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FAITH THAT OVERCOMES THE WORLD
1 John 5:1-21 (Key 4,5)
“For everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith. Who is it that overcomes the world? Only the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.”

Today, we come to the final chapter of 1 John. John talked about false Christs and false teachers, as well as true born-again believers in Jesus, and what they are like. True believers do not continue in a life of sin. Rather, they walk in the light, confessing their sins. Real Christians do not live in hatred for their brothers and sisters. Rather, they love their brothers and sisters, because they know and live in God’s love for them. Born again believers delight in God’s commands, rather than delighting in wickedness and sin. Above all, true believers believe in Jesus and live for him, not for their lust or pride. In this concluding chapter, John declares that faith in Jesus Christ is the victory that overcomes the world. The message is based on verse 4, “For everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith.” So, what does it mean to “overcome the world”? What does it mean to overcome the world? Does it mean that Christians will escape suffering, achieve material success, or prevail in every earthly struggle? What happens when we pray, yet our circumstances do not change? Can we still say that faith has overcome the world?

Before we answer these questions, we first need to understand what John means by “the world.” In 1 John, “the world” refers to the fallen world system that lives in rebellion against God. It is a world that rejects Christ and is under the influence of the evil one  Since faith comes by the hearing of the word of God and so may the lord grant us one word in our hearts, Amen!

When John speaks about “the world,” he is not condemning God’s good creation, nor is he telling us to stop loving the people of the world. The “world” refers to the values, priorities, and ways of thinking that are driven by Satan. It is a world characterized by fear, lies, hatred, and death. That is why John commands believers in 2:15, “Do not love the world or anything in the world.” And near the end of this letter, in 5:19, he makes this serious statement: “The whole world is under the control of the evil one.” It is the world of “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” (1 Jn 2:16). It promises happiness without holiness, freedom without obedience, and life without Christ. It is a world that continually pressures us to seek our identity, security and satisfaction apart from God.

To overcome the world, therefore, does not mean escaping from society. It means that the world no longer determines whom we worship, what we love, or how we live. It means remaining faithful to Christ when the world attracts us, intimidates us, disappoints us, or causes us to suffer. John’s message is not, “Try harder and become a stronger person.” His message is, “Everyone born of God overcomes the world.” Victory begins with God’s gracious work of regeneration. It rests upon Christ’s completed victory and is received through faith, faith in the person of Jesus Christ. Faith overcomes because it holds firmly to Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

Look at verse 1a, “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God.” Christian faith begins with a definite confession, Jesus is the Christ. He is not merely a moral teacher, an inspiring religious leader, or one possible saviour among many. He is God’s promised Messiah, the eternal Son, who became truly human for our salvation.

John does not present the new birth as something we produce through our own willpower. We believe because God has brought us from spiritual death to life. Faith is not the cause of God’s grace, it is the instrument through which we receive Christ and the evidence that God has begun His gracious work in us. This new birth produces love. Verse 1 continues to say, “…Everyone who loves the father loves his child as well.” We cannot claim to love God while despising those whom God has adopted. Look at verse 2, “This is how we know that we love the children of God: by loving God and carrying out his commands.” Our love for fellow believers is demonstrated through our love for God. Faith in Christ joins us not only to Christ but also to His people. The church may disappoint us. Our brothers and sisters may have weaknesses, misunderstand us, or even sin against us. Yet God does not permit us to separate love for Him, from love for His children. Now how can we love God whom we do not see? 

Look at verses 3, “3In fact, this is love for God: to keep his commands. And his commands are not burdensome,” John is not teaching salvation by works. Obedience does not earn the new birth, it flows from it. God first changes the heart, and the changed heart begins to delight in God’s will. The believer’s obedience is imperfect, but it is real. God’s commandments may be difficult, but they are no longer hateful. Loving an enemy is difficult. Forgiving someone who has hurt us is difficult. Remaining sexually pure, speaking truthfully, giving generously and denying ourselves may be costly. Yet the child of God no longer regards God’s authority as hugely burdenson. When obedience feels unbearable, the problem is often not that God’s will has become evil, but that some competing love has entered our hearts. The world offers immediate pleasure, God calls us to lasting holiness. The world tells us to promote ourselves, Christ calls us to deny ourselves. Faith overcomes by seeing God’s promises more reliable than the world’s promises.

Let us all read verses 4, “For everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith.” Notice the order: new birth (born of God), faith and victory. We do not overcome the world in order to become God’s children. Because God has made us His children, He gives us faith by which we overcome. The victory is “our faith,” but faith itself is not a mysterious force or a form of positive thinking. Faith has power only because of its object. Verse 5 identifies that object, lets all read verse 5, “Who is it that overcomes the world? Only the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.” It is not the intensity of our believing that saves us, but the sufficiency of the Christ in whom we believe. Weak faith resting upon a strong Saviour, is safer than strong confidence resting upon ourselves. Jesus has already overcome the world. Before the cross, He told His disciples: “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (Jn 16:33). Jesus overcame through obedience, suffering, death and resurrection. The world rejected Him, Satan tempted Him and religious leaders condemned Him. To the human eyes, the cross looked like defeat. Yet at the cross Christ bore the guilt of His people, satisfied divine justice, conquered the powers of darkness and secured our redemption. His resurrection declared His victory over sin and death.

We overcome because we are united to Jesus. Therefore, overcoming the world does not mean that believers never experience weakness, grief, persecution or failure. John has already said that believers still sin and must confess their sins (1 Jn 1:8-2:2). Victory means that sin, Satan and the world cannot finally separate God’s children from Christ. When we stumble, we repent, rise again and continue believing.

The world measures victory by wealth, influence, comfort, applause and visible success. Scripture measures victory by faithfulness to Christ. A Christian may succeed professionally and use that success for God’s glory. Another may suffer, remain unnoticed, or appear unsuccessful, yet glorify God through steadfast obedience. The decisive question is not, “Did I become successful in the eyes of the world?” It is, “Did I remain faithful to Jesus Christ?”

As believers we are not called merely to become successful within the world’s system but to resist its values and live for God’s glory. Whether God gives success or suffering, abundance or porverty, recognition or obscurity, our identity and calling should remain in Christ. Faith that overcomes the world is not blind faith. It rests upon God’s objective testimony concerning His Son. And here is God’s testimony. Look at verse 6, “This is the one who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ. He did not come by water only, but by water and blood. And it is the Spirit who testifies, because the Spirit is the truth.” The most likely interpretation is that “water” refers to Jesus’ baptism and “blood” to His atoning death. At His baptism, the Father publicly identified Jesus as His beloved Son, and the Spirit descended upon Him. At the cross, the same Jesus shed His blood for sinners. John insists that Jesus Christ came not merely “by water” but also “by blood.” This was important because false teachers attempted to separate the heavenly Christ from the human Jesus. They could accept a spiritual Christ associated with Jesus’ baptism but rejected the truth that the Son of God truly suffered and died. The Jesus who was baptised is the Christ who shed His blood. The eternal Son truly became flesh, truly entered human history and truly died for our sins. This is important because our Christian faith is not based upon a private feeling or religious imagination. But a historical truth of Jesus Christ. 

Our faith, rests upon what God has done and declared in history. Verse 9 says, “We accept human testimony, but God’s testimony is greater because it is the testimony of God, which he has given about his Son.” To reject the biblical testimony concerning Christ is not merely to disagree with Christian opinion. John says it is to make God out to be a liar. God Himself has testified that life is found in His Son. This means that unbelief is not merely intellectual uncertainty, it is a rejection of God's own testimony concerning His Son.

Verses 11-12 summarise the gospel, “God has given us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life.” Firstly, eternal life is not something we receive in the future, it what we receive in Jesus Christ the day we got saved. This then means that, Salvation is not ultimately found in religious activity, morality, church membership, knowledge, or spiritual experience. Salvation is found in the Son. Secondly, Life is “in his Son.” Eternal life is not an independent possession that God gives us apart from Christ. Life is “in his Son.” To have Christ is to have life; to remain without Christ is to remain without life. Christianity is not merely adopting Christian values. It is receiving Christ Himself through faith. This is why faith overcomes the world. The world threatens to take away our status, possessions, comfort and even our physical lives. But it cannot take Christ from those whom God has united to Him. Because our life is in the Son, in this way, the world cannot destroy our true life.

In verse 13, John makes clear why he is telling us all this, “it is so that you may know that you have eternal life.” This assurance is grounded in God's testimony and in the believer's possession of the Son. It is firm and sure because our salvation rests upon Christ’s completed work and God’s trustworthy promise. We do not find assurance by staring endlessly at the strength of our faith. We look first to the sufficiency of Christ. This does not mean that true believers never struggle with doubt. Assurance may weaken through sin, temptation or suffering. Nevertheless, God’s promise remains firm. Our security depends ultimately upon the Father’s unchanging love, Christ’s merit and intercession, and the abiding work of the Holy Spirit, not upon human willpower.  The decisive question is not, “Do I feel saved enough?” but, “Do I have the Son?” Ultimately, when we have assurance, we can live a life of prayer. Verses 14-15 say: “If we ask anything according to his will, he hears us.” Overcoming faith does not use prayer to bend God’s will toward our desires. It seeks to bring our desires into submission to His will. Prayer is not an instrument of self-rule but an expression of dependence upon our Father because we are assured of his saving work. 

Sometimes God changes our circumstances. At other times, He changes us within those circumstances. He may remove the trial, or He may give grace to endure it. Faith overcomes in both cases because its final confidence is not in a particular outcome but that we are in oneness in the presence of Jesus Christ. Verses 16-17 briefly call us to pray for a brother or sister who falls into sin. The exact meaning of “sin that leads to death” has been a subject of debate. In the context of 1 John, it likely involves hardened rejection of the apostolic testimony concerning Christ rather than an ordinary sin into which a repentant believer may fall. John’s main pastoral point is plain, when we see another Christian struggling with sin, our first response should not be gossip, condemnation or abandonment. We should intercede for them and seek their restoration. The world abandons the weak. Faith prays for them.

John concludes with three declarations: “We know” (vv. 18, 19, 20). Christian confidence rests upon revealed truth. First, “We know that anyone born of God does not continue to sin” (v. 18). John is not teaching sinless perfection. Earlier he said, “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves” (1:8). His point is that sin no longer reigns unchallenged over the believer. A child of God may fall into sin, but cannot remain comfortably and permanently under its dominion. God grants repentance and continues His work of sanctification.

Second, verse 19 says: “We know that we are children of God, and that the whole world is under the control of the evil one.” There are ultimately two realms: those who belong to God and the fallen world under the evil one. Christ has already conquered. The evil one’s power is real but limited, and his final judgement is certain. 

Third, verse 20 says: “We know also that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding, so that we may know him who is true.” Jesus has revealed the Father, opened our minds and brought us into fellowship with the true God. John then makes the majestic confession: “He is the true God and eternal life.” Jesus is not one religious option among many. He is the true God and eternal life. Therefore, John’s final command follows naturally: “Dear children, keep yourselves from idols.” An idol is anything that claims the trust, devotion and obedience that belong to God alone. Money can become an idol when it becomes our security. Success can become an idol when it determines our worth. Ministry can become an idol when recognition becomes more important than faithfulness. Family, comfort, education, influence and even religious activity can become idols when they take Christ’s place in our hearts.

The world does not always defeat believers through open persecution. Sometimes it defeats them through quiet substitution or conformity. It offers a manageable Christ who does not command repentance, a Christianity without the cross, success without faithfulness, and comfort without holiness. Therefore, keep yourselves from idols. Hold to the true Christ: the Son who came by water and blood, died for sinners, rose in victory, gives eternal life, hears our prayers and keeps His people from the evil one.

Through this passage I am reminded of how I should live. It reminds me of what is true Christianity. I am reminded that, as long as I live in this world there will be troubles of all kinds. Recently, I had shared about our family house with my brother. More recently is also the SARS issue with a company I had joined, it did no business but due to no submission of tax returns, it now owes money that has accumulated due to interest. When I visited Kuruman this past week, my mother told me about some health issues she is encountering. All these things are weighing me down of which some I have no control over. They are making realize that it as though the identity of my life relied on things going well and smooth. As though I am seeking life through I perform in this world. However, through this passage, am lrealizing that, though I have talking about faith, prayer and things of God. I have still been trying to conform to this world system of success and victory. 

This passage reminds that actually my life and identity is derived from Jesus Christ. Jesus is my life, Jesus is my eternal life. When I have Jesus I have a meaningful life. My situation may not change, however I can fully live the life God called me to live in spite of what the world throws at me. Jesus is my victory, I am not victorious because things are going well in my life, but am victorious because I have Jesus. A gift from God by his grace. 

Looking at bible students am supposed to lead and shepherd, I find that am not doing a good job, I only meet them for bible studies and do not generally check on them, on how they are doing. I seem to be too concerned about my own progress at work. Living as though am still seeking a life through this world system. At times I would even waste so much time on social media. So I realize it is not even a matter of I do not have time. But a matter of being caught up by the system of this world. However, I am thankful to this passage that, I am reminded that, I am not living to have life or to gain life. I already have true life in Jesus. Its is lie that this world can give me life, my life is fully secured in Jesus. Whether I get the next promotion, whether I receive recognition or not, I have eternal life. Because Jesus is the son of God, was baptised, the spirit gave testimony of him and he died for me on the cross. I pray that I may I live by this faith till I meet Jesus personally one day. May my focus not be this world, but to follow Jesus, and spread his gospel to others beginning with my family. Amen!    

In Conclusion, who overcomes the world? Not the naturally strong. Not the professionally successful. Not those who never suffer. Not those who possess unshaken confidence in themselves. The one who overcomes is the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God. Our victory does not rest upon our ability to hold Christ securely, but upon Christ’s power to hold us. Faith overcomes because it receives His victory. Through the new birth, God breaks the world’s dominion and gives us new eyes to see Christ as our supreme treasure.  This faith produces love, joyful obedience, assurance, prayer, perseverance and resistance to idols.  Therefore, when the world attracts us, believe that Christ is better. When the world threatens us, believe that Christ reigns. When suffering confuses us, believe that Christ is faithful. When sin causes us to stumble, confess it and return to Christ. When the evil one accuses us, remember the blood of Christ and His continuing intercession. We may experience many battles, but the outcome is not uncertain. Jesus Christ has overcome the world. Everyone born of God shares in His victory. “This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith.”
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