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KEEP YOUR CONFIDENCE IN GOD                                                      1 JOHN 5:11-21 

John Jeremiah Sullivan, an award-winning writer, had what he called an adolescent 
"bout with evangelicalism."  Sullivan has walked away from the church and a biblical 
faith, but he can't fully reject the person of Jesus.  He writes, “At least once a year since 
college, I'll be getting to know someone, and it comes out that we have in common a 
high school "Jesus phase."  That always gives us an excellent laugh.  Except a phase is 
supposed to end—or at least give way to other phases—not simply expand into a long 
preoccupation.  My problem [is]… I love Jesus Christ …. Why should He vex me?  Why 
can't I just ... see in His life a sustaining example of what we can be, as a species?”  
Sullivan claims that once you've known Jesus] as God, it's hard to find comfort in Jesus 
as just another man.  And even after years of unbelief, Sullivan admits he has doubts 
about his doubts. 

Every follower of Jesus has questioned his or faith at some point.  Perhaps it only lasted 
a minute or two.  Maybe it lasted for several years.  You might be facing some great 
tragedy, loss, or heartache in your life that makes you question God’s existence or His 
love.  You might be struggling with a specific sin in your life, and you’re wondering how 
a genuine Christian could still think or do such things.  You might have a read a book 
recently, heard a speaker, or watched a video that’s causing you to question your faith 
on an intellectual level.  You might have made a commitment to Jesus with great 
enthusiasm years ago, but now that excitement – for any number of reasons - has faded 
away.  Is all of it real?  Is Jesus real?  What preachers say about the cross and the 
empty tomb – is all that true?  Is a relationship with God really possible?  Is my 
relationship with God genuine?  Not everyone else’s, maybe – just mine?   

Today we conclude a series of messages on 1 John.  A man named John wrote this 
relatively short document.  He had been one of Jesus’ original twelve disciples.  He was 
now an old man and a key leader among followers of Jesus – particularly those who 
made up several groups of believers – or churches - in what is now the country of 
Turkey.  Let's remember the situation of John’s first audience. They were second or 
third generation followers of Jesus.  Much had happened since Jesus’ resurrection and 
return to Heaven.  Jerusalem had been destroyed by the Romans who also desecrated 
the temple.  The world was now under the thumb of this pagan, evil empire move than 
ever.  Jews had been scattered among the nations.  The number of Christians had 
exploded, but they were misunderstood and faced serious persecution.  Many of 
Christianity’s earliest leaders had been martyred for their faith.  False teachers had now 
infiltrated the churches and were calling into question the central doctrines of their faith.  
Jesus didn't really have a body, they said, He just appeared to have one.  Trusting in 
Jesus isn't what matters, they said, it's enlightenment – it’s about getting secret 
knowledge and having mystical experiences.  Doubt started to creep into the minds and 
hearts of those men and women John addressed.  A lack of confidence was the result. 

That's why John's closing words are so relevant to us today.  He offers us certainty.  He 
encourages us to be confident.   Let’s read the final verses of 1 John right now.  As we 
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do, I want you to notice how often John used the word “know.”  I counted the word 
“know” seven times in those verses.  It appears more often in this chapter than almost 
any other chapter in the New Testament.  There are actually two words for "know" in 
Greek - the original language of the New Testament.  Most of the time in this chapter, 
John used the word that describes the state of knowing rather than the process of 
knowing.   When I say, "I know I'm an American," I'm declaring something I know to be 
true beyond a shadow of a doubt.  When I say, "I know what it means to be an 
American," that's a kind of knowledge I’m still acquiring and growing into.  One kind of 
knowing is complete and factual; the other is progressive and experiential.  And while 
both kinds of knowing are true for followers of Jesus, it's the first kind of knowing - the 
certain, confident kind of knowing - that John emphasized here.  As I spent time with 
this passage of Scripture, at least three kinds of certainty emerged for me – three truths 
in which we can have ultimate confidence and assurance.  Here’s the first one. 

I KNOW I POSSESS ETERNAL LIFE IN JESUS. 

That’s a rock solid piece of confidence and certainty we should have and can have. 
“And this is the testimony: 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.  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.”  (1 Jo. 5:11-13 NLT)  We hear it again in the next 
to last verse, “And we know that the Son of God has come, and he has given us 
understanding so that we can know the true God.  And now we live in fellowship with the 
true God because we live in fellowship with his Son, Jesus Christ.  He is the only true 
God, and he is eternal life.” (1 Jo. 5:20 NLT) 

So what is it John wanted his friends in the first century - and us - to know beyond a 
shadow of any doubt?   First, eternal life is real and it’s possible to get it.  What is 
eternal life?  Literally, it means "the life of the ages."  In other words, it’s a life for this 
age and the age to come.  The word "eternal" underlines both the quantity and quality of 
this life. Yes, eternal life is definitely longer than other kinds of life, because it goes on 
forever. But it’s also a greater kind of life, because it’s a kind of life found only in God.  It 
is, in fact, the kind of life by which God Himself lives.  Eternal life is the realest and 
greatest kind of life in the Universe.  And we were created to possess this kind of life 
and actually live by this kind of life.  Any and all other kinds of life fall short of it.    

Second, eternal life is found in or obtained through Jesus alone.  You don’t find it deep 
down inside yourself by discovering your hidden potential.  You don’t find it out there in 
other places in the world.  Jesus brought this life to us exclusively when He came into 
this world.  He lived it for us.  He showed us what it means to possess this eternal life to 
the full.  It means a restored relationship with His Father.  It means seeking the good of 
others.  The only place to find real, genuine life is in the One who actually lived it when 
He walked this earth – Jesus of Nazareth. 



3 

 

Third, John wanted us to know you possess this life when you have a personal 
relationship with Jesus.  “Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have the Son 
of God does not have life.” (1 Jo. 5:12 NLT)  That’s an interesting way to put it, isn’t it?  
You have a home, you have a car, you have a job.  But how do you have a person?  To 
have a person means you have a personal relationship with him or her.  When we say, 
“I have a spouse,” or “I have a friend,” we’re declaring we have a certain kind of 
relationship with a specific person.  But we never say, “I have a stranger.”  That makes 
no sense, does it?  When we have Jesus, it means we enjoy a personal relationship 
with Him – a relationship defined by belief, trust, obedience, and love.  Whoever has the 
Son – Jesus - has this life – this eternal life.   

John said eternal life - real life- isn't just something to aspire to, or to long for, or to 
wonder about.  Eternal life is something you can have now.  What can we count on?  
What can we know for certain?   Eternal life is possible.  It's found in Jesus alone.  And 
if you have a relationship with Jesus, you have eternal life.  You can know that for 
certain.  In fact, John wrote this letter for that very purpose.  “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.” (1 Jo. 5:13 NLT)  You can have confidence in that wonderful truth.  Now, here’s 
something else you and I can know for certain. 

I KNOW PRAYER THAT PLEASES GOD WILL GET ANSWERED. 

“And we are confident that he hears us whenever we ask for anything that pleases him. 
And since we know he hears us when we make our requests, we also know that he will 
give us what we ask for.”  (1 Jo. 5:14-15 NLT)  Do you think you pray too much?  I’ve 
never met anyone who thought they prayed too much!  In fact, most of us feel convicted 
that we don’t pray as much as we should.  We don’t pray because we’re not convinced it 
does all that much good.  If our prayers are sporadic, haphazard, or just plain non-
existent, it’s because we have no assurance our prayers really move God to do what 
we’ve asked Him to do.  My lack of prayer is because I lack confidence in prayer.   

The reason for unanswered prayer deserves its own entire message for another day, 
but John implied here one reason our prayers don’t get answered is because we ask 
God to do things that aren’t according to His will.  Instead, John assured us that learning 
how to pray according to God’s will gives Him the opportunity to answer those kinds of 
prayers.  “And we are confident that he hears us whenever we ask for anything that 
pleases him.” (1 Jo. 5:14 NLT)  We all have a tendency to think that prayer is asking 
God for what we want.  True prayer, however, is asking God for what He wants.  And 
growing in our experience of prayer means seeing it increasingly as an opportunity to 
align ourselves with God’s will and embrace it – not getting God to do what we want. 

Here’s something really astounding.  Prayer is God’s way for us to cooperate with God 
in what He wants to accomplish in our lives and in this world.  Certainly God could 
accomplish anything He wanted to do without our feeble, little prayers.  But there are 
Scriptures that clearly imply God waits for His people to pray before He acts.  For 
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reasons only God knows, the full accomplishment of His will in this world depends on 
our prayers.  When we see or hear about some wonderful demonstration of God’s 
power, it’s because one or more of His people were faithful to pray for whatever God 
accomplished.   With that truth in mind, do you pray for our church?   This church will 
stand or fall on the quality of your prayer life and mine for it.  Pray we honor Jesus in all 
we do.  Pray we help lost people discover Jesus.  Pray we disciple followers of Jesus 
effectively.  Pray we’re a light for Jesus in the Northland community.  When we pray and 
as we pray, we release God’s will and power.  Wonderful things begin to happen that 
might never happen, frankly, if we don’t ask. 

It’s true – discerning whether all of our requests please God – if they are His will – isn’t 
always black and white.  Nevertheless, we have every reason to pray confidently 
because God invites us to do so.  Scripture says, “So let us come boldly to the throne of 
our gracious God.  There we will receive his mercy, and we will find grace to help us 
when we need it most.” (Heb. 4:16 NLT)   The longer I walk with the Lord, the bolder I’ve 
become in my prayers.  What have I got to lose?   If my prayer doesn’t please God, He 
won’t answer it.  OK, whatever.  But if I don’t ask for it, will God even do it?  Maybe not.  
So I keep on praying confidently, expectantly, boldly, and I trust God to work it out.   

Let me just touch on something John said here about prayer that’s hard to understand - 
a real head-scratcher.  “If you see a fellow believer sinning in a way that does not lead 
to death, you should pray, and God will give that person life.  But there is a sin that 
leads to death, and I am not saying you should pray for those who commit it.” (1 Jo. 
5:16-17 NLT)  Some Scripture is very difficult to understand and those verses are a 
good example.  I don’t know what John meant.  I doubt anyone else does either.  The 
best explanation – which still leaves a lot to be desired – is that John was referring to 
someone who just appeared to be a fellow believer, but was not actually a genuine 
follower of Jesus.  If that’s true – and it’s a big if – then it’s likely John was thinking 
about the sin of unbelief.  This might be a person who knows full well what God says is 
true, but refuses to acknowledge it, repent, and trust in Jesus.  It might be a willful 
rejection of God with full knowledge of the consequences of rejecting God.  Some 
people can become so hardened against God that it becomes impossible for them to 
repent.  If that’s the case, then even praying for them is a waste of time and effort.   

But don’t lose the forest for the trees.  Don’t get so obsessed with defining the sin that 
leads to death, that you ignore the greater command.  By addressing one limitation to 
our prayers, John actually underlined the eternal value of praying for one another.  The 
Bible calls it intercession.  Too often our prayers revolve around our needs, our 
struggles, our desires, our problems.  John never even mentioned those kind of prayers.  
Instead, he wanted us to pray faithfully and confidently for God’s will to be done in other 
people’s lives.  We’ve all seen fellow followers of Jesus at times falling into attitudes or 
actions we know can’t please God.  Instead of criticizing them, judging them, or writing 
them off, intercede before God for them.  And keep at it… with confidence!   
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I read a story about a baptism one Sunday where several people publicly affirmed their 
decision to follow Jesus.  It was an incredibly joyful event!  Afterwards, the pastor of that 
congregation bumped into a woman who was crying.  He couldn’t understand how 
anyone could weep after such a celebration.  He stopped and asked if she was all right.  
“No,” she said, “I’m struggling.  My mother was baptized today. I prayed for her every 
day for 20 years.”  The pastor thought to himself, “This is a problem?”  So he asked the 
woman, “You’re going to have to help me understand this.”  The woman replied, “I’m 
crying because I came so close – so close – to giving up on her.  After five years, I said 
to myself – Who needs this?  God isn’t listening.  After ten years I said to myself – This 
is absurd.  After 19 years, I said to myself – I’m such a fool.  But I guess I just kept 
praying even though my faith was weak. I kept praying and she gave her life to Christ.  
She was baptized today.”  The woman paused and looked that pastor in the eye, “I will 
never doubt the power of prayer again.”  I know I possess eternal life in Jesus.  I know 
prayer that pleases God gets answered.  I see a final reason for confidence in God in 
these verses.   

I KNOW MY SPIRITUAL ENEMIES WILL BE DEFEATED. 

We identified our three primary spiritual enemies last week.  They are my own sin, the 
world, and the devil.  John’s reference to them is more implicit than explicit here, but it’s 
clear, nonetheless.  “We know that God’s children do not make a practice of sinning (my 
own sin), for God’s Son holds them securely, and the evil one (the devil) cannot touch 
them.  We know that we are children of God and that the world around us (the world) is 
under the control of the evil one (the devil).”  (1 Jo. 5:18-19 NLT)  In closing his letter, 
John reminded us of truth he had shared earlier in the letter.  Yes, followers of Jesus 
still commit sins.  “If we claim we have no sin, we are only fooling ourselves and not 
living in the truth….   If we claim we have not sinned, we are calling God a liar and 
showing that his word has no place in our hearts.” (1 Jo. 1:8, 10 NLT)  

Because each of us has been born with a robust sin nature, sin is going to be an enemy 
we fight against until we’re with Jesus in Heaven.  So stay vigilant.  Temptation is 
always going to be there.  Don’t let down your guard.  I hear a warning about that right 
there in the last verse, “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s 
place in your hearts.” (1 Jo. 5:21 NLT)  And when we commit sin, it’s very clear what we 
should do.  “But if we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins 
and to cleanse us from all wickedness.” (1 Jo 1:9 NLT)  By the same token, John is 
careful to remind us here that a genuine follower of Jesus can’t continue to practice a 
life of habitually giving into sinful attitudes and behavior.  There needs to be evidence of 
growth in godliness, in being like Jesus.  Remember you’re a child of God which means 
more and more every day you’re resembling your Heavenly Father. 

And let’s not have any illusions about what kind of world we live in.  No, not the physical 
world.  By world, John means the godless values, corrupt priorities, and “shake your fist 
in God’s face” attitudes that seem to dominate our culture.  That world is your spiritual 
enemy.  We certainly don’t expect this world to deliver ultimate peace and joy and love.  
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You might remember John addressed how we resist this powerful enemy earlier in his 
letter.  “Do not love this world nor the things it offers you, for when you love the world, 
you do not have the love of the Father in you.  For the world offers only a craving for 
physical pleasure, a craving for everything we see, and pride in our achievements and 
possessions.  These are not from the Father, but are from this world. And this world is 
fading away, along with everything that people crave.  But anyone who does what 
pleases God will live forever.” (1 Jo. 2:15-17 NLT)  We live in a fallen world where our 
third enemy, the devil, is fully in control – at least for now.  But not forever.  The world 
and the devil – just like our sinful natures - will one day be defeated.   

This world may be fallen, but God has come into this world and brought life with Him. 
We don't have to worry about the future.  We don't have to wonder what's going to 
happen to us in the life to come.  The life to come has already come!  Jesus brought it 
with him when He came!  And if you know Jesus, you’re already living it!   And if we're 
already living it, then we know, with confidence, that we have it!  Eternal life isn't waiting 
for us in the hereafter; it's here now in Jesus Christ.  And when we know, for certain, 
that we have eternal life, we can deal with whatever this life throws in our path.  Let 
John have the last word:  “And we know that the Son of God has come, and he has 
given us understanding so that we can know the true God. And now we live in fellowship 
with the true God because we live in fellowship with his Son, Jesus Christ. He is the 
only true God, and he is eternal life.” (1 Jo. 5:20 NLT)   Right there – right there is our 
reason for confidence and certainty this day and every day.   

In his book, Don't Waste Your Life, retired pastor and author, John Piper, recounts a 
story his father often told in his days as a fiery Baptist evangelist.  It’s the story of a man 
who came to saving faith in Jesus Christ near the end of his life.  The church had 
prayed for this man for decades.  He was hard and resistant.  But this time, for some 
reason, he showed up when Piper’s father was preaching.  At the end of the service, 
during the invitational song, to everyone's amazement he came and took Piper’s father's 
hand.  They sat down together on the front pew of the church as the people were 
dismissed.  God opened his heart to the good news about Jesus.  He was saved from 
his sins and given eternal life then and there.  But that didn’t stop him from sobbing and 
saying, as the tears ran down his wrinkled face, "I've wasted it!  I've wasted it!"  By the 
grace of God, even a life that is almost totally wasted can still be redeemed.  It’s a 
matter of perspective.  Someone has rightly observed that our present existence is only 
"a short preface to a long eternity."  If that’s true, then that man's life wasn’t wasted after 
all. He was only just beginning an eternal life of endless praise and service to God.   

Have you surrendered your life to Jesus and discovered eternal life?  Don’t wait even 
one moment longer if you haven’t.  And if He is already your Savior, don’t wait another 
moment longer to know and serve Him better than yesterday.  Keep your confidence in 
God.  You have only one life to live.  Don't waste it by nursing your doubts or living for 
yourself, when you can live every moment intent on bringing glory to God.  


