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“Living With Certainty”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Throughout this study, we have been considering 
how the letter of First John encourages and equips 
us to live: 

o To live in the light 
o To live in reality 
o To live as children of God 
o To live in love 

These themes have all come up multiple times 
throughout the book. But there's one theme that 
we haven't really talked about yet, one that is 
probably as prominent as any of the others. And 
that is the enormous emphasis that John places 
on living with certainty.  

You can see how important this is to him. If you 
just pay attention to how many times he uses the 
phrase "we know."  

And by this we know that we have come to know 
him… (1 John 2:3) 

By this we may know that we are in him… 
(1 John 2:5) 

…we know that it is the last hour. (1 John 2:18) 

…we know … that we shall be like him. (1 John 3:2) 

We know that we have passed out of death into 
life. (1 John 3:14) 

By this we know love… (1 John 3:16) 

By this we shall know we are of the truth…  
(1 John 3:19) 

…by this we know that he abides in us…  
(1 John 3:24) 

By this we know that we abide in him. (1 John 
4:13) 

What do we know with certainty? That question 
could be the subtitle for this entire book. It 
certainly seems to be on the forefront of John's 
mind and what he wants to communicate to us.  

And there is perhaps no chapter in this letter 
where that is more true than the final chapter. First 
John chapter five. 

In the last nine verses of this chapter alone, John 
uses the phrase "we know" no less than seven 
times. As the letter is coming to a close, it is this 
question that takes center stage.  

o Of what are we certain?  
o And how should that change the way we 

live?  

In this, our final video of this series, I'd like to 
focus on that question. I won't address every 
statement that John makes about what we know in 
this final section, but I'd like to focus on what 
seemed to be his three biggest themes.  

o We know that we have eternal life.  
o We know that God hears us.  
o We know the true God. 

First, we know that we have eternal life. 

This is the main theme of verses 6-13. Verses six, 
seven, and eight are rather odd, and interpreters 
have disagreed on precisely how to understand 
what John is saying here. He begins by saying: 

This is he who came by water and blood - Jesus 
Christ; not by the water only but by the water and 
the blood. (1 John 5:6) 

What did this water and blood refer to? If you think 
back to John's Gospel, you may remember 
another very important moment involving both 
water and blood. It's the scene of Jesus 
crucifixion. After he's already died, and the Roman 
soldiers are coming to check and make sure of his 
death. 

… one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, 
and at once there came out blood and water. He 
who saw it has borne witness - his testimony is 
true, and he knows he is telling the truth…  
(John 19:34-35) 
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Why mention this phenomenon? Why does John 
record this eyewitness observation about water 
and blood coming from the side of Christ?  

Some people have suggested that this is meant to 
be an indication of the suffering that Jesus 
endured, and also a proof of his body's 
postmortem state. To quote one cardiac surgeon 
who commented on the passage: 

Jesus had a a haemorthorax, which in the stillness 
of the dead body, had separated out as they do 
into two layers: the heavier red blood cells below 
and the light water plasma above. The withdrawal 
of the spear would have been followed first by the 
red blood cells (blood), then by the lighter plasma 
(water). (Dr. Anthony De Bono) 

But is that the only reason that John records this? 
Because it's an interesting medical phenomenon 
that may prove that Jesus is really dead? Perhaps 
not. John Calvin, for instance, said:  

I know that such a thing does happen naturally to 
the dead; but [this] happened through God's 
purpose... (John Calvin) 

In other words, there's something more to this 
water and blood than just a natural medical 
phenomenon. A deeper meaning. But what is that 
deeper meaning?  

Some interpreters have argued that in the context 
of ancient Greek religion, perhaps John includes 
this to prove that Jesus is, in fact, fully human. 
After all, it was not blood and water, but "ichor" 
that flowed in the veins of the Greek gods. So this 
proves that Jesus isn't just a deity like Zeus in 
human disguise, but genuinely human. Perhaps. 

I think that a much more likely answer is the one 
given by a New Testament scholar named 
Marianne Thompson. She points out that the 
imagery of water and blood ties directly into a 
bigger theme in John's gospel. 

 

Jesus' death completes his mission: it gives life to 
the world (John 6:52-59); it completes the 
cleansing of his own (13:1-11). Hence the flow of 
'water and blood' from Jesus' side signals the 
purificatory and life giving power of Jesus' death.  

To say, then, that one who saw these things has 
testified to them is to say that he bears witness, 
not merely to the fact of Jesus'  
death, but also to the life-giving  
work of Jesus effected through  
his death.  
(Marianne Meye Thompson) 

The water and the blood bear witness to 
something that we can know with certainty; that in 
Jesus there is cleansing, there is healing, there is 
life. This is what we are being told by water and the 
blood. And this is what the Holy Spirit confirms to 
us. This, John said, this is God's own testimony 
concerning His Son. 

This is the testimony, that God gave us eternal life, 
and this life is in his Son. Whoever has the son has 
life… (1 John 5:11-12) 

Or as he puts it in the following verse: 

I write these things to you who believe in the name 
of the Son of God, that you may know that you 
have eternal life. (1 John 5:13) 

What can we know with certainty? Well, the first 
thing that we can know is that in Jesus there is life, 
and that life has been given and guaranteed to 
those of us who have believed in him. We know 
that we have eternal life, John says. 

We know that God hears us. 

But not just that. Because of this life that we have 
in Jesus, we also know that God hears us.  

What does it mean to have eternal life? Well, you 
might say, it means that we've been given a life 
that endures. A life that won't end with death; 
everlasting life beyond the grave. That's certainly 
true. But eternal life is not just a way of referring to 
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life that is unending. It also refers to a certain kind 
of life: "deep, lasting life," as one scholar likes to 
translate the phrase.  

Jesus himself gives more explanation of what this 
means in his own prayer to the Father in John 17. 
After confessing that the Father has given him 
authority to give eternal life to all, he then explains 
a little more what that means. 

And this is eternal life, that they may know you the 
only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have 
sent. (John 17:3) 

Eternal life isn't just life that doesn't end. It's a life 
that is wrapped up in the knowledge of God.  

And by knowledge, I don't just mean knowing 
things about God. I'm referring to a deeper 
personal knowledge. Not only knowing who he is, 
but who he is to you. Knowing and relating to him 
in the same way that Jesus Himself does.  

And not just knowing him, but being known by him 
as well. This, in the end, may be the most 
important aspect of what it means to experience 
eternal life.  

As J.I. Packer puts it: 

What matters supremely is not, in the last 
analysis, the fact that I know God, but the larger 
fact which underlies it - the fact that he knows me. 
I am graven on the palm of his hands.  

I am never out of his mind... there is no moment 
when his eye is off me, or his  
attention distracted from me,  
and no moment therefore,  
when his care falters.  
(J.I. Packer) 

If that is part of what it means to experience 
eternal life, then it makes a lot of sense why - 
immediately after reminding us that we can know 
with certainty that we have eternal life - it makes 
sense that the next thing John wants to remind us 
of is that we can know with certainty that God 
hears us when we pray. 

And this is the confidence that we have toward 
him, that if we ask anything according to his will 
he hears us. And if we know that he hears us in 
whatever we ask, we know that we have the 
requests that we have asked of him.  
(1 John 5:14-15) 

We know that we have eternal life, and we know 
that such life consists in knowing God and being 
known by him. We know, therefore, that he hears 
us when we pray.  

We know the true God. 

All of which leads us to John's final affirmation of 
what we know with certainty. And along with it, his 
final mysterious warning. 

We know that the Son of God has come and has 
given us understanding, so that we may know him 
who is true; and we are in him who is true, in His 
Son, Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal 
life. Little children, keep yourselves from idols.   
(1 John 5:20-21) 

Why end the letter this way? Why end by 
emphasizing the fact that we know the true God as 
opposed to any false gods? And why are the very 
last words of this entire letter a warning to keep 
ourselves from idols? When I read this, I can't help 
but be reminded of the words of David Foster 
Wallace in his famous commencement address 
that he gave 20 years ago at Kenyon College. 

 

Wallace was, at the time, one of the most 
acclaimed writers in America. He'd been awarded 
the the prestigious MacArthur Fellowship. Time 
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magazine named one of his novels one of the 
most influential American novels of the past 
century. Another of his novels would soon be 
nominated for a Pulitzer Prize.  

He was an immensely successful man, but he was 
also a man who was haunted by the misery of 
human life. And in his speech at Kenyon College, 
he talked about that misery and about how it was 
tied to idols. Here's something else that's weird 
but true, he said: 

In the day-to-day trenches of adult life, there is 
actually no such thing as atheism. There is no 
such thing as not worshiping. Everybody worships. 
The only choice we get is what to worship. 
(David Foster Wallace) 

This was an odd thing to hear from the mouth of 
David Foster Wallace, because, as the audience 
would have well known, he was not, in fact, a 
religious man. He may not have been an atheist, 
but he was certainly an agnostic. So it seems odd 
for him to say that there is no such thing as 
atheism.  

But his point wasn't a claim about the existence or 
non-existence of God. His point was that it is 
impossible not to devote your life to something 
that you worship - something that you look to, to 
make you happy, to give you meaning, to protect 
you. And there's a distinct advantage, he told 
those graduating students that day, there's a 
distinct advantage to worshiping a God who is 
transcendent. Because … 

… pretty much anything else you worship will eat 
you alive. If you worship money and things, if they 
are where you tap real meaning in life, then you 
will never have enough, never feel you have 
enough. It's the truth.  

Worship your body and beauty and sexual allure 
and you will always feel ugly. And when time and 
age start showing, you will die a million deaths 
before they finally grieve you.  
(David Foster Wallace) 

I think that the Apostle John would have very much 
agreed, because he understood what was at 
stake, and he too portrayed the choice as a very 
stark one.  

You can live either in light or in darkness, in love or 
in hatred, in life or in death. You can be a child of 
God or a child of the devil. You can have eternal 
life, or you can be trapped in endless fears and 
endless frustrations. You can live a life where you 
will die a million deaths before they finally grieve 
you.  

And that is exactly what you will have, John wants 
to say, if you refuse Jesus and devote yourself to 
false gods. That is what awaits you if you reject the 
true God and His Son, Jesus Christ.  

So he brings his letter to this climactic ending. So 
remember he's saying, remember what it is that 
you can know with certainty. Remember, he is the 
true God. Remember that in him is eternal life. 
This we know. Of this we can be certain.  

So little children, keep yourselves from idols. 

 

 

 


