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How to Experience God More Fully:

Understanding Your Position in Christ, Part 1
A Study of 1 John 2:12-14
Characteristic of Completeness:  Christian Life
Big Idea:  Though our struggles are ongoing, our victory is assured.
Related Scriptures:  Ephesians 1:7; Colossians 2:13; 1 John 2:2; Acts 10:43;


1 John 1:9; 1 John 3:16; John 6:69; John 17:3; 1 John 2:3; John 14:21; 1 John 5:4-5; 1 John 2:1; Ephesians 6:10-13; 1 John 4:4
Introduction:

A.
We’ve been studying our way through the letter of 1 John in the Bible.  It is written by the Apostle John to some fellow believers.  Thus far in our study, John has written about some ongoing struggles we face as believers.
1.
We struggle to read and apply the Bible to our lives as the basis for fellowship with God.
2.
We struggle with ever-present sin in our lives—sin that can deceive us and keep us from the light of God’s presence.
3.
We struggle with a formidable enemy.  We need an Advocate because Satan, the wicked one, is continually accusing us and discouraging us.
4.
We struggle to keep God’s commandments.
5.
And we struggle to love one another with the highest form of love—a love that can seem impossible.
B.
These struggles can be so persistent and so challenging that we can begin to have some doubts about ourselves and our relationship to God.
1.
I wonder how many of us are here this morning thinking, “I struggle so much there must be something uniquely wrong with me.  Maybe I’m missing some secret key that so many other people seem to have.  Maybe I’m not a Christian after all because it doesn’t seem like true Christians would struggle like I do.  Maybe the Christian thing didn’t take for me because I’m some special case of bad.”
2.
Or maybe you’re thinking, “This is just too hard for me.  I’m so tired of my struggle with sin.  I stepped into the light of God’s presence, and it revealed so many issues I don’t know where to start.  It’s easier to hide in the dark.  I’ll never be able to keep God’s commandments.  I’ll never be able to love like Jesus loved.  Living the Christian life is impossible.  I give up.”
3.
Such feelings of discouragement can sometimes be multiplied during the Christmas season—a season always joyful in theory, but often dysfunctional in practice.  It’s strange how Christmas can sometimes throw a depressing spotlight on the things we don’t seem to have, like money, good-will toward men, and satisfying family relationships.
C.
God knows right where you’re at.  And so He inspired the Apostle John to pull up and provide some sorely needed reassurance to those of us who are discouraged.  The reassurance comes in 1 John 2:12-14.  That’s the text we’re going to study this morning.
I want you to notice that, in some English translations such as the New King James Version and the New International Version, the passage looks different than the text before and after it.  It has such strong literary patterns that it is arranged in the form of a poem, with line breaks and mid-sentence capitalization to highlight the patterns.  I like the idea that God, through John, speaks to our hearts not just with cold logic, but with poignant poetry.  He says,
NKJ 1 John 2:
12 I write to you, little children,


Because your sins are forgiven you for His 
name's sake.

13 I write to you, fathers,


Because you have known Him who is from 
the beginning.

I write to you, young men,


Because you have overcome the wicked one.

I write to you, little children,


Because you have known the Father.

14 I have written to you, fathers,


Because you have known Him who is from 
the beginning.

I have written to you, young men,


Because you are strong, and the word of God 
abides in you,


And you have overcome the wicked one.

D.
At first blush, you may find this passage to be more confusing than encouraging.  You’re not alone.  This is another one of those passages that does not yield its gold to the casual prospector.  We’re going to need to do some digging and sifting.  So let’s begin.
1.
At first blush it appears that John writes to three groups in order:  children, fathers, and young men.  He addresses each group by writing something that is true about them.  Then, he addresses each, in order, a second time.  Let’s collect and summarize what he says about each group.
a.
In Verse 12, he addresses children, saying their “sins are forgiven.”

b.
Then, in the first part of Verse 13, he addresses fathers, saying they have “known” God.

c.
Then, in the middle part of Verse 13, he addresses young men, saying they have “overcome the wicked one.”

d.
Then, in the last part of Verse 13, he goes back to the children a second time, saying they, too, have “known” God.
e.
Then, in the first part of Verse 14, he addresses fathers again, repeating that they have “known” God.

f.
Finally, in the last part of Verse 14, he addresses young men again, repeating that they have “overcome the wicked one” because they are strong and the word of God abides in them.  What are we to make of this?
2.
Well, first, let’s try to figure out who these groups represent.  Who are the children and the fathers and the young men?

a.
Let’s start with the children.  The text says they’re little children.  Exactly who does John have in mind?  Preschoolers?  Those under the age of ten?
Actually, John’s use of the term, “children” in the surrounding context indicates that he doesn’t have an age group in mind at all.  He uses the term figuratively to describe his believing readers who are children of God, adopted into God’s family through faith in Christ.
(1)
When John includes himself in addressing his believing readers, he uses the general term, “children” (tekna), as in 1 John 3:2, where he says,
NKJ 1 John 3:2 . . . we are children of God . . .
(2)
When John excludes himself in addressing his readers, he uses a diminutive term, “little children” (teknia or paidia) to express his own loving endearment toward his readers, as in 1 John 2:1, where he addresses them as,
NKJ 1 John 2:1 My little children . . .

So, the term, “little children” does not single out a subgroup of very young readers; it includes all of his readers who are beloved children of God, through faith in Christ.

b.
Now, what about the fathers?  Who are they?  Well, if the term, “little children” is used figuratively, it makes sense that John’s use of the term, “fathers” would be figurative as well.  In addressing fathers, he’s not singling out a subgroup of older males who have fathered children in the normal-literal sense.  I think he’s referring to his entire audience as present or future spiritual fathers who will lead the next spiritual generation to faith in Christ.  Where’s the evidence for this?
(1)
Well, in 1 John 2:1, John addresses his readers as,

NKJ 1 John 2:1 My little children . . . [emphasis mine]
Thus, he casts himself in the role of a spiritual father to his readers.  John represents one spiritual generation leading or bringing up another spiritual generation.  In that sense, he is their spiritual forefather.
(2)
This is a common use of the term, “fathers” in the Bible.  It is used to describe spiritual forefathers.

c.
Now, what about the “young men.”  The original Greek term taken in its normal-literal sense describes men in the “prime of life, between twenty-four and forty years old” (Friberg).  These “young men” were those who typically went to war to fight against enemies; they were the warriors.  In keeping with the spiritual use of the previous terms, I think John is describing all of his readers as spiritual warriors in a battle against Satan and his emissaries.  That John has spiritual struggles in mind is confirmed by his use of the term, “overcome.”  It means to conquer or to prevail or to have victory in the face of an obstacle or enemy (BDAG).
d.
So, looking back on the terms, “children,” “fathers,” and “young men,”  I want to suggest to you that John is not subdividing his audience; rather, he is addressing his entire believing audience from different spiritual points of view.  As believers we are all children, fathers, and young men.  It’s as if he’s saying, “From whatever perspective you look,” or “in whatever role you play” certain reassuring things are true about you as believers.
3.
This simplifies things.  In order to find out what is true about us, we don’t need to try to figure out which term applies to us because they all do.  Therefore, all of the things that are true can be applied to all believers.  And we can consolidate the truths into three.  We are forgiven.  We know God.  And we have overcome.
a.
These three truths are critically important to understanding the Christian life.  In fact, the Christian life is our key characteristic of completeness this morning.  As believers, it is important for us to understand the significance of our position in Christ and His provision for living the Christian life.

b.
Moreover, these truths serve as the three legs supporting the big idea of this message.  Here’s the big idea:  Though our struggles are ongoing, our victory is assured.  Though our battles keep coming, we will win the war.  Though we may be discouraged or wounded, we will prevail.  How so?  Let’s look at the three truths in order.
I.
First, let’s consider what it means to be forgiven.  First John 2:12 says,
NKJ 1 John 2:
12 I write to you, little children,


Because your sins are forgiven you for His 
name's sake.

What does it mean to be forgiven “for His name’s sake”?  A person’s name includes his reputation, character, and work.  I think John is saying that we are forgiven based on the character and work of Jesus Christ on the cross.  The basis of our forgiveness is Christ’s payment for our sins on the cross.  The New Living Translation of this verse says, “your sins have been forgiven because of Jesus.”
In Greek, the verb, “forgiven” is in the perfect tense.  The perfect tense describes, “a present state which has resulted from a past action” (Brooks & Winbery, Syntax of New Testament Greek, 104).  The past action happened at a point in time; the resulting present state is ongoing.  John’s use of the perfect tense confirms that there two aspects of forgiveness that are true for believers.  There is a point-in-time aspect.  And there is an ongoing aspect.
A.
Let’s first consider the point-in-time aspect of forgiveness.  Scripture tells us that, at the moment we believe in Jesus, we are forgiven, and this forgiveness is complete.
1.
In Acts 10:43, Peter says of Jesus,

NKJ Acts 10:43 “To Him all the prophets witness that, through His name, whoever believes in Him will receive remission of sins.”
When we believe in Jesus, we receive remission or forgiveness of sins.  And the basis for our forgiveness is Jesus’ name or work, which includes His death and resurrection for our sins.

2.
How many of our sins are forgiven?  All of them, past, present, and future.  Colossians 2:13 says of Jesus,

NKJ Colossians 2:13 . . . He has made [you] alive together with Him, having forgiven you all trespasses,

All means all.  If you are a believer in Jesus, you will never ever be condemned by God for your sin.  All has already been forgiven.  It happened the moment you believed.  We might call this judicial forgiveness because it immediately and completely and permanently releases us from the penalty of our sin before God, our Judge.
B.
But there is also an ongoing aspect to forgiveness that we might call relational forgiveness.  John speaks of this ongoing forgiveness in 1 John 1:9, saying,
NKJ 1 John 1:9 If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
Relational forgiveness involves a letting go of relational barriers that stand in the way of fellowship.  The letting go allows the restoration of harmony in a relationship.  Relational forgiveness is closely associated with reconciliation in which full fellowship is restored.  In the analogy of God’s family, God’s judicial forgiveness enables our point-in-time adoption, and it’s conditioned on our belief.  God’s relational forgiveness enables our ongoing fellowship, and it’s conditioned on our confession.  The shed blood of Jesus is the basis for both.
C.
How does the truth that we are forgiven help us in the midst of struggles?  How does it assure our victory?

1.
Some of us are carrying around more baggage than a carousel at Sky Harbor airport.  The bags are the sins we’ve committed over which we feel great shame.  Maybe you’ve been involved in adultery, or abortion, or substance abuse, or pornography.  Maybe you look back on failed marriages, or failed parenting, or failed jobs, or a failed class, or failed money management, or estranged relationships with those to whom you should be closer.
The bags are the sins that come to mind when we think of what we’d like to change about ourselves or our past.  They are the things that sicken us when we think about them.

And these bags are all tied together with rope in one long line of humiliation, failure, shame, embarrassment, and rejection.  We drag them through life.  We’re exhausted, weighed down, ready to give up.  We’re paralyzed by the condemnation of other people, either the condemnation we’ve already experienced, or the condemnation we imagine if people only knew what we’ve done or failed to do.
But what other people think is not important.  What’s important is what God thinks.  Here’s what God thinks:  You’re forgiven.  The moment we believe in Jesus for eternal life, God cuts the rope, releasing our baggage.  Because we misunderstand God’s grace, we may keep trying to tie ourselves back to the baggage, but John brings us back to reality:  “Little children . . . your sins are forgiven.”  You’re free.  You’re clean.  You’re declared righteous before God.  So drop your bags and leave them here today.  Though our struggles are ongoing, our victory is assured.
2.
“But,” you say, “I don’t feel clean.  I keep going back to the same sin like a dog returning to its vomit.  I feel like God is done with me and won’t ever take me back.”  The truth is, God forgave you the moment he adopted you as His child.  And He’s even provided a way for you to deal with the ongoing estrangement you feel in your relationship with Him:  confess and repent.  
NKJ 1 John 1:9 If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
Though our struggles are ongoing, our victory is assured.

II.
Now, let’s consider what it means to know God.  Verse 13 says,
NKJ 1 John 2:13a
I write to you, fathers,


Because you have known Him who is from



the beginning. . . .
Once again, the verb, “known” is in the perfect tense, and once again, there are two aspects to knowing:  a point-in-time aspect and an ongoing aspect.
A.
From the point-in-time perspective, we know God the moment we believe in Jesus.
1.
In fact, sometimes the terms, “know” and “believe” are used interchangeably.
(a)
In John 6:69, Peter says to Jesus,

NKJ John 6:69 “Also we have come to believe and know that You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”

(b)
In John 17:3, Jesus prays to the Father,

NLT John 17:3 “And this is the way to have eternal life—to know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, the one you sent to earth.”
So all of us who have believed in Jesus know God, and knowing God means we have eternal life which is absolutely secure.
2.
From the point-in-time perspective, we also know God’s love the moment we believe in Jesus for eternal life.  In 1 John 3:16, we are told,
NKJ 1 John 3:16 By this we know love, because He [Jesus] laid down His life for us. . . .
Jesus’ love for us is unmatched and unquenchable, and it’s demonstrated by the fact that He died for our sins.  We’ve known it from the beginning.
B.
From an ongoing perspective, our knowledge of God grows, and it is depends on our obedience.  The ongoing knowing is experiencing God more fully.
1.
John says in 1 John 2:3,

NKJ 1 John 2:3 Now by this we know that we know Him, if we keep His commandments.

In this ongoing sense, knowing God happens when we keep His commandments.

2.
How does this work?  Well, Jesus explains that He manifests or discloses Himself more fully to those who obey Him.  In John 14:21, Jesus says,

NKJ John 14:21 “He who has My commandments and keeps them, it is he who loves Me. And he who loves Me will be loved by My Father, and I will love him and manifest Myself to him.”

The more we obey God, the more He manifest Himself to us and the more fully we know and experience Him.
C.
How does the truth that we know God help us?  How does it assure our victory in the midst of our ongoing struggles?

1.
As believers, sometimes we struggle so much that we begin to think that we’re missing some special knowledge that would give us victory and smooth sailing in life.  Authors and publishers capitalize on this feeling by offering us books with titles like, “Three Steps to Happiness,” or “Seven Steps to Victorious Living,” or “Five Secrets to Success.”
Similarly, the Gnostic teachers of John’s day were trying to persuade believers that they needed some special mystical knowledge of God so that they could somehow transcend the struggles of this life.  John brings us back to reality:  “Little children . . . you have known the Father.”  You have all the spiritual equipment you need.  Though our struggles are ongoing, our victory is assured.
2.
“But,” you say, “I feel distant from God.  I don’t feel like I’m experiencing His presence in my life.”  God has given us a promise in this regard:  Keep following Him, keep obeying Him, and He’ll show up.  He will manifest Himself to us.  We will know Him more and more.  Though our struggles are ongoing, our victory is assured.
3.
John says that we know love because Jesus laid down His life for us.  This knowledge of God’s love for us is our victory in times of unexplainable struggle and suffering.  Although we don’t always understand why we struggle, this we know:  Nothing happens to us outside of God’s perfect love for us.
When we are stricken with illness, or betrayal, or the loss of a job, or chronic fatigue, or depression, we must bring ourselves back to the truth.  If the omnipotent God of the universe loved us so much that He was willing to die for us, will He not see us through our struggles?  Will He not grant us victory through our trials?  Will He not turn our struggles into our good and His glory?
The questions are answered in Romans 8, beginning in Verse 35:

NKJ Romans 8:35 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? . . .  37 Yet in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us.
Though our struggles are ongoing, our victory is assured.
III.
Now, let’s consider what it means to overcome the wicked one.  The middle part of Verse 13 of our text reads,
NKJ 1 John 2:13b
I write to you, young men,


Because you have overcome the wicked one.

The “wicked one” refers to Satan.  Once again, the verb, “overcome” is in the perfect tense, and once again, we have the point-in-time perspective and the ongoing perspective on overcoming.
A.
From the point-in-time perspective, the moment we believe in Jesus, we have overcome the wicked one and this world over which he temporarily holds sway.  You see, Satan’s objective is to keep us from trusting Christ, to keep us from eternal life.  So, when we believe, we overcome Satan.  His accusations against us no longer stand.  He can no longer possess us.  He cannot destroy us.  We overcome Satan and his world.  First John 5:4 says,
NKJ 1 John 5:4 For whatever is born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has overcome the world—our faith. 5 Who is he who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?

So, if you have believed in Jesus, you have already won the spiritual war.

B.
Nevertheless, this does not mean that there will no longer be spiritual battles.  Indeed, our spiritual struggles are ongoing and need to be overcome, even though our ultimate victory is assured.  Ephesians 6, beginning in Verse 10 says,
NKJ Ephesians 6:10 Finally, my brethren, be strong in the Lord and in the power of His might. 11 Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. 12 For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. 13 Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand.
Our spiritual battle with Satan and his demons is ongoing.  Satan is out to discourage, deceive, and derail us.  But God equips us to keep on overcoming both now and in the future.  The last part of Verse 14 tells us how God equips us.  It says,
NKJ 1 John 2:14b

 I have written to you, young men,

Because you are strong, and the word of God 
abides in you,


And you have overcome the wicked one.

1.
One of the keys to overcoming is abiding in the word of God.  The mention of the word of God in Verse 14 correlates closely with a major piece of spiritual armor mentioned back in Ephesians 6:17.  It says,

NKJ Ephesians 6:17 And take the . . . sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God;

(a)
The sword spoken of here is a short dagger or knife as opposed to a long broadsword.  The sword was a retaliatory piece of armor, designed to fend off an enemy who was encroaching.

(b)
The term translated “word” in Ephesians 6:17 is not the usual biblical term used of the word of God.  The usual term is logos.  The term here is rhema.  It denotes that which is spoken.

So, it is probably referring not to the whole of Scripture, but to that part which you store in your mind and retrieve when you need it.  Bible scholar W.E. Vine explains:

The reference (in 6:17) is not to the whole Bible as such, but to the individual scripture which the Spirit brings to our remembrance for use in time of need, a prerequisite being the regular storing of the mind with Scripture (Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words).

(c)
So, to take the sword and overcome requires the application of Scripture in the midst of spiritual conflict.  We must learn and apply the word of God to our lives.  Read it.  Study it.  Meditate upon it.  Memorize it.  Have it ready to apply to spiritual conflict.

(d)
The perfect model of this is presented by Jesus Himself in His conflict with Satan as recorded in Matthew 4.  Jesus responded to each of Satan’s temptations by quoting Scripture.

2.
Another key, according to Verse 14 of our text, is being “strong.”  This is not something we have to muster; it’s the power of God in us.  In speaking of false prophets influenced by Satan, John says in 1 John 4:4,
NKJ 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.

As believers, we are strong because we have the all-powerful God of the universe living inside us.

C.
How does the truth about overcoming help us?  How does it assure our victory in the midst of our ongoing struggles?

As children of God, we cannot be defeated by Satan or his demons.  By believing in Jesus, we have already overcome.  But Satan tries to deceive us.  He tries to discourage us, to make us feel defeated and disqualified.  Satan delights in such lies such as, “I can’t possibly live the Christian life.”  Or, “My struggle with habitual sin proves that I’m incapable of overcoming.”  Or, “I’ve blown it so badly; I might as well give up and give in to my temptations.”
John brings us back to reality:  “Young men . . . you have overcome the wicked one.  God who is in you is greater than Satan who is in the world.”  With God indwelling us, we are fully capable of doing anything God calls us to do.  We have overcome, and we can continue to overcome in the midst of our struggles.  Ultimately, we can never be defeated; we can only be deceived.  And because the danger is deception, we need to continually renew our minds with the truth of God’s word.  And this is the truth:  Though our struggles are ongoing, our victory is assured.  We are forgiven.  We know God.  And we have overcome.
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