  “And we know that the 

Son of God has come.”  The eternal second person of the deity 
became man and lived among us.  God is with us, the promise 
embodied in that Hebrew word Immanuel.

Do you remember how this whole book began?
1 John 1:1  “That which was from the beginning, which we 

have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have 
looked upon, and our hands have handled, concerning the Word 
of life— 2 the life was manifested, and we have seen, and bear 
witness, and declare to you that eternal life which was with the 
Father and was manifested to us— 3 that which we have seen 
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and heard we declare to you.”

We have seen Jesus, says the Apostle.  We have touched 
him.  And lived with him.  This religion we call Christianity is 
based upon an idea or a theory.  It is based on the historical fact 
that God became man, that God took to himself a human nature, 
he shared in our humanity.  So we read,

John 1:1  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with 
God. 3 All things were made through Him, and without Him 
nothing was made that was made…14 And the Word became 
flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as 
of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.”

Beloved, we know that the son of God has come in the flesh.  
And as John puts it, “has given us an understanding.”  He has 
given us knowledge.  He has enabled us to believe.  We believe 
the promise of Jesus.  We believe that Jesus has come in the 
flesh.  And with that promise, with that understanding comes,

B. The promise of truth.
What is truth?  How can you know what is truth?  The answer 

is that God is truth.  Jesus is the truth.  
v.20  “And we know that the Son of God has come and has 

given us an understanding, that we may know Him who is true.”

John 14:6  Jesus said to him, “I am the way, the truth, and the 
life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.”

So it is that we are promised truth.  That’s quite an astounding 
comment, isn’t it?  What is truth?  What is true?  What is false?  
What is real?  Unreal?  What is accurate?  We just don’t often 
know.  But this we do know, Jesus is true.  True truth.  Absolute 
truth.  Unchanging truth. Eternal truth.

Paul commends the Thessalonians with these words, 
1 Thes. 2:13  “For this reason we also thank God without 

ceasing, because when you received the word of God which you 
heard from us, you welcomed it not as the word of men, but as it 
is in truth, the word of God, which also effectively works in you 
who believe.”

The world in which we live doesn’t admit to reality of such 
truth.  But it continues to search for it.  The intellectual continues 
to search for truth, knowing all along they they will never find it. 
Such is the blindness and the hardness of so many who live in 
our age.  And you and I have the answer, you and I have the 
truth, an understanding, “that we may know Him who is true; and 
we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ.”

And with that truth, the most important element of that truth, 
we receive,

C. The promise of eternal life.
v.20. “This is the true God and eternal life.”

Again, the climax of this book,
1 John 5:11  “And this is the testimony: that God has given us 

eternal life, and this life is in His Son. 12 He who has the Son has 
life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. 13 
These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the 
Son of God, that you may know that you have eternal life.”

In that context, nothing else matters.  Nothing is more 
important.  Nothing has a greater priority for your life.  God has 
given us eternal life.  And John writes this letter for the specific 
purpose “that you may know that you have eternal life.”

Let me ask you at this point, plainly, clearly.  Do you know that 
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you have eternal life?  Do you know that by faith in Jesus, God 
forgives you your sin and gives to you as a gift of his grace, the 
right to inherit eternal life.  Do you know that when you die you 
will go to heaven?

If you don’t know that, please speak to me today.  Or send me 
a note this week so we can talk further.  There is nothing more 
important than that.  Nothing more crucial for you to believe, for 
you to know.  And let me emphasize, the reason you can KNOW 
that you have eternal, not just hope that you might have it, the 
reason you can have assurance and confidence that have eternal 
life is because it is offered to you as a gift.  You don’t have to earn 
it, you only have to receive it.

John 3:16  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only 
begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but 
have everlasting life.”

Eph. 2:8  “For by grace you have been saved through faith, 
and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9 not of works, lest 
anyone should boast.”

Now, having said all of that, John has one final 
encouragement, really an exhortation.

III. A FINAL EXHORTATION.
Exhortation means an application.  It is an imperative, a 

command, a personal challenge.  It is, what we often call, the law.  
The application of the law.  The exhortation of the law.  And the 
law, when used rightly, when understood correctly, does not 
contradict the gospel.  For the believer, for the one who knows 
that he has eternal life, by faith, the law becomes the definition of 
God’s will for our lives and the definition of our love for God.

And so when John gives a final exhortation, he does so with,

A. Pastoral affection.
Which is to say, he addresses his readers with pastoral 

affection.  He calls them “little children.”  That’s not a word of 
condescension here.  He’s not belittling them nor insulting them, 
but rather he is speaking to them tenderly.  Lovingly.  Personally.  
Affectionately.  He addresses them as if they were his own 
children.  “My little children.”  

And as such, in that context, he ends this whole letter with a 
specific application,

B. A pastoral warning.
v.21 “…keep yourselves from idols. Amen.”

That’s so fascinating to me!  Sometimes today, preachers are 
so consumed with the promise of the gospel that they insist that 
sermons have to end with the promise of the gospel, not with 
application.  Some go so far as to say there should never be any 
applications in a sermon because that contradicts the gospel.  
And I just have to say that if that is true, then John should have 
ended his letter with verse 20.  But he doesn’t.  He ends with an 
exhortation.  A warning.

It’s not a condemnation.  He is judging them.  He isn’t beating 
them over the head with a 2x4.  He isn’t being legalistic.  He isn’t 
preaching works salvation or denying the doctrine of justification 
by faith.  He simply gives them a final warning.

In some ways it is like when I wish one of my daughters off on 
her way home, with a long drive ahead of her.  “Be safe,” I will 
likely say.  It’s a final instruction given from a father’s love.  And it 
doesn’t necessarily involve any sense of impending failure.  It’s 
just reality.  “Be save.”

Page  of 5 6



So John’s final pastoral warning comes to us in the reality of 
our own Christian lives.  What dangers we face with idols.  
Constant dangers.  Unending danger.  And it is such a useful, 
conclusive parting greeting from an apostle who loves those to 
whom he writes.

v.21

There are so many idols that vie for our affection and 
attention.  So many idols that compete for the faithfulness of our 
devotion.  So many things in this world, of this world, that we 
make to be idols.  It could be material things, money chief among 
them.  Or physical pleasure.  Happiness.  Success.  Power, 
Health.  It could be a person, a relationship.  It could be anything.  
Anyone.  Anything that becomes the object of your attention 
before God, anything that becomes the object of your affection, 
your worship, your devotion.  Anything other than God.

So little children, dear friends, if you know that you have 
eternal life, if you know Jesus as the truth and trust in him for your 
salvation, then with that assurance and with that confidence, don’t 
ever forget the importance of this final warning.  Above all else, 
“keep yourselves from idols.”
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