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Verses 1-5 are a unit arraigned in a chiastic structure.  

A the one who believes that Jesus is the Christ (5:1a) 

  B is born of God (5:1b) 

    C loves the child born of Him (5:1c) 

    C’ love the children of God (5:2) 

  B’ whatever is born of God (5:4) 

A’ he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God (5:5) 

5:1 Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and whoever loves the Father 

loves the child born of Him. 

Believing that Jesus is the Christ in the Book of 1 John includes the belief that He has come in the flesh 

(4:2), He is God’s Son,  and the Savior of the world (4:14-15).  

The combination of the present tense (believes) and perfect tense [has been born] is important. The 

perfect tense “is born” emphasizes the continuing state of having been born. The present tense 

(believes) reflects a continuous state of believing.  “It shows clearly that believing is the consequence, 

not the cause, of the new birth. Our present, continuing activity of believing is the result, and therefore, 

the evidence, of our past experience of new birth by which we became and remain God’s children” 

(Stott, 175). Thus, faith that Jesus is the Christ goes beyond mere acceptance of facts or abstract truth; it 

is the consequence of entering into a spiritual relationship, it entails having been born of God. 

The one who is born of God loves the child who is born by Him (i.e. fellow Christians – see 5:2).  

5:2 By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and observe His 

commandments.  

5:3 For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His commandments are 

not burdensome. 

Verse 2 shows how we can know that we have genuine love for other members of the family of God: 

“we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and observe His commandments.” 

Up until now the question in 1 John has been: How can we know for sure that we love God or are born 

of God?  The answer has been: You can know you love God if you love fellow Christians.  Loving other 

people has been the test of our love for God.  However, in this verse the reverse is stated; love for God 

becomes the criterion for knowing that we love God’s children. The two thoughts go hand in hand. If we 

do not love other believers, we do not love God because God is love and we are born of God. Those 

born of God have the nature of their Father. In addition, we have seen and received the love of God 

through Christ. Those who have received so much should be generous in loving others.  Thus, we know 

we love God when we love others. However, we also know we love others when we love God. Because 

God is love (4:8), He is the basis for all love. Because love is from God (4:7), His commandments are also 

an expression of love. Therefore, anything that we might call love that does not conform to the nature 

or expressed will of God cannot be love.  
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When we love God and observe His commandments our love toward others will be God-like. This is why 

it is loving to reject homosexual relationships, exercise church discipline against an unrepentant 

Christian, or keep gender roles distinct; love is love when our behavior aligns with the revealed will of 

the God of love. To state it negatively, when we must compromise our love for God or His 

commandments in order to “love” people, we are not really loving them at all. 

We know we love people when we love God; we know we love God when we observe His 

commandments, and His commandments are not burdensome. Jesus said, “Take my yoke upon you, and 

learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is 

easy, and my burden is light" (Matt. 11:29- 30). When we understand the freedom we have achieved in 

Christ, and experience the burden of sin lifted from us, God’s commands will seem joyous. We will sense 

that we are living life as we were designed to live it. The commandments of God only become 

burdensome when we believe that it is more satisfying to disobey them; this is the message that the 

world constantly promotes, and this is why verses 4 and 5 become so important.   

5:4 For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory that has overcome 

the world-- our faith. 

The reason God’s commandments are not burdensome (5:3) is because the one born of God overcomes 

the world (5:4). The implication is that the desire that we have to love the world and ourselves rather 

than others is the obstacle placed by the world that makes the commandment to love one another 

burdensome. However, with the new nature we possess in Christ this barrier is removed: “whatever is 

born of God overcomes the world.”  

Just as conflict with the world is ever present, so victory is always available. Believers continue to 

conquer (present tense verb) the world because they have faith in Jesus as Messiah. This faith is not just 

an intellectual opinion, but governs the way one thinks and acts, resulting in victory. 

5:5 Who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of 

God? 

The question that John gives expects no answer. If we were to answer it, the answer would be “no one 

overcomes the world except the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.”  Belief that the eternal 

Son and the historical Jesus are one and the same is the means by which we conquer the world. 

In John 16:33 Jesus said, “In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the 

world." In 1 John 4:4 it says, “You are from God, little children, and have overcome them; because 

greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world.” It logically follows that we are victorious 

because we share Jesus’ triumph.   

5:6 This is the One who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ; not with the water only, but 

with the water and with the blood. It is the Spirit who testifies, because the Spirit is the truth. 

5:7 For there are three that testify: 

5:8 the Spirit and the water and the blood; and the three are in agreement. 
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Verses 6-12 revolve around the theme of testimony. Verses 6-8 have been notoriously difficult and 

many explanations exist.  Part of the difficulty is that John is addressing a false teaching of the 

secessionists that was known to his readers but not to us.  There is no confusion that the Spirit is the 

Holy Spirit who testifies about Jesus; the difficulty lies in the meaning of water and blood. 

Some initial observations help to narrow down the views.  

First, verse 5 says that the one who overcomes the world is the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of 

God. The purpose of verse 6-8 is to provide testimony that Jesus is the Son of God. Believing in Jesus is 

based on testimony given concerning Him. Verses 6-9 give the nature of this testimony.  

Secondly, the water, Spirit, and the blood are three different witnesses that show that Jesus is the Son 

of God (5:7, 8). This makes any view that takes “water and blood” as a hendiadys referring to Jesus’ 

death (Calvin) unlikely.  John is speaking about three things that testify- water, blood, and the Spirit 

(NOTE: some believe verse 7 is a gloss introduced first in 15th century manuscripts – Stott, 180; but even 

if verse 7 isn’t in the original text, verse 8 makes it clear there are three witnesses).  

Thirdly, John says that Jesus “came” through water and blood. If this was a reference to the water and 

blood that flowed from Jesus’ side at His crucifixion (as some believe), it is difficult to know how Jesus 

“came” by these things. We would also be hard pressed to explain how they testify that Jesus is the Son 

of God – which is the purpose for mentioning them here. Lastly, what would be meant by, “He did not 

come with the water only, but with the water and with the blood” if the crucifixion was in mind?  This 

makes us seek for another explanation. 

Some see water and blood as the sacraments of baptism and communion. If that were the case, the verb 

“came” would be inappropriate since it is an aorist tense indicating a historical event in the past, not a 

present act of Christ coming in some spiritual sense every time baptism and communion occur.  

Fourthly, the emphasis is on the blood; that is, the death of Christ. The claim that Jesus came by water 

alone was a danger that John was correcting (5:6). John makes it clear that Jesus came “not with the 

water only, but with the water and with the blood!”  

Based on the above observations, the easiest way to understand these verses is to see water and blood 

as the terminal points of Jesus’ earthly ministry. The words, “He came through” refers to Jesus’ mission 

of salvation, not simply His coming into the world. In other words, Jesus came through both historical 

experiences, and they testified about Him in some sense. The baptism initiated the formal start of Jesus’ 

salvific mission; His death on the cross completed it. At His baptism God verbally testified from heaven 

that Jesus was His beloved Son in whom He was well pleased (Lk. 3:22). At His death God testified that 

He was the Son by raising Him from the dead (Acts 10:30-33; Ro. 1:4). Or as Robertson says, “These two 

incidents in the Incarnation are singled out because at the baptism Jesus was formally set apart to his 

Messianic work by the coming of the Holy Spirit upon him and by the Father's audible witness, and 

because at the Cross his work reached its culmination ("It is finished," Jesus said).” (RWP) 

The following observations strengthen this view: 
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John 1:32-34 says that John the Baptist testified saying, "I have seen the Spirit descending as a dove out 

of heaven, and He remained upon Him.  I did not recognize Him, but He who sent me to baptize in water 

said to me, 'He upon whom you see the Spirit descending and remaining upon Him, this is the One who 

baptizes in the Holy Spirit.'  I myself have seen, and have testified that this is the Son of God." 

a. John the Baptist bears witness that Jesus is ‘the Son of God’ in John 1:34. This same expression 

is used twice in 1 John (1 Jn. 4.15; 5.5; cf.  2.23; Carson, The Three Witnesses and the 

Eschatology of 1 John, 228). 

b. “Secondly,  the  Baptist's witness is cast in  such a way  that the text makes clear that the 

descent of the  Spirit does not constitute Jesus as  the  Son of God, but identifies Him as  the  

Son of God” (Carson, ibid, 228).  

c. “Thirdly, quite clearly it was the Spirit's function, descending as a dove, to bear witness to 

Jesus the Son of God in this regard. That is precisely why the Spirit is here introduced into the 

discussion (in 1 Jn. 5:6-8). Thus the  heretic who ignores what John says not only 

misunderstands the true nature of Jesus' baptism and passion, but refuses to listen to the 

Spirit's witness, clearly given” (Carson, ibid, 228).  

d. “Fourthly, at the same time, this particular announcement to John the Baptist of the role of 

the Spirit in identifying the Son of God was given by the One who sent him to baptize, that is, 

by God Himself. This paves the way, I suspect, for John's insistence, in 1 John 5.9, on the 

importance of heeding God's testimony-it is God Himself who stands behind the three 

witnesses” (Carson, ibid, 228)   

In addition, this understanding lines up with the controversy in John’s day in which a man by the name 

of Cerinthus spread gnostic teachings about Christ. Gnosticism taught that God was too pure and perfect 

to be involved with the material world. Thus Cerinthus essentially taught that the Christ and Jesus were 

separate beings - Jesus was born as a normal human by normal means. The Christ descended upon Him 

at His baptism and departed prior to His crucifixion. Cerinthus died approximately 100 AD; 1 John was 

written sometime between 85-100AD.   Although the connection to Cerinthus is not certain, the exegesis 

just advanced makes reasonable sense in its own right. 

a. In 1 John 5, water and blood (baptism and death) are witnesses to Jesus’ identity as the Son of 

God (5: 7). John is rejecting his opponents’ view that saw the Spirit descending upon Jesus at 

His baptism but departing before His death.  

b. This also helps explain verse 6; it says that Jesus came “through (dia - dia,) water and blood.” 

Coming “through” fits the idea of passing through a historical life experience that testified 

who Jesus was (Stott, 178). The author is stressing the unity of the earthly career of Jesus; He 

who came from heaven is the same one who passed through water and blood. It was a single, 

unified person who experienced both events (Stott, 178). Carson says,  

 

John argues that this one person, Jesus Christ, came through both the baptism and the 

death: He was, in other words, one person, Jesus Christ, before the baptism and after 

the death, and He came through both epochal events.  .  .  Coming through both the 

baptism and the death is one significant composite action. The focus of attention, from 
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this perspective, is not on the baptism itself, or on the passion itself, but on the coming 

that brought Jesus Christ through both of them, and in that order (Carson, ibid, 226, 

227). 

 

c. This would also explain why John said, “not by water only.” It was through baptism that Jesus 

entered His ministry and it was through death that Jesus completed His mission. It was not 

just through baptism. 

d. Furthermore, this helps us understand why John said to “test the spirits to see whether they 

are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world.  By this you know 

the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God 

and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God; this is the spirit of the antichrist, 

of which you have heard that it is coming, and now it is already in the world” (1 Jn.  4:1-3; see 

notes).  

The third witness is the Holy Spirit who testified that Jesus is the Son of God who came by water and 

blood.  


