






III. GOD’S GRACE AND SUFFERING (3:13—5:11)
A.Make Jesus Christ Lord—3:13–22 

admonished to work hard to achieve peace. It does not
come automatically.

“But what if our enemies take advantage of us?” a
persecuted Christian might ask. “We may be seeking
peace, but they are seeking war!” Peter gave them the
assurance that God’s eyes are on His people and His
ears open to their prayers. (Peter learned that lesson
when he tried to walk on the water without looking to
Jesus—Matt. 14:22–33.) We must trust God to protect
and provide, for He alone can defeat our enemies
(Rom. 12:17–21).

Peter quoted these statements from Psalm
34:12–15, so it would be profitable for you to read the
entire psalm. It describes what God means by “good
days.” They are not necessarily days free from prob-
lems, for the psalmist wrote about fears (Ps. 34:4),
troubles (Ps. 34:6, 17), afflictions (Ps. 34:19), and even
a broken heart (Ps. 34:18). A “good day” for the
believer who “loves life” is not one in which he is pam-
pered and sheltered, but one in which he experiences
God’s help and blessing because of life’s problems and
trials. It is a day in which he magnifies the Lord (Ps.
34:1–3), experiences answers to prayer (Ps. 34:4–7),
tastes the goodness of God (Ps. 34:8), and senses the
nearness of God (Ps. 34:18).

The next time you think you are having a “bad day”
and you hate life, read Psalm 34, and you may discover
you are really having a “good day” to the glory of God!

Practice the Lordship of Christ (3:13–15)
These verses introduce the third main section of 1
Peter—God’s grace in suffering. They introduce the
important spiritual principle that the fear of the Lord
conquers every other fear. Peter quoted Isaiah 8:13–14
to back up his admonition: “But in your hearts set
apart Christ as Lord” (1 Peter 3:15 niv).

The setting of the Isaiah quotation is significant.
Ahaz, King of Judah, faced a crisis because of an
impending invasion by the Assyrian army. The kings of
Israel and Syria wanted Ahaz to join them in an
alliance, but Ahaz refused, so Israel and Syria threat-
ened to invade Judah! Behind the scenes, Ahaz
confederated himself with Assyria! The prophet Isaiah
warned him against ungodly alliances and urged him to
trust God for deliverance. “Sanctify the Lord of hosts
[armies] himself; and let him be your fear, and let him
be your dread” (Isa. 8:13).

As Christians, we are faced with crises, and we are
tempted to give in to our fears and make the wrong
decisions. But if we “sanctify Christ as Lord” in our
hearts, we need never fear men or circumstances. Our
enemies might hurt us, but they cannot harm us. Only
we can harm ourselves if we fail to trust God. Generally
speaking, people do not oppose us if we do good; but
even if they do, it is better to suffer for righteousness’
sake than to compromise our testimony. Peter dis-
cussed this theme in detail in 1 Peter 4:12–19.

Instead of experiencing fear as we face the enemy,
we can experience blessing, if Jesus Christ is Lord in

our hearts. The word happy in 1 Peter 3:14 is the same
as “blessed” in Matthew 5:10ff. This is a part of the
“joy unspeakable and full of glory” (1 Peter 1:8).

When Jesus Christ is Lord of our lives, each crisis
becomes an opportunity for witness. We are “ready
always to give an answer.” Our English word apology
comes from the Greek word translated “answer,” but it
does not mean “to say I am sorry.” Rather, it means “a
defense presented in court.” “Apologetics” is the branch
of theology that deals with the defense of the faith.
Every Christian should be able to give a reasoned
defense of his hope in Christ, especially in hopeless situ-
ations. A crisis creates the opportunity for witness when
a believer behaves with faith and hope, because the
unbelievers will then sit up and take notice.

This witness must be given “with meekness and fear
[respect]” and not with arrogance and a know-it-all
attitude. We are witnesses, not prosecuting attorneys!
We must also be sure that our lives back up our
defense. Peter did not suggest that Christians argue
with lost people, but rather that we present to the
unsaved an account of what we believe and why we
believe it, in a loving manner. The purpose is not to
win an argument but to win lost souls to Christ.

What does it mean to “sanctify Christ as Lord” in
our hearts? It means to turn everything over to Him,
and to live only to please Him and glorify Him. It
means to fear displeasing Him rather than fear what
men might do to us. How wonderfully this approach
simplifies our lives! It is Matthew 6:33 and Romans
12:1–2 combined into a daily attitude of faith that
obeys God’s Word in spite of consequences. It means
being satisfied with nothing less than the will of God
in our lives (John 4:31–34). One evidence that Jesus
Christ is Lord in our lives is the readiness with which
we witness to others about Him and seek to win them
to Christ.

Maintain a Good Conscience (3:16–17)
Our word “conscience” comes from two Latin words:
con, meaning “with,” and scio, meaning “to know.” The
conscience is that internal judge that witnesses to us,
that enables us to “know with,” either approving our
actions or accusing (see Rom. 2:14–15). Conscience
may be compared to a window that lets in the light of
God’s truth. If we persist in disobeying, the window
gets dirtier and dirtier, until the light cannot enter.
This leads to a “defiled conscience” (Titus 1:15). A
“seared conscience” is one that has been so sinned
against that it no longer is sensitive to what is right and
wrong (1 Tim. 4:2). It is even possible for the con-
science to be so poisoned that it approves things that
are bad and accuses when the person does good! This
the Bible calls “an evil conscience” (Heb. 10:22). A
criminal feels guilty if he “squeals” on his friends, but
happy if he succeeds in his crime!

Conscience depends on knowledge, the “light”
coming through the window. As a believer studies the
Word, he better understands the will of God, and his
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conscience becomes more sensitive to right and wrong.
A “good conscience” is one that accuses when we think
or do wrong and approves when we do right. It takes
“exercise” to keep the conscience strong and pure (Acts
24:16). If we do not grow in spiritual knowledge and
obedience, we have a “weak conscience” that is upset
very easily by trifles (1 Cor. 8).

How does a good conscience help a believer in
times of trial and opposition? For one thing, it fortifies
him with courage because he knows he is right with
God and men, so that he need not be afraid. Inscribed
on Martin Luther’s monument at Worms, Germany
are his courageous words spoken before the church
council on April 18, 1521: “Here I stand; I can do no
other. God help me. Amen.” His conscience, bound to
God’s Word, gave him the courage to defy the whole
established church!

A good conscience also gives us peace in our hearts;
and when we have peace within, we can face battles
without. The restlessness of an uneasy conscience
divides the heart and drains the strength of a person, so
that he is unable to function at his best. How can we
boldly witness for Christ if conscience is witnessing
against us?

A good conscience removes from us the fear of what
other people may know about us, say against us, or do
to us. When Christ is Lord and we fear only God, we
need not fear the threats, opinions, or actions of our
enemies. “The Lord is on my side; I will not fear: what
can man do unto me?” (Ps. 118:6). It was in this mat-
ter that Peter failed when he feared the enemy and
denied the Lord.

Peter made it clear that conscience alone is not the
test of what is right or wrong. A person can be involved
in either “welldoing” or “evildoing.” For a person to
disobey God’s Word and claim it is right simply
because his conscience does not convict him, is to
admit that something is radically wrong with his con-
science. Conscience is a safe guide only when the Word
of God is the teacher.

More and more, Christians in today’s society are
going to be accused and lied about. Our personal stan-
dards are not those of the unsaved world. As a rule,
Christians do not create problems; they reveal them.
Let a born-again person start to work in an office or
move into a college dormitory, and in a short time
there will be problems. Christians are lights in this dark
world (Phil. 2:15), and they reveal “the unfruitful
works of darkness” (Eph. 5:11).

When Joseph began to serve as steward in
Potiphar’s house and refused to sin, he was falsely
accused and thrown into prison. The government offi-
cials in Babylon schemed to get Daniel in trouble
because his life and work were a witness against them.
Our Lord Jesus Christ by His very life on earth revealed
the sinful hearts and deeds of people, and this is why
they crucified Him (see John 15:18–25). “Yea, and all
that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecu-
tion” (2 Tim. 3:12).

If we are to maintain a good conscience, we must
deal with sin in our lives and confess it immediately (1
John 1:9). We must “keep the window clean.” We must
also spend time in the Word of God and “let in the
light.” A strong conscience is the result of obedience
based on knowledge, and a strong conscience makes for
a strong Christian witness to the lost. It also gives us
strength in times of persecution and difficulty.

No Christian should ever suffer because of evildo-
ing, and no Christian should be surprised if he suffers
for welldoing. Our world is so mixed up that people
“call evil good, and good evil” and “put darkness for
light, and light for darkness” (Isa. 5:20). The religious
leaders of Jesus’ day called Him “a malefactor,” which
means “a person who does evil things” (John
18:29–30). How wrong people can be!

As times of difficulty come to the church, we must
cultivate Christian love, for we will need one another’s
help and encouragement as never before. We must also
maintain a good conscience, because a good conscience
makes for a strong backbone and a courageous witness.
The secret is to practice the lordship of Jesus Christ. If
we fear God, we need not fear men. “Shame arises from
the fear of men,” said Samuel Johnson. “Conscience,
from the fear of God.”

CHAPTER EIGHT
1 Peter 3:18–22
LEARNING FROM NOAH

Apastor was teaching a Bible study on Matthew 16,
explaining the many interpretations of our Lord’s
words to Peter: “Thou art Peter, and upon this

rock I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18). Afterward,
a woman said to him, “Pastor, I’ll bet if Jesus had
known all the trouble those words would cause, He
would never have said them!”

When Peter wrote this section of his letter, he had
no idea that it would be classified as one of the most
difficult portions of the New Testament. Good and
godly interpreters have wrestled with these verses,
debated and disagreed, and have not always left behind
a great deal of spiritual help. We may not be able to
solve all the problems found in this section, but we do
want to get the practical help that Peter gave to encour-
age Christians in difficult days.

The section presents three different ministries. If we
understand these ministries, we will be better able to
suffer in the will of God and glorify Christ.

The Ministry of Christ (3:18–22)
Everything else in this paragraph is incidental to what
Peter had to say about Jesus Christ. This material is
parallel to what Peter wrote in 1 Peter 2:21ff. Peter pre-
sented Jesus Christ as the perfect example of one who
suffered unjustly, and yet obeyed God.

The death of Christ (v. 18). In 1 Peter 3:17, Peter

1 Peter 3

913



wrote about suffering for well-doing rather than for
evil-doing, and then he gave the example of Jesus
Christ. Jesus was the “just One” (Acts 3:14), and yet
He was treated unjustly. Why? That He might die for
the unjust ones and bring them to God! He died as a
substitute (1 Peter 2:24), and He died only once (Heb.
9:24–28). In other words, Jesus suffered for well-doing;
He did not die because of His own sins, for He had
none (1 Peter 2:22).

The phrase “bring us to God” is a technical term
that means “gain audience at court.” Because of the
work of Christ on the cross, we now have an open
access to God (Eph. 2:18; 3:12). We may come boldly
to His throne (Heb. 10:19ff.)! We also have access to
His marvelous grace to meet our daily needs (Rom.
5:2). When the veil of the temple was torn, it symbol-
ized the new and open way to God through Jesus
Christ.

The proclamation of Christ (vv. 19–20). The
phrase “made alive by the Spirit” (kjv, srb) creates a
problem for us. In the Greek manuscripts, there were
no capital letters; so we have no authority to write
“Spirit” rather than “spirit.” Greek scholars tell us that
the end of 1 Peter 3:18 should read, “Being put to
death with reference to the flesh, but made alive with
reference to the spirit.” The contrast is between flesh
and spirit, as in Matthew 26:41 and Romans 1:3–4,
and not between Christ’s flesh and the Holy Spirit.

Our Lord had a real body (Matt. 26:26), soul (John
12:27), and spirit (Luke 23:46). He was not God
inhabiting a man; He was the true God-Man. When
He died, He yielded His spirit to the Father (Luke
23:46; see James 2:26). However, it seems evident that,
if He was “made alive in the spirit,” at some point His
spirit must have died. It was probably when He was
made sin for us and was forsaken by the Father (Mark
15:34; 2 Cor. 5:21). The phrase “quickened in [with
reference to] the spirit” cannot mean resurrection,
because resurrection has to do with the body.

So on the cross, our Lord suffered and died. His
body was put to death, and His spirit died when He
was made sin. But His spirit was made alive and He
yielded it to the Father. Then according to Peter, some-
time between His death and His resurrection Jesus
made a special proclamation to “the spirits in prison.”
This raises two questions: Who were these “spirits” that
He visited? What did He proclaim to them?

Those who say that these “spirits in prison” were
the spirits of lost sinners in hell to whom Jesus brought
the good news of salvation have some real problems to
solve. To begin with, Peter referred to people as “souls”
and not “spirits” (1 Peter 3:20). In the New Testament,
the word spirits is used to describe angels or demons,
not human beings, and 1 Peter 3:22 seems to argue for
this meaning. Furthermore, nowhere in the Bible are
we told that Jesus visited hell. Acts 2:31 states that He
went to “hades” (nasb), but “hades” is not hell. The
word hades refers to the realm of the unbelieving dead,
a temporary place where they await the resurrection.

Read Revelation 20:11–15 in the New American
Standard Bible or the New International Version and
you will see the important distinction. Hell is the per-
manent and final place of judgment for the lost. Hades
is the temporary place. When a Christian dies, he goes
to neither place, but to heaven to be with Christ (Phil.
1:20–24).

Our Lord yielded His spirit to the Father, died, and
at some time between death and resurrection, visited
the realm of the dead, where He delivered a message to
spirit beings (probably fallen angels; see Jude 6) who
were somehow related to the period before the flood.
First Peter 3:20 makes this clear. The word translated
“preached” simply means “to announce as a herald, to
proclaim.” It is not the word that means “to preach the
gospel” that Peter used in 1 Peter 1:12 and 4:6. Peter
did not tell us what Jesus proclaimed to these impris-
oned spirits, but it could not be a message of
redemption, since angels cannot be saved (Heb. 2:16).
It was probably a declaration of victory over Satan and
his hosts (see Col. 2:15; 1 Peter 3:22).

How these spirits were related to the pre-flood era,
Peter did not explain. Some students believe that “the
sons of God” named in Genesis 6:1–4 were fallen
angels who cohabited with women and produced a race
of giants, but I cannot accept this interpretation. The
good angels who did not fall are called “sons of God,”
but not the fallen angels (Job 1:6; 2:1, and note that
Satan is distinguished from the “sons of God”). The
world before the flood was unbelievably wicked, and
no doubt these spirits had much to do with it (see Gen.
6:5–13; Rom. 1:18ff.).

The resurrection of Christ (v. 21). Since death
comes when the spirit leaves the body (James 2:26),
then resurrection involves the spirit returning to the
body (Luke 8:55). The Father raised Jesus from the
dead (Rom. 6:4; 8:11), but the Son also had authority
to raise Himself (John 10:17–18). It was a miracle! It is
because of His resurrection that Christians have the
“living hope” (1 Peter 1:3–4). We shall see later how
the resurrection of Christ relates to the experience of
Noah.

We must never minimize the importance of the res-
urrection of Jesus Christ. It declares that He is God
(Rom. 1:4), that the work of salvation is completed and
accepted by the Father (Rom. 4:25), and that death has
been conquered (1 Thess. 4:13–18; Rev. 1:17–18). The
gospel message includes the resurrection (1 Cor.
15:1–4), for a dead Savior can save nobody. It is the
risen Christ who gives us the power we need on a daily
basis for life and service (Gal. 2:20).

The ascension of Christ (v. 22). Forty days after His
resurrection, our Lord ascended to heaven to sit at the
right hand of the Father, the place of exaltation (Ps.
110:1; Acts 2:34–36; Phil. 2:5–11; Heb. 12:1–3).
Believers are seated with Him in the heavenlies (Eph.
2:4–6), and through Him we are able to “reign in life”
(Rom. 5:17). He is ministering to the church as High
Priest (Heb. 4:14–16; 7:25) and Advocate (1 John
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1:9–2:2). He is preparing a place for His people (John
14:1–6) and will one day come to receive them to
Himself.

But the main point Peter wanted to emphasize was
Christ’s complete victory over all “angels and authori-
ties and powers” (1 Peter 3:22), referring to the evil
hosts of Satan (Eph. 6:10–12; Col. 2:15). The unfallen
angels were always subject to Him. As Christians, we
do not fight for victory, but from victory—the mighty
victory that our Lord Jesus Christ won for us in His
death, resurrection, and ascension.

The Ministry of Noah
The patriarch Noah was held in very high regard
among Jewish people in Peter’s day, and also among
Christians. He was linked with Daniel and Job, two
great men, in Ezekiel 14:19–20, and there are many
references to the flood in both the Psalms and the
Prophets. Jesus referred to Noah in His prophetic ser-
mon (Matt. 24:37–39; see Luke 17:26–27), and Peter
mentioned him in his second letter (2 Peter 2:5; see
3:6). He is named with the heroes of faith in Hebrews
11:7.

What relationship did Peter see between his readers
and the ministry of Noah? For one thing, Noah was a
“preacher of righteousness” (2 Peter 2:5) during a very
difficult time in history. In fact, he walked with God
and preached God’s truth for 120 years (Gen. 6:3), and
during that time was certainly laughed at and opposed.
The early Christians knew that Jesus had promised
that, before His return, the world would become like
the “days of Noah” (Matt. 24:37–39); and they were
expecting Him soon (2 Peter 3:1–3). As they saw soci-
ety decay around them, and persecution begin, they
would think of our Lord’s words.

Noah was a man of faith who kept doing the will of
God even when he seemed to be a failure. This would
certainly be an encouragement to Peter’s readers. If we
measured faithfulness by results, then Noah would get
a very low grade. Yet God ranked him very high!

But there is another connection: Peter saw in the
flood a picture (type) of a Christian’s experience of bap-
tism. No matter what mode of baptism you may
accept, it is certain that the early church practiced
immersion. It is a picture of our Lord’s death, burial,
and resurrection. Many people today do not take bap-
tism seriously, but it was a serious matter in the early
church. Baptism meant a clean break with the past, and
this could include separation from a convert’s family,
friends, and job. Candidates for baptism were interro-
gated carefully, for their submission in baptism was a
step of consecration, and not just an “initiation rite” to
“join the church.”

The flood pictures death, burial, and resurrection.
The waters buried the earth in judgment, but they also
lifted Noah and his family up to safety. The early
church saw in the ark a picture of salvation. Noah and
his family were saved by faith because they believed
God and entered into the ark of safety. So sinners are

saved by faith when they trust Christ and become one
with Him.

When Peter wrote that Noah and his family were
“saved by water,” he was careful to explain that this
illustration does not imply salvation by baptism.
Baptism is a “figure” of that which does save us,
namely, “the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter
3:21). Water on the body, or the body placed in water,
cannot remove the stains of sin. Only the blood of
Jesus Christ can do that (1 John 1:7—2:2). However,
baptism does save us from one thing: a bad conscience.
Peter had already told his readers that a good con-
science was important to a successful witness (see 1
Peter 3:16), and a part of that “good conscience” is
being faithful to our commitment to Christ as
expressed in baptism.

The word answer in 1 Peter 3:21 is a legal term
meaning “a pledge, a demand.” When a person was
signing a contract, he would be asked, “Do you pledge
to obey and fulfill the terms of this contract?” His
answer had to be, “Yes, I do,” or he could not sign.
When converts were prepared for baptism, they would
be asked if they intended to obey God and serve Him,
and to break with their sinful past. If they had reserva-
tions in their hearts, or deliberately lied, they would
not have a good conscience if, under pressure of perse-
cution, they denied the Lord. (Peter knew something
about that!) So, Peter reminded them of their bap-
tismal testimony to encourage them to be true to
Christ.

It may be worth noting that the chronology of the
flood is closely related to our Lord’s day of resurrection.
Noah’s ark rested on Ararat on the seventeenth day of
the seventh month (Gen. 8:4). The Jewish civil year
started with October; the religious year started with the
Passover in April (Ex. 12:1–2), but that was not insti-
tuted until Moses’ time. The seventh month from
October is April. Our Lord was crucified on the four-
teenth day, Passover (Ex. 12:6), and resurrected after
three days. This takes us to the seventeenth day of the
month, the date on which the ark rested on Mount
Ararat. So, the illustration of Noah relates closely to
Peter’s emphasis on the resurrection of the Savior.

There is a sense in which our Lord’s experience on
the cross was a baptism of judgment, not unlike the
flood. He referred to His sufferings as a baptism (Matt.
20:22; Luke 12:50). He also used Jonah to illustrate
His experience of death, burial, and resurrection (Matt.
12:38–41). Jesus could certainly have quoted Jonah 2:3
to describe His own experience: “All thy billows and
thy waves passed over me.”

The Ministry of Christians Today
It is easy to agree on the main lessons Peter was sharing
with his readers, lessons that we need today.

First of all, Christians must expect opposition. As the
coming of Christ draws near, our well-doing will incite
the anger and attacks of godless people. Jesus lived a
perfect life on earth, and yet He was crucified like a
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B.Have Christ’s attitude—4:1–11 

common criminal. If the just One who did no sin was
treated cruelly, what right do we who are imperfect
have to escape suffering? We must be careful, however,
that we suffer because of well-doing, for righteousness’
sake, and not because we have disobeyed.

A second lesson is that Christians must serve God by
faith and not trust in results. Noah served God and kept
only seven people from the flood, yet God honored
him. From those seven people, we take courage! Jesus
appeared a total failure when He died on the cross, yet
His death was a supreme victory. His cause today may
seem to fail, but He will accomplish His purposes in
this world. The harvest is not the end of a meeting; it
is the end of the age.

Third, we can be encouraged because we are identi-
fied with Christ’s victory. This is pictured in baptism,
and the doctrine is explained in Romans 6. It is the
baptism of the Spirit that identifies a believer with
Christ (1 Cor. 12:12–13), and this is pictured in water
baptism. It is through the Spirit’s power that we live
for Christ and witness for Him (Acts 1:8). The oppo-
sition of men is energized by Satan, and Christ has
already defeated these principalities and powers. He
has “all authority in heaven and on earth” (Matt.
28:18 niv), and therefore we can go forth with confi-
dence and victory.

Another practical lesson is that our baptism is
important. It identifies us with Christ and gives witness
that we have broken with the old life (see 1 Peter
4:1–4) and will, by His help, live a new life. The act of
baptism is a pledge to God that we shall obey Him. To
use Peter’s illustration, we are agreeing to the terms of
the contract. To take baptism lightly is to sin against
God. Some people make too much of baptism by
teaching that it is a means of salvation, while others
minimize it. Both are wrong. If a believer is to have a
good conscience, he must obey God.

Having said this, I want to make it clear that
Christians must not make baptism a test of fellow-
ship or of spirituality. There are dedicated believers
who disagree on these matters, and we respect them.
When General William Booth founded the Salvation
Army, he determined not to make it “another
church,” so he eliminated the ordinances. There are
Christian groups, such as the Quakers, who, because
of conscience or doctrinal interpretation, do not
practice baptism. I have stated my position, but I do
not want to give the impression that I make this posi-
tion a test of anything. “Let us therefore follow after
the things which make for peace, and things where-
with one may edify another” (Rom. 14:19). “Let
every man be fully persuaded in his own mind”
(Rom. 14:5).

The important thing is that each Christian avow
devotion to Christ and make it a definite act of com-
mitment. Most Christians do this in baptism, but even
the act of baptism can be minimized or forgotten. It is
in taking up our cross daily that we prove we are true
followers of Jesus Christ.

Finally, Jesus Christ is the only Savior, and the lost
world needs to hear His gospel. Some people try to use
this complex passage of Scripture to prove a “second
chance for salvation after death.” Our interpretation of
“spirits in prison” seems to prove that these were
angelic beings, and not the souls of the dead. But even
if these “spirits” were those of unsaved people, this pas-
sage says nothing about their salvation. And why
would Jesus offer salvation (if He did) only to sinners
from Noah’s day? And why did Peter use the verb “pro-
claim as a herald” instead of the usual word for
preaching the gospel?

Hebrews 9:27 makes it clear that death ends the
opportunity for salvation. This is why the church needs
to get concerned about evangelism and missions,
because people are dying who have never even heard
the good news of salvation, let alone had the opportu-
nity to reject it. It does us no good to quibble about
differing interpretations of a difficult passage of
Scripture, if what we do believe does not motivate us to
want to share the gospel with others.

Peter made it clear that difficult days give us multi-
plied opportunities for witness.

Are we taking advantage of our opportunities?

CHAPTER NINE
1 Peter 4:1–11
THE REST OF YOUR TIME

My wife and I were in Nairobi where I would be
ministering to several hundred national pastors
at an Africa Inland Mission conference. We were

very excited about the conference even though we were
a bit weary from the long air journey. We could hardly
wait to get started, and the leader of the conference
detected our impatience.

“You are in Africa now,” he said to me in a fatherly
fashion, “and the first thing you want to do is to put
away your watch.”

In the days that followed, as we ministered in
Kenya and Zaire, we learned the wisdom of his words.
Unfortunately, when we returned to the States, we
found ourselves caught up again in the clockwork
prison of deadlines and schedules.

Peter had a great deal to say about time (1 Peter 1:5,
11, 17, 20; 4:2–3, 17; 5:6). Certainly the awareness of
his own impending martyrdom had something to do
with this emphasis (John 21:15–19; 2 Peter 1:12ff.). If
a person really believes in eternity, then he will make
the best use of time. If we are convinced that Jesus is
coming, then we will want to live prepared lives.
Whether Jesus comes first or death comes first, we
want to make “the rest of the time” count for eternity.

And we can! Peter described four attitudes that a
Christian can cultivate in his lifetime (“the rest of his
time”) if he desires to make his life all that God wants
it to be.
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A Militant Attitude toward Sin (4:1–3)
The picture is that of a soldier who puts on his equip-
ment and arms himself for battle. Our attitudes are
weapons, and weak or wrong attitudes will lead us to
defeat. Outlook determines outcome, and a believer
must have the right attitudes if he is to live a right life.

A friend and I met at a restaurant to have lunch. It
was one of those places where the lights are low, and
you need a miner’s helmet to find your table. We had
been seated several minutes before we started looking
at the menu, and I remarked that I was amazed how
easily I could read it. “Yes,” said my friend, “it doesn’t
take us long to get accustomed to the darkness.”

There is a sermon in that sentence: It is easy for
Christians to get accustomed to sin. Instead of having
a militant attitude that hates and opposes it, we gradu-
ally get used to sin, sometimes without even realizing
it. The one thing that will destroy “the rest of our time”
is sin. A believer living in sin is a terrible weapon in the
hands of Satan. Peter presented several arguments to
convince us to oppose sin in our lives.

Think of what sin did to Jesus (v. 1). He had to
suffer because of sin (see 1 Peter 2:21; 3:18). How can
we enjoy that which made Jesus suffer and die on the
cross? If a vicious criminal stabbed your child to death,
would you preserve that knife in a glass case on your
mantel? I doubt it. You would never want to see that
knife again.

Our Lord came to earth to deal with sin and to con-
quer it forever. He dealt with the ignorance of sin by
teaching the truth and by living it before men’s eyes.
He dealt with the consequences of sin by healing and
forgiving, and, on the cross, He dealt the final death-
blow to sin itself. He was armed, as it were, with a
militant attitude toward sin, even though He had great
compassion for lost sinners.

Our goal in life is to “cease from sin.” We will not
reach this goal until we die or are called home when the
Lord returns; but this should not keep us from striving
(1 John 2:28—3:9). Peter did not say that suffering of
itself would cause a person to stop sinning. Pharaoh in
Egypt went through great suffering in the plagues, and
yet he sinned even more! I have visited suffering people
who cursed God and grew more and more bitter
because of their pain.

Suffering, plus Christ in our lives, can help us have
victory over sin. But the central idea here seems to be
the same truth taught in Romans 6: We are identified
with Christ in His suffering and death, and therefore
can have victory over sin. As we yield ourselves to God,
and have the same attitude toward sin that Jesus had,
we can overcome the old life and manifest the new life.

Enjoy the will of God (v. 2). The contrast is
between the desires of men and the will of God. Our
longtime friends cannot understand the change in our
lives, and they want us to return to the same “excess of
riot” that we used to enjoy. But the will of God is so
much better! If we do the will of God, then we will
invest “the rest of our time” in that which is lasting and

satisfying, but if we give in to the world around us, we
will waste “the rest of our time” and regret it when we
stand before Jesus.

The will of God is not a burden that the Father
places on us. Rather it is the divine enjoyment and
enablement that makes all burdens light. The will of
God comes from the heart of God (Ps. 33:11) and
therefore is an expression of the love of God. We may
not always understand what He is doing, but we know
that He is doing what is best for us. We do not live on
explanations; we live on promises.

Remember what you were before you met Christ
(v. 3). There are times when looking back at your past
life would be wrong, because Satan could use those
memories to discourage you. But God urged Israel to
remember that they had once been slaves in Egypt
(Deut. 5:15). Paul remembered that he had been a per-
secutor of believers (1 Tim. 1:12ff.), and this
encouraged him to do even more for Christ. We some-
times forget the bondage of sin and remember only the
passing pleasures of sin.

“The will of the Gentiles” means “the will of the
unsaved world” (see 1 Peter 2:12). Lost sinners imitate
each other as they conform to the fashions of this world
(Rom. 12:2; Eph. 3:1–3). “Lasciviousness” and “lusts”
describe all kinds of evil appetites and not just sexual
sins. “Revelings and banquetings” refer to pagan orgies
where the wine flowed freely. Of course, all of this
could be a part of pagan worship, since “religious pros-
titution” was an accepted thing. Even though these
practices were forbidden by law (“abominable” = ille-
gal), they were often practiced in secret.

We may not have been guilty of such gross sins in
our preconversion days, but we were still sinners—and
our sins helped to crucify Christ. How foolish to go
back to that kind of life!

A Patient Attitude toward the Lost (4:4–6)
Unsaved people do not understand the radical change
that their friends experience when they trust Christ and
become children of God. They do not think it strange
when people wreck their bodies, destroy their homes,
and ruin their lives by running from one sin to another!
But let a drunkard become sober, or an immoral per-
son pure, and the family thinks he has lost his mind!
Festus told Paul, “You are out of your mind!” (Acts
26:24 nasb), and people even thought the same thing
of our Lord (Mark 3:21).

We must be patient toward the lost, even though
we do not agree with their lifestyles or participate in
their sins. After all, unsaved people are blind to spiri-
tual truth (2 Cor. 4:3–4) and dead to spiritual
enjoyment (Eph. 2:1). In fact, our contact with the lost
is important to them since we are the bearers of the
truth that they need. When unsaved friends attack us,
this is our opportunity to witness to them (1 Peter
3:15).

The unsaved may judge us, but one day, God will
judge them. Instead of arguing with them, we should
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pray for them, knowing that the final judgment is with
God. This was the attitude that Jesus took (2:23), and
also the apostle Paul (2 Tim. 2:24–26).

We must not interpret 1 Peter 4:6 apart from the
context of suffering; otherwise, we will get the idea that
there is a second chance for salvation after death. Peter
was reminding his readers of the Christians who had
been martyred for their faith. They had been falsely
judged by men, but now, in the presence of God, they
received their true judgment. “Them that are dead”
means “them that are now dead” at the time Peter was
writing. The gospel is preached only to the living (1
Peter 1:25) because there is no opportunity for salva-
tion after death (Heb. 9:27).

Unsaved friends may speak evil of us and even
oppose us, but the final Judge is God. We may sacri-
fice our lives in the midst of persecution, but God will
honor and reward us. We must fear God and not men
(1 Peter 3:13–17; see Matt. 10:24–33). While we are
in these human bodies (“in the flesh”), we are judged
by human standards. One day, we shall be with the
Lord (“in the spirit”) and receive the true and final
judgment.

An Expectant Attitude toward Christ (4:7)
Christians in the early church expected Jesus to return
in their lifetime (Rom. 13:12; 1 John 2:18). The fact
that He did not return does not invalidate His promise
(2 Peter 3; Rev. 22:20). No matter what interpretation
we give to the prophetic Scriptures, we must all live in
expectancy. The important thing is that we shall see the
Lord one day and stand before Him. How we live and
serve today will determine how we are judged and
rewarded on that day.

This attitude of expectancy must not turn us into
lazy dreamers (2 Thess. 3:6ff.) or zealous fanatics. Peter
gave “ten commandments” to his readers to keep them
in balance as far as the Lord’s return was concerned:

1. Be sober—v. 7
2. Watch unto prayer—v. 7
3. Have fervent love—v. 8
4. Use hospitality—v. 9
5. Minister your spiritual gifts—vv. 10–11
6. Think it not strange—v. 12
7. Rejoice—v. 13
8. Do not be ashamed—vv. 15–16
9. Glorify God—vv. 16–18 
10. Commit yourself to God—v. 19
The phrase “be sober” means “be sober-minded,

keep your mind steady and clear.” Perhaps a modern
equivalent would be “keep cool.” It was a warning
against wild thinking about prophecy that could lead
to an unbalanced life and ministry. Often we hear of
sincere people who go “off balance” because of an
unbiblical emphasis on prophecy or a misinterpreta-
tion of prophecy. There are people who set dates for
Christ’s return, contrary to His warning (Matt. 25:13;
see Acts 1:6–8); or they claim to know the name of the
beast of Revelation 13. I have books in my library,

written by sincere and godly men, in which all sorts of
claims are made, only to the embarrassment of the
writers.

The opposite of “be sober-minded” is “frenzy, mad-
ness.” It is the Greek word mania, which has come into
our English vocabulary via psychology. If we are sober-
minded, we will be intellectually sound and not off on
a tangent because of some “new” interpretation of the
Scriptures. We will also face things realistically and be
free from delusions. The sober-minded saint will have
a purposeful life and not be drifting, and he will exer-
cise restraint and not be impulsive. He will have “sound
judgment” not only about doctrinal matters, but also
about the practical affairs of life.

Ten times in the pastoral epistles, Paul admonished
people to “be sober-minded.” It is one of the qualifica-
tions for pastors (1 Tim. 3:2) and for the members of
the church (Titus 2:1–6). In a world that is susceptible
to wild thinking, the church must be sober-minded.

Early in my ministry, I gave a message on prophecy
that sought to explain everything. I have since filed
away that outline and will probably never look at it
(except when I need to be humbled). A pastor friend
who suffered through my message said to me after the
service, “Brother, you must be on the planning com-
mittee for the return of Christ!” I got his point, but he
made it even more pertinent when he said quietly, “I’ve
moved from the planning committee to the welcoming
committee.”

I am not suggesting that we not study prophecy, or
that we become timid about sharing our interpreta-
tions. What I am suggesting is that we not allow
ourselves to get out of balance because of an abuse of
prophecy. There is a practical application to the
prophetic Scriptures. Peter’s emphasis on hope and the
glory of God ought to encourage us to be faithful today
in whatever work God has given us to do (see Luke
12:31–48).

If you want to make the best use of “the rest of your
time,” live in the light of the return of Jesus Christ. All
Christians may not agree on the details of the event,
but we can agree on the demands of the experience. We
shall stand before the Lord! Read Romans 14:10–23
and 2 Corinthians 5:1–21 for the practical meaning of
this.

If we are sober-minded, we will “watch unto
prayer.” If our prayer life is confused, it is because the
mind is confused. Dr. Kenneth Wuest, in his transla-
tion, showed the important relationship between the
two: “Be calm and collected in spirit with a view to giv-
ing yourself to prayer.” The word watch carries with it
the idea of alertness and self-control. It is the opposite
of being drunk or asleep (1 Thess. 5:6–8). This admo-
nition had special meaning to Peter, because he went to
sleep when he should have been “watching unto
prayer” (Mark 14:37–40).

You find the phrase “watch and pray” often in the
Authorized Version of the New Testament (Mark
13:33; 14:38; Eph. 6:18; Col. 4:2). It simply means to
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“be alert in our praying, to be controlled.” There is no
place in the Christian life for lazy, listless, routine pray-
ing. We must have an alert attitude and be on guard,
just like the workers in Nehemiah’s day (Neh. 4:9).

An expectant attitude toward Christ’s return
involves a serious, balanced mind and an alert, awake
prayer life. The test of our commitment to the doctrine
of Christ’s return is not our ability to draw charts or
discern signs, but our thinking and praying. If our
thinking and praying are right, our living should be
right.

A Fervent Attitude toward the Saints (4:8–11)
If we really look for the return of Christ, then we shall
think of others and properly relate to them. Love for
the saints is important “above [before] all things.” Love
is the badge of a believer in this world (John
13:34–35). Especially in times of testing and persecu-
tion, Christians need to love one another and be united
in heart.

This love should be “fervent.” The word pictures an
athlete straining to reach the goal. It speaks of eagerness
and intensity. Christian love is something we have to
work at just the way an athlete works on his skills. It is
not a matter of emotional feeling, though that is
included, but of dedicated will. Christian love means
that we treat others the way God treats us, obeying His
commandments in the Word. It is even possible to love
people that we do not like!

Christian love is forgiving. Peter quoted from
Proverbs 10:12—“Hatred stirreth up strifes: but love
covereth all sins.” This verse is alluded to in James 5:20
and 1 Corinthians 13:4 and 7. Love does not condone
sin, for, if we love somebody, we will be grieved to see
him sin and hurt himself and others. Rather, love cov-
ers sin in that love motivates us to hide the sin from
others and not spread it abroad. Where there is hatred,
there is malice, and malice causes a person to want to
tear down the reputation of his enemy. This leads to
gossip and slander (Prov. 11:13; 17:9; see 1 Peter 2:1).
Sometimes we try to make our gossip sound “spiritual”
by telling people things “so they might pray more intel-
ligently.”

No one can hide his sins from God, but believers
ought to try, in love, to cover each other’s sins at least
from the eyes of the unsaved. After all, if the unsaved
crowd finds ammunition for persecuting us because of
our good words and works (1 Peter 2:19–20; 3:14),
what would they do if they knew the bad things that
Christians say and do!

Genesis 9:18–27 gives us a beautiful illustration of
this principle. Noah got drunk and shamefully uncov-
ered himself. His son Ham saw his father’s shame and
told the matter to the family. In loving concern, Ham’s
two brothers covered their father and his shame. It
should not be too difficult for us to cover the sins of
others; after all, Jesus Christ died that our sins might be
washed away.

Our Christian love should not only be fervent and

forgiving, but it should also be practical. We should
share our homes with others in generous (and uncom-
plaining) hospitality, and we should use our spiritual
gifts in ministry to one another. In New Testament
times hospitality was an important thing, because there
were few inns and poor Christians could not afford to
stay at them anyway. Persecuted saints in particular
would need places to stay where they could be assisted
and encouraged.

Hospitality is a virtue that is commanded and com-
mended throughout the Scriptures. Moses included it
in the law (Ex. 22:21; Deut. 14:28–29). Jesus enjoyed
hospitality when He was on earth, and so did the apos-
tles in their ministry (Acts 28:7; Philem. 22). Human
hospitality is a reflection of God’s hospitality to us
(Luke 14:16ff.). Christian leaders in particular should
be “given to hospitality” (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:8).

Abraham was hospitable to three strangers and dis-
covered that he had entertained the Lord and two
angels (Gen. 18; Heb. 13:2). We help to promote the
truth when we open our homes to God’s servants (3
John 5–8). In fact, when we share with others, we share
with Christ (Matt. 25:35, 43). We should not open our
homes to others just so that others will invite us over
(Luke 14:12–14). We should do it to glorify the Lord.

In my own itinerant ministry, I have often had the
joy of staying in Christian homes. I have appreciated
the kindness and (in some cases) sacrifice of dear saints
who loved Christ and wanted to share with others. My
wife and I have made new friends in many countries,
and our children have been blessed, because we have
both enjoyed and practiced Christian hospitality.

Finally, Christian love must result in service. Each
Christian has at least one spiritual gift that he must use
to the glory of God and the building up of the church
(see Rom. 12:1–13; 1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4:1–16). We are
stewards. God has entrusted these gifts to us that we
might use them for the good of His church. He even
gives us the spiritual ability to develop our gifts and be
faithful servants of the church.

There are speaking gifts and there are serving gifts,
and both are important to the church. Not everybody
is a teacher or preacher, though all can be witnesses for
Christ. There are those “behind-the-scenes” ministries
that help to make the public ministries possible. God
gives us the gifts, the abilities, and the opportunities to
use the gifts, and He alone must get the glory.

The phrase “oracles of God” in 1 Peter 4:11 does
not suggest that everything a preacher or teacher says
today is God’s truth, because human speakers are falli-
ble. In the early church, there were prophets who had
the special gift of uttering God’s Word, but we do not
have this gift today since the Word of God has been
completed. Whoever shares God’s Word must be care-
ful about what he says and how he says it, and all must
conform to the written Word of God.

While on our way home from the African trip I
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, we were
delayed in London by a typical English fog. London is
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C.Glorify Christ’s name—4:12–19 

one of my favorite places, so I was not disturbed a bit!
But the delay gave my wife and me the opportunity to
show London to a couple who were traveling with us.
Imagine trying to see that marvelous city in one day!

We had to make the most of the time—and we did!
Our friends saw many exciting sites in the city.

How long is “the rest of your time”? Only God
knows.

Don’t waste it! Invest it by doing the will of God.

CHAPTER TEN
1 Peter 4:12–19
FACTS ABOUT FURNACES

Every Christian who lives a godly life experiences a
certain amount of persecution. On the job, in
school, in the neighborhood, perhaps even in the

family, there are people who resist the truth and oppose
the gospel of Christ. No matter what a believer says or
does, these people find fault and criticize. Peter dealt
with this kind of “normal persecution” in the previous
part of his letter.

But in this section, Peter explained about a special
kind of persecution—a “fiery trial”—that was about to
overtake the entire church. It would not be occasional
personal persecution from those around them, but offi-
cial persecution from those above them. Thus far,
Christianity had been tolerated by Rome because it was
considered a “sect” of Judaism, and the Jews were per-
mitted to worship freely. That attitude would change
and the fires of persecution would be ignited, first by
Nero, and then by the emperors that followed.

Peter gave the believers four instructions to follow
in the light of the coming “fiery trial.”

Expect Suffering (4:12)
Persecution is not something that is alien to the
Christian life. Throughout history the people of God
have suffered at the hands of the unbelieving world.
Christians are different from unbelievers (2 Cor.
6:14–18), and this different kind of life produces a
different kind of lifestyle. Much of what goes on in
the world depends on lies, pride, pleasure, and the
desire to “get more.” A dedicated Christian builds his
life on truth, humility, holiness, and the desire to glo-
rify God.

This conflict is illustrated throughout the Bible.
Cain was a religious man, yet he hated his brother and
killed him (Gen. 4:1–8). The world does not persecute
“religious people,” but it does persecute righteous peo-
ple. Why Cain killed Abel is explained in 1 John 3:12:
“Because his own works were evil, and his brother’s
righteous.” The Pharisees and Jewish leaders were reli-
gious people, yet they crucified Christ and persecuted
the early church. “But beware of men,” Jesus warned
His disciples, “for they will deliver you up to the coun-
cils, and they will scourge you in their synagogues”

(Matt. 10:17). Imagine scourging the servants of God
in the very house of God!

God declared war on Satan after the fall of man
(Gen. 3:15), and Satan has been attacking God
through His people ever since. Christians are “strangers
and pilgrims” in an alien world where Satan is the god
and prince (John 14:30; 2 Cor. 4:3–4). Whatever glo-
rifies God will anger the enemy, and he will attack. For
believers, persecution is not a strange thing. The
absence of satanic opposition would be strange!

Jesus explained to His disciples that they should
expect opposition and persecution from the world
(John 15:17—16:4). But He also gave them an encour-
aging promise: “In the world ye shall have tribulation:
but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world”
(John 16:33). It was through His death on the cross of
Calvary, plus His resurrection, that He overcame sin
and the world (John 12:23–33; see Gal. 6:14).

The image of “fire” is often applied to testing or
persecution even in modern conversation. “He is really
going through the fire,” is a typical statement to
describe someone experiencing personal difficulties. In
the Old Testament, fire was a symbol of the holiness of
God and the presence of God. The fire on the altar
consumed the sacrifice (Heb. 12:28–29). But Peter saw
in the image of fire a refining process rather than a
divine judgment (see Job 23:10; 1 Peter 1:7).

It is important to note that not all of the difficulties
of life are necessarily fiery trials. There are some diffi-
culties that are simply a part of human life and almost
everybody experiences them. Unfortunately, there are
some difficulties that we bring on ourselves because of
disobedience and sin. Peter mentioned these in 1 Peter
2:18–20 and 3:13–17. The fiery trial he mentioned in
1 Peter 4:12 comes because we are faithful to God and
stand up for that which is right. It is because we bear
the name of Christ that the lost world attacks us.
Christ told His disciples that people would persecute
them, as they had Him, because their persecutors did
not know God (John 15:20–21).

The word happened is important; it means “to go
together.” Persecution and trials do not just “happen,”
in the sense of being accidents. They are a part of God’s
plan, and He is in control. They are a part of Romans
8:28 and will work out for good if we let God have His
way.

Rejoice in Suffering (4:13–14)
Literally, Peter wrote, “Be constantly rejoicing!” In fact,
he mentioned joy in one form or another four times in
these two verses! “Rejoice … be glad also with exceed-
ing joy.…Happy are ye!” The world cannot understand
how difficult circumstances can produce exceeding joy,
because the world has never experienced the grace of
God (see 2 Cor. 8:1–5). Peter named several privileges
that we share that encourage us to rejoice in the midst
of the fiery trial.

Our suffering means fellowship with Christ (v.
13). It is an honor and a privilege to suffer with Christ
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and be treated by the world the way it treated Him.
“The fellowship of his sufferings” is a gift from God
(Phil. 1:29; 3:10). Not every believer grows to the
point where God can trust him with this kind of expe-
rience, so we ought to rejoice when the privilege comes
to us. “And they [the apostles] departed from the pres-
ence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted
worthy to suffer shame for his name” (Acts 5:41).

Christ is with us in the furnace of persecution (Isa.
41:10; 43:2). When the three Hebrew children were
cast into the fiery furnace, they discovered they were
not alone (Dan. 3:23–25). The Lord was with Paul in
all of his trials (Acts 23:11; 27:21–25; 2 Tim. 4:9–18),
and He promises to be with us “to the end of the age”
(Matt. 28:20 nasb). In fact, when sinners persecute us,
they are really persecuting Jesus Christ (Acts 9:4).

Our suffering means glory in the future (v. 13).
“Suffering” and “glory” are twin truths that are woven
into the fabric of Peter’s letter. The world believes that
the absence of suffering means glory, but a Christian’s
outlook is different. The trial of our faith today is the
assurance of glory when Jesus returns (1 Peter 1:7–8).
This was the experience of our Lord (1 Peter 5:1), and
it shall also be our experience.

But it is necessary to understand that God is not
going to replace suffering with glory; rather He will
transform suffering into glory. Jesus used the illustra-
tion of a woman giving birth (John 16:20–22). The
same baby that gave her pain also gave her joy. The
pain was transformed into joy by the birth of the baby.
The thorn in the flesh that gave Paul difficulty also
gave him power and glory (2 Cor. 12:7–10). The cross
that gave Jesus shame and pain also brought power and
glory.

Mature people know that life includes some “post-
poned pleasures.” We pay a price today in order to have
enjoyments in the future. The piano student may not
enjoy practicing scales by the hour, but he looks for-
ward to the pleasure of playing beautiful music one
day. The athlete may not enjoy exercising and practic-
ing his skills, but he looks forward to winning the game
by doing his best. Christians have something even bet-
ter our very sufferings will one day be transformed into
glory, and we will be “glad also with exceeding joy” (see
Rom. 8:17; 2 Tim. 3:11).

Our suffering brings to us the ministry of the
Holy Spirit (v. 14). He is the Spirit of glory and He
has a special ministry to those who suffer for the glory
of Jesus Christ. This verse can be translated “for the
presence of the glory, even the Spirit, rests on you.”
The reference is to the Shekinah glory of God that
dwelt in the tabernacle and in the temple (Ex. 40:34; 1
Kings 8:10–11). When the people stoned Stephen, he
saw Jesus in heaven and experienced God’s glory (Acts
6:15; 7:54–60). This is the “joy unspeakable and full of
glory” that Peter wrote about in 1 Peter 1:7–8.

In other words, suffering Christians do not have to
wait for heaven in order to experience His glory.
Through the Holy Spirit, they can have the glory now.

This explains how martyrs could sing praises to God
while bound in the midst of blazing fires. It also
explains how persecuted Christians (and there are
many in today’s world) can go to prison and to death
without complaining or resisting their captors.

Our suffering enables us to glorify His name
(v. 14). We suffer because of His name (John 15:21).
You can tell your unsaved friends that you are
Baptist, a Presbyterian, a Methodist, or even an
agnostic, and there will be no opposition; but tell
them you are a Christian—bring Christ’s name into
the conversation—and things will start to happen.
Our authority is in the name of Jesus, and Satan
hates that name. Every time we are reproached for
the name of Christ, we have the opportunity to bring
glory to that name. The world may speak against His
name, but we will so speak and live that His name
will be honored and God will be pleased.

The word Christian is found only three times in the
entire New Testament (1 Peter 4:16; Acts 11:26;
26:28). The name was originally given by the enemies
of the church as a term of reproach, but in time, it
became an honored name. Of course, in today’s world,
the word Christian means to most people the opposite
of “pagan.” But the word carries the idea of “a Christ
one, belonging to Christ.” Certainly it is a privilege to
bear the name and to suffer for His name’s sake (Acts
5:41).

Polycarp was the Bishop of Smyrna about the mid-
dle of the second century. He was arrested for his faith
and threatened with death if he did not recant. “Eighty
and six years have I served Him,” the saintly bishop
replied, “and He never did me any injury. How can I
blaspheme my King and my Savior?”

“I have respect for your age,” said the Roman offi-
cer. “Simply say, “Away with the atheists!’ and be set
free.” By “the atheists” he meant the Christians who
would not acknowledge that Caesar was “lord.”

The old man pointed to the crowd of Roman
pagans surrounding him, and cried, “Away with the
atheists!” He was burned at the stake and in his martyr-
dom brought glory to the name of Jesus Christ.

Examine Your Life (4:15–18)
In the furnace of persecution and suffering, we often
have more light by which we can examine our lives and
ministries. The fiery trial is a refining process, by which
God removes the dross and purifies us. One day, a fiery
judgment will overtake the whole world (2 Peter
3:7–16). Meanwhile, God’s judgment begins “at the
house of God,” the church (1 Peter 2:5). This truth
ought to motivate us to be as pure and obedient as pos-
sible (see Ezek. 9 for an Old Testament illustration of
this truth). There are several questions we should ask
ourselves as we examine our own lives.

Why am I suffering (v. 15)? We noted before that
not all suffering is a “fiery trial” from the Lord. If a pro-
fessed Christian breaks the law and gets into trouble or
becomes a meddler into other people’s lives, then he
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ought to suffer! The fact that we are Christians is not a
guarantee that we escape the normal consequences of
our misdeeds. We may not be guilty of murder (though
anger can be the same as murder in the heart, Matt.
5:21–26), but what about stealing or meddling? When
Abraham, David, Peter, and other Bible “greats” dis-
obeyed God, they suffered for it; so, who are we that
we should escape? Let’s be sure we are suffering because
we are Christians and not because we are criminals.

Am I ashamed, or glorifying Christ? (v. 16) This
statement must have reminded Peter of his own denial
of Christ (Luke 22:54–62). Jesus Christ is not ashamed
of us (Heb. 2:11)—though many times He surely
could be! The Father is not ashamed to be called our
God (Heb. 11:16). On the cross Jesus Christ despised
shame for us (Heb. 12:2), so surely we can bear
reproach for Him and not be ashamed. The warning in
Mark 8:38 is worth pondering.

“Not be ashamed” is negative; “glorify God” is pos-
itive. It takes both for a balanced witness. If we seek to
glorify God, then we will not be ashamed of the name
of Jesus Christ. It was this determination not to be
ashamed that encouraged Paul when he went to Rome
(Rom. 1:16), when he suffered in Rome (Phil.
1:20–21), and when he faced martyrdom in Rome (2
Tim. 1:12).

Am I seeking to win the lost (vv. 17–18)? Note
the words that Peter used to describe the lost: “Them
that obey not the gospel.… the ungodly and the sin-
ner.” The argument of this verse is clear: If God sends
a “fiery trial” to His own children, and they are saved
“with difficulty,” what will happen to lost sinners when
God’s fiery judgment falls?

When a believer suffers, he experiences glory and
knows that there will be greater glory in the future. But
a sinner who causes that suffering is only filling up the
measure of God’s wrath more and more (Matt.
23:29–33). Instead of being concerned only about our-
selves, we need to be concerned about the lost sinners
around us. Our present “fiery trial” is nothing com-
pared with the “flaming fire” that shall punish the lost
when Jesus returns in judgment (2 Thess. 1:7–10). The
idea is expressed in Proverbs 11:31—“If the righteous
receive their due on earth, how much more the
ungodly and the sinner!” (niv).

The phrase scarcely be saved means “saved with dif-
ficulty,” but it does not suggest that God is too weak to
save us. The reference is probably to Genesis 19:15–26,
when God sought to rescue Lot from Sodom before the
city was destroyed. God was able—but Lot was unwill-
ing! He lingered, argued with the angels, and finally
had to be taken by the hand and dragged out of the
city! Lot was “saved as by fire” and everything he lived
for went up in smoke (see 1 Cor. 3:9–15).

Times of persecution are times of opportunity for a
loving witness to those who persecute us (see Matt.
5:10–12, 43–48). It was not the earthquake that
brought that Philippian jailer to Christ, because that
frightened him into almost committing suicide! No, it

was Paul’s loving concern for him that brought the
jailer to faith in Christ. As Christians, we do not seek
for vengeance on those who have hurt us. Rather, we
pray for them and seek to lead them to Jesus Christ.

Commit Yourself to God (4:19)
When we are suffering in the will of God, we can com-
mit ourselves into the care of God. Everything else that
we do as Christians depends on this. The word is a
banking term; it means “to deposit for safekeeping”
(see 2 Tim. 1:12). Of course, when you deposit your
life in God’s bank, you always receive eternal dividends
on your investment.

This picture reminds us that we are valuable to
God. He made us, redeemed us, lives in us, guards, and
protects us. I saw a savings and loan association adver-
tisement in the newspaper, reaffirming the financial
stability of the firm and the backing of the Federal
Deposit Insurance Corporation. In days of financial
unsteadiness, such assurances are necessary to deposi-
tors. But when you “deposit” your life with God, you
have nothing to fear, for He is able to keep you.

This commitment is not a single action but a con-
stant attitude. “Be constantly committing” is the force
of the admonition. How do we do this? “By means of
welldoing.” As we return good for evil and do good
even though we suffer for it, we are committing our-
selves to God so that He can care for us. This
commitment involves every area of our lives and every
hour of our lives.

If we really have hope, and believe that Jesus is
coming again, then we will obey His Word and start
laying up treasures and glory in heaven. Unsaved peo-
ple have a present that is controlled by their past, but
Christians have a present that is controlled by the
future (Phil. 3:12–21). In our very serving, we are
committing ourselves to God and making investments
for the future.

There is a striking illustration of this truth in
Jeremiah 32. The prophet Jeremiah had been telling
the people that one day their situation would change
and they would be restored to their land. But at that
time, the Babylonian army occupied the land and was
about to take Jerusalem. Jeremiah’s cousin, Hanamel,
gave Jeremiah an option to purchase the family land,
which was now occupied by enemy soldiers. The prophet
had to “put his money where his mouth was.” And he
did it! As an act of faith, he purchased the land and
became, no doubt, the laughingstock of the people in
Jerusalem. But God honored his faith because Jeremiah
lived according to the Word that he preached.

Why did Peter refer to God as “a faithful Creator”
rather than “a faithful Judge” or even “a faithful
Savior”? Because God the Creator meets the needs of
His people (Matt. 6:24–34). It is the Creator who pro-
vides food and clothing to persecuted Christians, and
who protects them in times of danger. When the early
church was persecuted, they met together for prayer
and addressed the Lord as the “God, which hast made
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D.Look for Christ’s return—5:1–6 

heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all that in them is”
(Acts 4:24). They prayed to the Creator!

Our heavenly Father is “the Lord of heaven and
earth” (Matt. 11:25). With that kind of a Father, we
have no need to worry! He is the faithful Creator, and
His faithfulness will not fail.

Before God pours out His wrath on this evil world,
a “fiery trial” will come to God’s church, to unite and
purify it, that it might be a strong witness to the lost.
There is nothing for us to fear if we are suffering in the
will of God. Our faithful Father-Creator will victori-
ously see us through!

CHAPTER ELEVEN
1 Peter 5:1–4
HOW TO BE A GOOD SHEPHERD

T imes of persecution demand that God’s people
have adequate spiritual leadership. If judgment is
to begin at God’s house (1 Peter 4:17), then that

house had better be in order, or it will fall apart! This
explains why Peter wrote this special message to the
leaders of the church, to encourage them to do their
work faithfully. Leaders who run away in times of dif-
ficulty are only proving that they are hirelings and not
true shepherds (John 10:12–14).

The New Testament assemblies were organized
under the leadership of elders and deacons (1 Tim. 3).
The words elder and bishop refer to the same office
(Acts 20:17, 28). The word bishop is often translated
“overseer” (see 1 Peter 5:2, and note that this title is
applied to Christ in 1 Peter 2:25). “Elder” refers to the
maturity of the officer, and “bishop” to the responsibil-
ity of the office. The word pastor (which means
“shepherd”) is another title for this same office (Eph.
4:11). The elders were appointed to office (Acts 14:23,
where the verb “ordain” means “to appoint by the rais-
ing of hands”). Apparently each congregation had the
privilege of voting on qualified men.

Peter was concerned that the leadership in the local
churches be at its best. When the fiery trial would
come, the believers in the assemblies would look to
their elders for encouragement and direction. What are
the personal qualities that make for a successful pastor?

A Vital Personal Experience with Christ (5:1)
Peter did not introduce himself in this letter as an apos-
tle or a great spiritual leader, but simply as another
elder. However, he did mention the fact that he had
personally witnessed Christ’s sufferings (see Matt.
26:36ff ). The Greek word translated “witness” gives us
our English word martyr. We think of a martyr only as
one who gives his life for Christ, and Peter did that, but
basically, a martyr is a witness who tells what he has
seen and heard.

It is interesting to read 1 Peter 5 in the light of
Peter’s personal experiences with Christ. First Peter 5:1

takes us to Gethsemane and Calvary. “The glory that
shall be revealed” reminds us of Peter’s experience with
Christ on the Mount of Transfiguration (Matt. 17:1–5;
2 Peter 1:15–18). The emphasis in 1 Peter 5:2 on the
shepherd and the sheep certainly brings to mind John
10 and our Lord’s admonition to Peter in John
21:15–17.

The warning in 1 Peter 5:3 about “lording it over”
the saints reminds us of Christ’s lesson about true
greatness in Luke 22:24–30, as well as the other times
that He taught His disciples about humility and serv-
ice. The phrase in 1 Peter 5:5, “Be clothed with
humility,” takes us back to the Upper Room where
Jesus put on the towel and washed the disciples’ feet
(John 13:1–17).

The warning about Satan in 1 Peter 5:8 parallels
our Lord’s warning to Peter that Satan was going to
“sift” him and the other apostles (Luke 22:31). Peter
did not heed that warning, and he ended up denying
his Lord three times.

It is interesting to note that the verb “make you per-
fect” (1 Peter 5:10) is translated “mending their nets”
in Matthew 4:21, the account of the call of the four
fishermen into the Lord’s service.

In other words, Peter wrote these words, inspired by
the Spirit of God, out of his own personal experience
with Jesus Christ. He had a vital and growing relation-
ship with Christ, and this made it possible for him to
minister effectively to God’s people.

The pastor of the local assembly must be a man
who walks with God and who is growing in his spiri-
tual life. Paul admonished young Timothy: “Be
diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them,
so that everyone may see your progress” (1 Tim. 4:15
niv). The word progress in the original means “pioneer
advance.” The elders must constantly be moving into
new territories of study, achievement, and ministry. If
the leaders of the church are not moving forward, the
church will not move forward.

“We love our pastor,” a fine church member said to
me during a conference, “but we get tired of the same
thing all the time. He repeats himself and doesn’t seem
to know that there are other books in the Bible besides
Psalms and Revelation.” That man needed to become
a “spiritual pioneer” and move into new territory, so
that he might lead his people into new blessings and
challenges.

Sometimes God permits trials to come to a church
so that the people will be forced to grow and discover
new truths and new opportunities. Certainly Peter
grew in his spiritual experience as he suffered for Christ
in the city of Jerusalem. He was not perfect by any
means; in fact, Paul had to rebuke him once for incon-
sistency (Gal. 2:11–21). But Peter was yielded to
Christ and willing to learn all that God had for him.

If I have any counsel for God’s shepherds today, it
is this: cultivate a growing relationship with Jesus
Christ, and share what He gives you with your people.
That way, you will grow, and they will grow with you.
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A Loving Concern for God’s Sheep (5:2–3)
The image of the flock is often used in the Bible, and
it is a very instructive one (see Ps. 23; 100; Isa. 40:11;
Luke 15:4–6; John 10; Acts 20:28; Heb. 13:20–21; 1
Peter 2:25; Rev. 7:17). We were once stray sheep, wan-
dering toward ruin, but the Good Shepherd found us
and restored us to the fold.

Sheep are clean animals, unlike dogs and pigs (2
Peter 2:20–22). Sheep tend to flock together, and
God’s people need to be together. Sheep are notori-
ously ignorant and prone to wander away if they do
not follow the shepherd. Sheep are defenseless, for the
most part, and need their shepherd to protect them (Ps.
23:4).

Sheep are very useful animals. Jewish shepherds
tended their sheep, not for the meat (which would have
been costly) but for the wool, milk, and lambs. God’s
people should be useful to Him and certainly ought to
“reproduce” themselves by bringing others to Christ.
Sheep were used for the sacrifices, and we ought to be
“living sacrifices,” doing the will of God (Rom.
12:1–2).

Peter reminded the shepherd-elders of their God-
given responsibilities.

Feed the flock of God (v. 2). The word feed means
“shepherd, care for.” The shepherd had many tasks to
perform in caring for the flock. He had to protect the
sheep from thieves and marauders, and the pastor must
protect God’s people from those who want to spoil the
flock (Acts 20:28–35). Sometimes the sheep do not
like it when their shepherd rebukes or warns them, but
this ministry is for their own good.

A faithful shepherd not only protected his flock,
but he also led them from pasture to pasture so that
they might be adequately fed. The shepherd always
went before the flock and searched out the land so that
there would be nothing there to harm his flock. He
would check for snakes, pits, poisonous plants, and
dangerous animals. How important it is for pastors to
lead their people into the green pastures of the Word of
God so that they might feed themselves and grow.

Sometimes it was necessary for a shepherd to seek
out a wayward sheep and give it personal attention.
Some pastors today are interested only in the crowds;
they have no time for individuals. Jesus preached to
great multitudes, but He took time to chat with
Nicodemus (John 3), the woman at the well (John 4),
and others who had spiritual needs. Paul ministered to
people personally in Thessalonica (1 Thess. 2:11) and
loved them dearly.

If a sheep is too rebellious, the shepherd may have
to discipline him in some way. If a sheep has a special
need, the shepherd might carry it in his arms, next to
his heart. At the close of each day, the faithful shepherd
would examine each sheep to see if it needed special
attention. He would anoint the bruises with healing oil
and remove the briars from the wool. A good shepherd
would know each of his sheep by name and would
understand the special traits of each one.

It is not an easy thing to be a faithful shepherd of
God’s sheep! It is a task that never ends and that
demands the supernatural power of God if it is to be
done correctly. What makes it even more challenging is
the fact that the flock is not the shepherd’s; it is God’s.
I sometimes hear pastors say, “Well, at my church …,”
and I know what they mean; but strictly speaking, it is
God’s flock, purchased by the precious blood of His
Son (Acts 20:28). We pastors must be careful how we
minister to God’s sheep, because one day we will have
to give an account of our ministry. But the sheep will
also one day give an account of how they have obeyed
their spiritual leaders (Heb. 13:17), so both shepherds
and sheep have a great responsibility to each other.

Take the oversight (v. 2). The word bishop means
“overseer, one who looks over for the purpose of lead-
ing.” You will notice that the shepherd is both
“among” and “over,” and this can create problems if
the sheep do not understand. Because he is one of the
sheep, the pastor is “among” the members of the flock.
But because he is called to be a leader, the pastor is
“over” the flock. Some people try to emphasize the
“among” relationship and refuse to follow the author-
ity of the shepherd. Others want to put the pastor on
a pedestal and make him a “super saint” who never
mixes with the people.

The effective pastor needs both relationships. He
must be “among” his people so that he can get to know
them, their needs and problems, and he needs to be
“over” his people so he can lead them and help them
solve their problems. There must be no conflict
between pastoring and preaching, because they are both
ministries of a faithful Shepherd. The preacher needs to
be a pastor so he can apply the Word to the needs of
the people. The pastor needs to be a preacher so that he
can have authority when he shares in their daily needs
and problems. The pastor is not a religious lecturer
who weekly passes along information about the Bible.
He is a shepherd who knows his people and seeks to
help them through the Word.

Being the spiritual leader of a flock has its dangers,
and Peter pointed out some of the sins that the elders
must avoid. The first was laziness—“not by constraint
but willingly.” His ministry must not be a job that he
has to perform. He should do God’s will from his heart
(Eph. 6:6). Dr. George W. Truett was pastor of First
Baptist Church in Dallas, Texas for nearly fifty years.
Often he was asked to accept other positions, and he
refused, saying, “I have sought and found a pastor’s
heart.” When a man has a pastor’s heart, he loves the
sheep and serves them because he wants to, not because
he has to.

If a man has no conscience, the ministry is a good
place to be lazy. Church members rarely ask what their
pastor is doing with his time, and he can “borrow” ser-
mons from other preachers and use them as his own. I
met one pastor who spent most of his week on the golf
course; then on Saturday he listened to tapes of other
preachers and used their sermons on Sunday. He seems
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to be getting away with it, but what will he say when
he meets the Chief Shepherd?

Next to laziness, the shepherd must beware of
covetousness—“not for filthy lucre, but of a ready
mind.” It is perfectly proper for the church to pay the
pastor (1 Cor. 9; 1 Tim. 5:17–18), and they ought to
be as fair and generous as possible. But making
money must not be the main motive for his ministry.
Paul stressed this in his qualifications for an elder:
“not greedy of filthy lucre” (1 Tim. 3:3); “not given
to filthy lucre” (Titus 1:7). He must not be a lover of
money nor devote himself to pursuing money.

Because of family or church situations, some pas-
tors have to engage in outside employment. Paul was a
tentmaker, so there is no disgrace in “moonlighting.”
But, as soon as possible, the members of the church
ought to relieve their pastor of outside employment so
he can devote himself fully to the ministry of the Word.
Pastors need to beware of getting involved in money-
making schemes that detour them from their ministry.
“No one serving as a soldier gets involved in civilian
affairs—he wants to please his commanding officer” (2
Tim. 2:4 niv).

The phrase “a ready mind” means “an eager mind.”
It is the same word Paul used in Romans 1:15—“I am
so eager to preach the gospel” (niv). It means a willing-
ness to serve because of a readiness and an eagerness
within the heart. This is the difference between a true
shepherd and a hireling: a hireling works because he is
paid for it, but a shepherd works because he loves the
sheep and has a heart devoted to them. Read Acts
20:17–38 for a description of the heart and ministry of
a true shepherd.

Be an example to the flock (v. 3). The contrast is
between dictatorship and leadership. You cannot drive
sheep; you must go before them and lead them. It has
been well said that the church needs leaders who serve
and servants who lead. A Christian leader said to me,
“The trouble today is that we have too many celebrities
and not enough servants.”

It is by being an example that the shepherd solves
the tension between being “among” the sheep and
“over” the sheep. People are willing to follow a leader
who practices what he preaches and gives them a good
example to imitate. I know of a church that was con-
stantly having financial problems, and no one could
understand why. After the pastor left, it was discovered
that he had not himself contributed to the work of the
church but had preached sermons telling others to con-
tribute. We cannot lead people where we have not been
ourselves.

Peter was not changing the image when he called
the church “God’s heritage.” The people of God are
certainly His priceless possession (Deut. 32:9; Ps.
33:12). This word means “to be chosen by lot,” as the
dividing up of land (Num. 26:55). Each elder has his
own flock to care for, but the sheep all belong to the
one flock of which Jesus Christ is the Chief Shepherd.
The Lord assigns His workers to the places of His

choosing, and we must all be submissive to Him. There
is no competition in the work of God when you are
serving in the will of God. Therefore, nobody has to act
important and “lord it over” God’s people. Pastors are
to be “overseers” and not “overlords.”

A Desire to Please Christ Alone (5:4)
Since this is the epistle of hope, Peter brought in once
again the promise of the Lord’s return. His coming is
an encouragement in suffering (1 Peter 1:7–8) and a
motivation for faithful service. If a pastor ministers to
please himself or to please people, he will have a disap-
pointing and difficult ministry. “It must be hard to
keep all these people happy,” a visitor said to me after
a church service. “I don’t even try to keep them happy,”
I replied with a smile. “I try to please the Lord, and I
let Him take care of the rest.”

Jesus Christ is the Good Shepherd who died for the
sheep (John 10:11), the Great Shepherd who lives for
the sheep (Heb. 13:20–21), and the Chief Shepherd
who comes for the sheep (1 Peter 5:4). As the Chief
Shepherd, He alone can assess a man’s ministry and
give him the proper reward. Some who appear to be
first may end up last when the Lord examines each
man’s ministry.

One summer day, I stood amid the ruins of a
church near Anwoth in Scotland. The building at one
time seated perhaps 150 people. By modern standards,
it would not have been a successful church. But the
man who pastored that flock was the saintly Samuel
Rutherford, whose Letters of Samuel Rutherford is a
spiritual classic. His ministry continues, though today
his church building is in ruins. The Chief Shepherd has
rewarded him for his faithful labors, which included a
great deal of persecution and physical suffering.

There were several kinds of “crowns” in those days.
The one Peter mentioned was the athlete’s crown, usu-
ally a garland of leaves or flowers that would quickly
fade away. The faithful pastor’s crown is a crown of
glory, a perfect reward for an inheritance that will never
fade away (1 Peter 1:4).

Today a Christian worker may labor for many dif-
ferent kinds of rewards. Some work hard to build
personal empires; others strive for the applause of men;
still others seek promotion in their denomination. All
of these things will fade one day. The only reward we
ought to strive for is the “Well done!” of the Savior and
the unfading crown of glory that goes with it. What a
joy it will be to place the crown at His feet (Rev. 4:10)
and acknowledge that all we did was because of His
grace and power (1 Cor. 15:10; 1 Peter 4:11). We will
have no desire for personal glory when we see Jesus
Christ face-to-face.

Everything in the local church rises or falls with
leadership. No matter how large or small a fellowship
might be, the leaders must be Christians, each with a
vital personal relationship with Christ, a loving con-
cern for their people, and a real desire to please Jesus
Christ.
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E.Depend on Christ’s grace—5:7–14

We lead by serving, and we serve by suffering.
This is the way Jesus did it, and this is the only way

that truly glorifies Him.

CHAPTER TWELVE
1 Peter 5:5–14
FROM GRACE TO GLORY!

When World War II was being fought, I was a
junior high school student, and the fighting
seemed very far away from our northern

Indiana city. But then the city began to organize Civil
Defense units in each neighborhood, and officials
appointed my father an assistant block captain. Often
I went with him to watch the training films and listen
to the speakers. (The best part of the evening was stop-
ping for an ice cream cone!) But, no matter how many
films we watched, we somehow didn’t feel that our
neighborhood was in danger of being bombed. Our
philosophy was “It can’t happen here.”

Peter knew that a “fiery trial” was about to occur,
and he wanted the entire church family to be prepared.
As he closed his letter, Peter gave the church three
important admonitions to obey if they were to glorify
God in this difficult experience.

Be Humble (5:5–7)
He had already admonished the saints to be submissive
to government authorities (1 Peter 2:13–17), the slaves
to submit to their masters (1 Peter 2:18–25), and the
wives to their husbands (1 Peter 3:1–7). Now he com-
manded all of the believers to submit to God and to
each other.

The younger believers should submit to the older
believers, not only out of respect for their age, but also
out of respect for their spiritual maturity. Not every
“senior saint” is a mature Christian, of course, because
quantity of years is no guarantee of quality of experi-
ence. This is not to suggest that the older church
members “run the church” and never listen to the
younger members! Too often there is a generation war
in the church, with the older people resisting change,
and the younger people resisting the older people!

The solution is twofold: (1) all believers, young and
old, should submit to each other; (2) all should submit
to God. “Be clothed with humility” is the answer to the
problem. Just as Jesus laid aside His outer garments
and put on a towel to become a servant, so each of us
should have a servant’s attitude and minister to each
other. True humility is described in Philippians 2:1–11.
Humility is not demeaning ourselves and thinking
poorly of ourselves. It is simply not thinking of our-
selves at all!

We can never be submissive to each other until we
are first submissive to God. Peter quoted Proverbs 3:34
to defend his point, a verse that is also quoted in James
4:6. It takes grace to submit to another believer, but

God can give that grace if we humble ourselves before
Him.

God resists the proud because God hates the sin of
pride (Prov. 6:16–17; 8:13). It was pride that turned
Lucifer into Satan (Isa. 14:12–15). It was pride—a
desire to be like God—that stirred Eve to take the for-
bidden fruit. “The pride of life” is an evidence of
worldliness (1 John 2:16). The only antidote to pride is
the grace of God, and we receive that grace when we
yield ourselves to Him. The evidence of that grace is
that we yield to one another.

Submission is an act of faith. We are trusting God
to direct in our lives and to work out His purposes in
His time. After all, there is a danger in submitting to
others; they might take advantage of us—but not if we
trust God and if we are submitted to one another! A
person who is truly yielded to God, and who wants to
serve his fellow Christians, would not even think of
taking advantage of someone else, saved or unsaved.
The “mighty hand of God” that directs our lives can
also direct in the lives of others.

The key, of course, is the phrase “in due time.” God
never exalts anyone until that person is ready for it.
First the cross, then the crown; first the suffering, then
the glory. Moses was under God’s hand for forty years
before God sent him to deliver the Jews from Egypt.
Joseph was under God’s hand for at least thirteen years
before God lifted him to the throne. One of the evi-
dences of our pride is our impatience with God, and
one reason for suffering is that we might learn patience
(James 1:1–6). Here Peter was referring to words he
heard the Master say: “For whosoever exalteth himself
shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be
exalted” (Luke 14:11).

One of the benefits of this kind of relationship with
God is the privilege of letting Him take care of our bur-
dens. Unless we meet the conditions laid down in 1
Peter 5:5–6, we cannot claim the wonderful promise of
1 Peter 5:7. The word translated “care” means “anxiety,
the state of being pulled apart.” When circumstances
are difficult, it is easy for us to be anxious and worried,
but if we are, we will miss God’s blessing and become
poor witnesses to the lost. We need His inward peace if
we are going to triumph in the fiery trial and bring
glory to His name. Dr. George Morrison said, “God
does not make His children carefree in order that they
be careless.”

According to 1 Peter 5:7, we must once and for all
give all of our cares—past, present, and future—to the
Lord. We must not hand them to Him piecemeal,
keeping those cares that we think we can handle our-
selves. If we keep “the little cares” for ourselves, they
will soon become big problems! Each time a new bur-
den arises, we must by faith remind the Lord (and
ourselves) that we have already turned it over to Him.

If anybody knew from experience that God cares
for His own, it was Peter! When you read the four
gospels, you discover that Peter shared in some won-
derful miracles. Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law
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(Mark 1:29–31), gave him a great catch of fish (Luke
5:1–11), helped him pay his temple tax (Matt.
17:24–27), helped him walk on the water (Matt.
14:22–33), repaired the damage he did to the ear of
Malchus (Luke 22:50–51; John 18:10–11), and even
delivered Peter from prison (Acts 12).

How does God show His love and care for us when
we give our cares to Him? I believe that He performs
four wonderful ministries on our behalf: (1) He gives
us the courage to face our cares honestly and not run
away (Isa. 41:10); (2) He gives us the wisdom to under-
stand the situation (James 1:5); (3) He gives us the
strength to do what we must do (Phil. 4:13); and (4)
He gives us the faith to trust Him to do the rest (Ps.
37:5).

Some people give God their burdens and expect
Him to do everything! It is important that we let Him
work in us as well as work for us, so that we will be pre-
pared when the answer comes. “Cast thy burden upon
the Lord, and he shall sustain thee” (Ps. 55:22).

Be Watchful (5:8–9)
One reason we have cares is because we have an enemy.
As the serpent, Satan deceives (2 Cor. 11:3), and as the
lion, Satan devours. The word Satan means “adver-
sary,” and the word devil means “the accuser, the
slanderer.” The recipients of this letter had already
experienced the attacks of the slanderer (1 Peter 4:4,
14), and now they would meet “the lion” in their fiery
trial. Peter gave them several practical instructions to
help them get victory over their adversary.

Respect him—he is dangerous. Since I have no
mechanical ability, I admire people who can build and
repair things. During a church building program, I was
watching an electrician install a complex control panel.
I said to the man, “It just amazes me how you fellows
can calmly work on those lines with all of that power
there. How do you do it?” The electrician smiled and
said, “Well, the first thing you have to do is respect it.
Then you can handle it.”

Satan is a dangerous enemy. He is a serpent who
can bite us when we least expect it. He is a destroyer
(Abaddon and Apollyon both mean “destruction”) and
an accuser (Zech. 3:1–5; Rev. 12:9–11). He has great
power and intelligence, and a host of demons who
assist him in his attacks against God’s people (Eph.
6:10ff.). He is a formidable enemy; we must never joke
about him, ignore him, or underestimate his ability.
We must “be sober” and have our minds under control
when it comes to our conflict with Satan.

A part of this soberness includes not blaming every-
thing on the devil. Some people see a demon behind
every bush and blame Satan for their headaches, flat
tires, and high rent. While it is true that Satan can
inflict physical sickness and pain (Luke 13:16; and the
book of Job), we have no biblical authority for casting
out “demons of headache” or “demons of backache.”
One lady phoned me long distance to inform me that
Satan had caused her to shrink seven and a half inches.

While I have great respect for the wiles and powers of
the devil, I still feel we must get our information about
him from the Bible and not from our own interpreta-
tion of experiences.

Recognize him—he is a great pretender (John
8:44; 2 Cor. 11:13–15). Because he is a subtle foe, we
must “be vigilant” and always on guard. His strategy is
to counterfeit whatever God does. According to the
parable of the tares, wherever God plants a true
Christian, Satan seeks to plant a counterfeit (Matt.
13:24–30, 36–43). He would deceive us were it not for
the Word of God and the Spirit of God (1 John
2:18–27). The better we know God’s Word, the keener
our spiritual senses will be to detect Satan at work. We
must be able to “try the spirits” and know the true from
the false (1 John 4:1–6).

Resist him. This means that we take our stand on
the Word of God and refuse to be moved. Ephesians
6:10–13 instructs us to “stand … withstand …
stand.” Unless we stand, we cannot withstand. Our
weapons are the Word of God and prayer (Eph.
6:17–18) and our protection is the complete armor
God has provided. We resist him “in the faith,” that
is, our faith in God. Just as David took his stand
against Goliath and trusted in the name of Jehovah,
so we take our stand against Satan in the victorious
name of Jesus Christ.

A word of caution here: never discuss things with
Satan or his associates. Eve made this mistake, and we
all know the sad consequences. Also, never try to fight
Satan in your own way. Resist him the way Jesus did,
with the Word of God (Matt. 4:1–11). Never get the
idea that you are the only one going through these bat-
tles, because “your brethren that are in the world” are
facing the same trials. We must pray for one another
and encourage each other in the Lord. And we must
remember that our personal victories will help others,
just as their victories will help us.

Had Peter obeyed these three instructions the night
Jesus was arrested, he would not have gone to sleep in
the garden of Gethsemane, attacked Malchus, or
denied the Lord. He did not take the Lord’s warning
seriously; in fact, he argued with Him! Nor did he rec-
ognize Satan when the adversary inflated his ego with
pride, told him he did not have to “watch and pray,”
and then incited him to use his sword. Had Peter lis-
tened to the Lord and resisted the enemy, he would
have escaped all those failures.

Both Peter and James gave us the same formula for
success: “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist
the devil, and he will flee from you” (James 4:7). Before
we can stand before Satan, we must bow before God.
Peter resisted the Lord and ended up submitting to
Satan!

Be Hopeful (5:10–14)
Peter closed on a positive note and reminded his read-
ers that God knew what He was doing and was in
complete control. No matter how difficult the fiery
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trial may become, a Christian always has hope. Peter
gave several reasons for this hopeful attitude.

We have God’s grace. Our salvation is because of
His grace (1 Peter 1:10). He called us before we called
on Him (1 Peter 1:2). We have “tasted that the Lord is
gracious” (1 Peter 2:3), so we are not afraid of anything
that He purposes for us. His grace is “manifold” (1
Peter 4:10) and meets every situation of life. As we sub-
mit to Him, He gives us the grace that we need. In fact.
He is “the God of all grace.” He has grace to help in
every time of need (Heb. 4:16). “He giveth more grace”
(James 4:6), and we must stand in that grace (1 Peter
5:12; see Rom. 5:2).

We know we are going to glory. He has “called us
unto his eternal glory by Christ Jesus.” This is the won-
derful inheritance into which we were born (1 Peter
1:4). Whatever begins with God’s grace will always lead
to God’s glory (Ps. 84:11). If we depend on God’s grace
when we suffer, that suffering will result in glory (1
Peter 4:13–16). The road may be difficult, but it leads
to glory, and that is all that really counts.

Our present suffering is only for a while. Our
various trials are only “for a season” (1 Peter 1:6), but
the glory that results is eternal. Paul had this same
thought in mind when he wrote 2 Corinthians 4:17:
“These little troubles (which are really so transitory) are
winning for us a permanent, glorious, and solid reward
out of all proportion to our pain” (ph).

We know that our trials are building Christian
character. The Greek word translated “make you per-
fect” means “to equip, to adjust, to fit together.” It is
translated “mending nets” in Matthew 4:21. God has
several tools that He uses to equip His people for life
and service, and suffering is one of them. The Word of
God is another tool (2 Tim. 3:16–17, where
“throughly furnished” means “fully equipped”). He
also uses the fellowship and ministry of the church
(Eph. 4:11–16). Our Savior in heaven is perfecting His
children so that they will do His will and His work
(Heb. 13:20–21).

Peter used three words to describe the kind of char-
acter God wants us to have.

Establish means “to fix firmly, to set fast.” Christians
must not be unsteady in their stand for Christ. Our
hearts need to be established (1 Thess. 3:13; James
5:8), and this is accomplished by God’s truth (2 Peter
1:12). The believer who is established will not be

moved by persecution or led away by false doctrine (2
Peter 3:17).

Strengthen means just that: God’s strength given to
us to meet the demands of life. What good is it to stand
on a firm foundation if we do not have power to act?

Settle is the translation of a word that means “to lay
a foundation.” It is used this way in Hebrews 1:10. The
house founded on the rock withstood the storm (Matt.
7:24–27). A believer who is equipped by God will
“continue in the faith grounded and settled” (Col.
1:23). He will not be “tossed to and fro, and carried
about with every wind of doctrine” (Eph. 4:14).

When an unbeliever goes through suffering, he
loses his hope; but for a believer, suffering only
increases his hope. “Not only so, but we also rejoice in
our sufferings, because we know that suffering pro-
duces perseverance; perseverance, character; and
character, hope” (Rom. 5:3–4 niv). God builds charac-
ter and brightens hope when a believer trusts Him and
depends on His grace. The result is that God receives
the glory forever and ever.

We have already considered 1 Peter 5:12–13 in our
introductory chapter.

Paul always ended his letters with a benediction of
grace (2 Thess. 3:17–18). Peter closed this epistle with
a benediction of peace. He opened the letter with a
greeting of peace (1 Peter 1:2), so the entire epistle
points to “God’s peace” from beginning to end. What
a wonderful way to end a letter that announced the
coming of a fiery trial!

Four times in the New Testament we will find the
admonition about “a holy kiss” (Rom. 16:16; 1 Cor.
16:20; 2 Cor. 13:12; and 1 Thess. 5:26). Peter called it
“a kiss of love.” Keep in mind that the men kissed the
men and the women kissed the women. It was a stan-
dard form of greeting or farewell in that part of the
world at that time, just as it is in many Latin countries
today. How wonderful that Christian slaves and mas-
ters would so greet each other “in Jesus Christ”!

Peter has given to us a precious letter that encour-
ages us to hope in the Lord no matter how trying the
times may be. Down through the centuries, the church
has experienced various fiery trials, and yet Satan has
not been able to destroy it. The church today is facing
a fiery trial, and we must be prepared.

But, whatever may come, Peter is still saying to each
of us—BE HOPEFUL! The glory is soon to come!
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I. EXPLANATION: THE KNOWLEDGE OF
CHRIST (1)

A.The gift of knowledge—1:1–4 

CHAPTER ONE
2 Peter 1:1–11
KNOWING AND GROWING

I f anybody in the early church knew the importance
of being alert, it was the apostle Peter. He had a ten-
dency in his early years to feel overconfident when

danger was near and to overlook the Master’s warnings.
He rushed ahead when he should have waited; he slept
when he should have prayed; he talked when he should
have listened. He was a courageous, but careless,
Christian.

But he learned his lesson, and he wanted to help us
learn it too. In his first epistle, Peter emphasized the
grace of God (1 Peter 5:12), but in this second letter,
his emphasis is on the knowledge of God. The word
know or knowledge is used at least thirteen times in this
short epistle. The word does not mean a mere intellec-
tual understanding of some truth, though that is
included. It means a living participation in the truth in
the sense that our Lord used it in John 17:3—“This is
life eternal, that they might know thee the only true
God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent” (italics
mine).

Peter opened his letter with a description of the
Christian life. Before he described the counterfeits, he
described the true believers. The best way to detect
falsehood is to understand the characteristics of the
truth. Peter made three important affirmations about
the true Christian life.

The Christian Life Begins with Faith (1:1–4)
Peter called it “like precious faith.” It means that our
standing with the Lord today is the same as that of the
apostles centuries ago. They had no special advantage
over us simply because they were privileged to walk
with Christ, see Him with their own eyes, and share in
His miracles. It is not necessary to see the Lord with
our human eyes in order to love Him, trust Him, and
share His glory (1 Peter 1:8).

This faith is in a person (vv. 1–2). That Person is
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Savior. From the very
outset of his letter, Peter affirmed the deity of Jesus
Christ. “God” and “our Saviour” are not two different
Persons; they describe one Person, Jesus Christ. Paul
used a similar expression in Titus 2:10 and 3:4.

Peter reminded his readers that Jesus Christ is the
Savior by repeating this exalted title in 2 Peter 1:11;
2:20; 3:2, 18. A savior is “one who brings salvation,”
and the word salvation was familiar to the people of
that day. In their vocabulary, it meant “deliverance
from trouble,” particularly “deliverance from the
enemy.” It also carried the idea of “health and safety.”
A physician was looked on as a savior because he
helped deliver the body from pain and limitations. A
victorious general was a savior because he delivered the
people from defeat. Even a wise official was a savior

because he kept the nation in order and delivered it
from confusion and decay.

It requires little insight to see how the title “Savior”
applies to our Lord Jesus Christ. He is, indeed, the
Great Physician who heals the heart from the sickness
of sin. He is the victorious Conqueror who has
defeated our enemies—sin, death, Satan, and hell—
and is leading us in triumph (2 Cor. 2:14ff.). He is
“God and our Saviour” (2 Peter 1:1), “our Lord and
Saviour” (2 Peter 1:11), and “the Lord and Saviour” (2
Peter 2:20). In order to be our Savior, He had to give
His life on the cross and die for the sins of the world.

Our Lord Jesus Christ has three “spiritual com-
modities” that can be secured from nobody else:
righteousness, grace, and peace. When you trust Him
as your Savior, His righteousness becomes your righ-
teousness, and you are given a right standing before
God (2 Cor. 5:21). You could never earn this righteous-
ness; it is the gift of God to those who believe. “Not by
works of righteousness which we have done, but
according to his mercy he saved us” (Titus 3:5).

Grace is God’s favor to the undeserving. God in His
mercy does not give us what we do deserve; God in His
grace gives us what we don’t deserve. Our God is “the
God of all grace” (1 Peter 5:10), and He channels that
grace to us through Jesus Christ (John 1:16).

The result of this experience is peace, peace with
God (Rom. 5:1) and the peace of God (Phil. 4:6–7). In
fact, God’s grace and peace are “multiplied” toward us
as we walk with Him and trust His promises.

This faith involves God’s power (v. 3). The
Christian life begins with saving faith, faith in the per-
son of Jesus Christ. But when you know Jesus Christ
personally, you also experience God’s power, and this
power produces “life and godliness.” The unsaved sin-
ner is dead (Eph. 2:1–3), and only Christ can raise him
from the dead (John 5:24). When Jesus raised Lazarus
from the dead, He said, “Loose him, and let him go”
(John 11:44). Get rid of the graveclothes!

When you are born into the family of God by faith
in Christ, you are born complete. God gives you every-
thing you will ever need “for life and godliness.”
Nothing has to be added! “And ye are complete in him”
(Col. 2:10). The false teachers claimed that they had a
“special doctrine” that would add something to the
lives of Peter’s readers, but Peter knew that nothing
could be added. Just as a normal baby is born with all
the “equipment” he needs for life and only needs to
grow, so the Christian has all that is needed and only
needs to grow. God never has to call back any of His
“models” because something is lacking or faulty.

Just as a baby has a definite genetic structure that
determines how he will grow, so the believer is “genet-
ically structured” to experience “glory and virtue.” One
day he will be like the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:29; 1
John 3:2). We have been “called … to His eternal
glory” (1 Peter 5:10), and we shall share that glory
when Jesus Christ returns and takes His people to
heaven.
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B.The growth in knowledge—1:5–11 But we are also “called … to virtue.” We have been
saved so that we might “show forth the praises [virtues]
of him who hath called [us] out of darkness into his
marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9). We should not wait
until we get to heaven to become like Jesus Christ! In
our character and conduct, we should reveal His beauty
and grace today.

This faith involves God’s promises (v. 4). God has
not only given us all that we need for life and godliness,
but He has also given us His Word to enable us to
develop this life and godliness. These promises are great
because they come from a great God and they lead to a
great life. They are precious because their value is
beyond calculation. If we lost the Word of God, there
would be no way to replace it. Peter must have liked
the word precious, for he wrote about the “precious
faith” (2 Peter 1:1; cf. 1 Peter 1:7), the “precious prom-
ises” (2 Peter 1:4), the “precious blood” (1 Peter 1:19),
the precious stone (1 Peter 2:4, 6), and the precious
Savior (1 Peter 2:7).

When the sinner believes on Jesus Christ, the Spirit
of God uses the Word of God to impart the life and
nature of God within. A baby shares the nature of its
parents, and a person born of God shares the divine
nature of God. The lost sinner is dead, but the
Christian is alive because he shares the divine nature.
The lost sinner is decaying because of his corrupt
nature, but the Christian can experience a dynamic life
of godliness because he has God’s divine nature within.
Mankind is under the bondage of corruption (Rom.
8:21), but the believer shares the freedom and growth
that is a part of possessing the divine nature.

Nature determines appetite. The pig wants slop and
the dog will even eat its own vomit (2 Peter 2:22), but
the sheep desires green pastures. Nature also deter-
mines behavior. An eagle flies because it has an eagle’s
nature, and a dolphin swims because that is the nature
of the dolphin. Nature determines environment: squir-
rels climb trees, moles burrow underground, and trout
swim in the water. Nature also determines association:
lions travel in prides, sheep in flocks, and fish in
schools.

If nature determines appetite, and we have God’s
nature within, then we ought to have an appetite for
that which is pure and holy. Our behavior ought to be
like that of the Father, and we ought to live in the kind
of “spiritual environment” that is suited to our nature.
We ought to associate with that which is true to our
nature (see 2 Cor. 6:14ff.). The only normal, fruit-
bearing life for the child of God is a godly life.

Because we possess this divine nature, we have
“completely escaped” the defilement and decay in this
present evil world. If we feed the new nature the nour-
ishment of the Word, then we will have little interest in
the garbage of the world. But if we “make provision for
the flesh” (Rom. 13:14), our sinful nature will lust after
the “old sins” (2 Peter 1:9) and we will disobey God.
Godly living is the result of cultivating the new nature
within.

Faith Results in Spiritual Growth (1:5–7)
Where there is life, there must be growth. The new
birth is not the end; it is the beginning. God gives His
children all that they need to live godly lives, but His
children must apply themselves and be diligent to use
the “means of grace” He has provided. Spiritual growth
is not automatic. It requires cooperation with God and
the application of spiritual diligence and discipline.
“Work out your own salvation.… For it is God which
worketh in you” (Phil. 2:12–13).

Peter listed seven characteristics of the godly life,
but we must not think of them as seven beads on a
string or even seven stages of development. The word
translated “add” really means “to supply generously.” In
other words, we develop one quality as we exercise
another quality. These graces relate to each other the
way the branch relates to the trunk and the twigs to the
branch. Like the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal. 5:22–23),
these qualities grow out of life and out of a vital rela-
tionship with Jesus Christ. It is not enough for the
Christian to “let go and let God,” as though spiritual
growth were God’s work alone. Literally, Peter wrote,
“Make every effort to bring alongside.” The Father and
the child must work together.

The first quality of character Peter listed was virtue.
We met this word in 2 Peter 1:3, and it basically means
“excellence.” To the Greek philosophers, it meant “the
fulfillment of a thing.” When anything in nature ful-
fills its purpose, that is “virtue—moral excellence.” The
word was also used to describe the power of the gods to
do heroic deeds. The land that produces crops is “excel-
lent” because it is fulfilling its purpose. The tool that
works correctly is “excellent” because it is doing what a
tool is supposed to do.

A Christian is supposed to glorify God because he
has God’s nature within; so, when he does this, he
shows “excellence” because he is fulfilling his purpose
in life. True virtue in the Christian life is not “polish-
ing” human qualities, no matter how fine they may be,
but producing divine qualities that make the person
more like Jesus Christ.

Faith helps us develop virtue, and virtue helps us
develop knowledge (2 Peter 1:5). The word translated
“knowledge” in 2 Peter 1:2–3 means “full knowl-
edge” or “knowledge that is growing.” The word used
here suggests practical knowledge or discernment. It
refers to the ability to handle life successfully. It is the
opposite of being “so heavenly minded as to be of no
earthly good!” This kind of knowledge does not
come automatically. It comes from obedience to the
will of God (John 7:17). In the Christian life, you
must not separate the heart and the mind, character
and knowledge.

Temperance is the next quality on Peter’s list of spir-
itual virtues, and it means self-control. “He that is slow
to anger is better than the mighty; and he that ruleth
his spirit than he that taketh a city” (Prov. 16:32). “He
that hath no rule over his own spirit is like a city that
is broken down and without walls” (Prov. 25:28). Paul

2 Peter 1

931



in his letters often compared the Christian to an athlete
who must exercise and discipline himself if he ever
hopes to win the prize (1 Cor. 9:24–27; Phil. 3:12–16;
1 Tim. 4:7–8).

Patience is the ability to endure when circumstances
are difficult. Self-control has to do with handling the
pleasures of life, while patience relates primarily to the
pressures and problems of life. (The ability to endure
problem people is “longsuffering.”) Often, the person
who gives in to pleasures is not disciplined enough to
handle pressures either, so he gives up.

Patience is not something that develops automati-
cally; we must work at it. James 1:2–8 gives us the right
approach. We must expect trials to come, because with-
out trials we could never learn patience. We must, by
faith, let our trials work for us and not against us,
because we know that God is at work in our trials. If
we need wisdom in making decisions, God will grant
that wisdom if we ask Him. Nobody enjoys trials, but
we do enjoy the confidence we can have in trials that
God is at work, causing everything to work together for
our good and His glory.

Godliness simply means “God-likeness.” In the orig-
inal Greek, this word meant “to worship well.” It
described the man who was right in his relationship
with God and with his fellow man. Perhaps the words
reverence and piety come closer to defining this term. It
is that quality of character that makes a person distinc-
tive. He lives above the petty things of life, the passions
and pressures that control the lives of others. He seeks
to do the will of God and, as he does, he seeks the wel-
fare of others.

We must never get the idea that godliness is an
impractical thing, because it is intensely practical. The
godly person makes the kinds of decisions that are right
and noble. He does not take an easy path simply to
avoid either pain or trial. He does what is right because
it is right and because it is the will of God.

Brotherly kindness (philadelphia in the Greek) is a
virtue that Peter must have acquired the hard way, for
the disciples of our Lord often debated and disagreed
with one another. If we love Jesus Christ, we must also
love the brethren. We should practice an “unfeigned
[sincere] love of the brethren” (1 Peter 1:22) and not
just pretend that we love them. “Let brotherly love
continue” (Heb. 13:1). “Be kindly affectioned one to
another with brotherly love” (Rom. 12:10). The fact
that we love our brothers and sisters in Christ is one
evidence that we have been born of God (1 John
5:1–2).

But there is more to Christian growth than broth-
erly love; we must also have the sacrifical love that our
Lord displayed when He went to the cross. The kind of
love (“charity”) spoken of in 2 Peter 1:7 is agape love,
the kind of love that God shows toward lost sinners.
This is the love that is described in 1 Corinthians 13,
the love that the Holy Spirit produces in our hearts as
we walk in the Spirit (Rom. 5:5; Gal. 5:22). When we
have brotherly love, we love because of our likenesses to

others, but with agape love, we love in spite of the dif-
ferences we have.

It is impossible for fallen human nature to manu-
facture these seven qualities of Christian character.
They must be produced by the Spirit of God. To be
sure, there are unsaved people who possess amazing
self-control and endurance, but these virtues point to
them and not to the Lord. They get the glory. When
God produces the beautiful nature of His Son in a
Christian, it is God who receives the praise and glory.

Because we have the divine nature, we can grow
spiritually and develop this kind of Christian character.
It is through the power of God and the precious prom-
ises of God that this growth takes place. The divine
“genetic structure” is already there: God wants us to be
“conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom. 8:29). The
life within will reproduce that image if we but dili-
gently cooperate with God and use the means He has
lavishly given us.

And the amazing thing is this: as the image of
Christ is reproduced in us, the process does not
destroy our own personalities. We still remain
uniquely ourselves!

One of the dangers in the church today is imitation.
People have a tendency to become like their pastor, or
like a church leader, or perhaps like some “famous
Christian.” As they do this, they destroy their own
uniqueness while failing to become like Jesus Christ.
They lose both ways! Just as each child in a family
resembles his parents and yet is different, so each child
in God’s family comes more and more to resemble
Jesus Christ and yet is different. Parents don’t duplicate
themselves, they reproduce themselves, and wise par-
ents permit their children to be themselves.

Spiritual Growth Brings Practical Results (1:8–11)
How can the believer be certain that he is growing spir-
itually? Peter gave three evidences of true spiritual
growth.

Fruitfulness (v. 8). Christian character is an end in
itself, but it is also a means to an end. The more we
become like Jesus Christ, the more the Spirit can use us
in witness and service. The believer who is not growing
is idle (“barren”) and unfruitful. His knowledge of
Jesus Christ is producing nothing practical in his life.
The word translated “idle” also means “ineffective.”
The people who fail to grow usually fail in everything
else!

Some of the most effective Christians I have known
are people without dramatic talents and special abili-
ties, or even exciting personalities, yet God has used
them in a marvelous way. Why? Because they are
becoming more and more like Jesus Christ. They have
the kind of character and conduct that God can trust
with blessing. They are fruitful because they are faith-
ful; they are effective because they are growing in their
Christian experience.

These beautiful qualities of character do exist
“within us” because we possess the divine nature. We
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C.The ground of knowledge—1:12–21

must cultivate them so that they increase and produce
fruit in and through our lives.

Vision (v. 9). Nutritionists tell us that diet can cer-
tainly affect vision, and this is especially true in the
spiritual realm. The unsaved person is in the dark
because Satan has blinded his mind (2 Cor. 4:3–4). A
person has to be born again before his eyes are opened
and he can see the kingdom of God (John 3:3). But
after our eyes are opened, it is important that we
increase our vision and see all that God wants us to see.
The phrase cannot see afar off is the translation of a
word that means “shortsighted.” It is the picture of
somebody closing or squinting his eyes, unable to see
at a distance.

There are some Christians who see only their own
church or their own denomination, but who fail to see
the greatness of God’s family around the world. Some
believers see the needs at home but have no vision for
a lost world. Someone asked Phillips Brooks what he
would do to revive a dead church, and he replied, “I
would preach a missionary sermon and take up a col-
lection!” Jesus admonished His disciples, “Lift up your
eyes, and look on the fields; for they are white already
to harvest” (John 4:35).

Some congregations today are like the church at
Laodicea: they are proud that they are “rich and
increased with goods, and have need of nothing,” and
do not realize that they are “wretched, and miserable,
and poor, and blind, and naked” (Rev. 3:17). It is a
tragedy to be “spiritually nearsighted,” but it is even a
greater tragedy to be blind!

If we forget what God has done for us, we will not
be excited to share Christ with others. Through the
blood of Jesus Christ we have been purged and for-
given! God has opened our eyes! Let’s not forget what
He has done! Rather, let’s cultivate gratitude in our
hearts and sharpen our spiritual vision. Life is too brief
and the needs of the world too great for God’s people
to be walking around with their eyes closed!

Security (vv. 10–11). If you walk around with your
eyes closed, you will stumble! But the growing
Christian walks with confidence because he knows he
is secure in Christ. It is not our profession of faith that
guarantees that we are saved; it is our progression in the
faith that gives us that assurance. The person who
claims to be a child of God but whose character and
conduct give no evidence of spiritual growth is deceiv-
ing himself and heading for judgment.

Peter pointed out that “calling” and “election” go
together. The same God who elects His people also
ordains the means to call them. The two must go
together, as Paul wrote to the Thessalonians: “God
hath from the beginning chosen you to salvation.…
whereunto he called you by our gospel” (2 Thess.
2:13–14). We do not preach election to unsaved peo-
ple; we preach the gospel. But God uses that gospel to
call sinners to repentance, and then those sinners dis-
cover that they were chosen by God!

Peter also pointed out that election is no excuse for

spiritual immaturity or for lack of effort in the
Christian life. Some believers say, “What is going to be
is going to be. There is nothing we can do.” But Peter
admonished us to “be diligent.” This means “make
every effort.” (He used this same verb in 2 Peter 1:5.)
While it is true that God must work in us before we
can do His will (Phil. 2:12–13), it is also true that we
must be willing for God to work, and we must cooper-
ate with Him. Divine election must never be an excuse
for human laziness.

The Christian who is sure of his election and call-
ing will never “stumble” but will prove by a consistent
life that he is truly a child of God. He will not always
be on the mountaintop, but he will always be climbing
higher. If we do “these things” (the things listed in 2
Peter 1:5–7, cf. v. 8), if we display Christian growth
and character in our daily lives, then we can be sure we
are converted and will one day be in heaven.

In fact, the growing Christian can look forward to
“an abundant entrance” into the eternal kingdom! The
Greeks used this phrase to describe the welcome given
Olympic winners when they returned home. Every
believer will arrive in heaven, but some will have a
more glorious welcome than others. Alas, some believ-
ers “shall be saved, yet so as by fire” (1 Cor. 3:15).

The word ministered in 2 Peter 1:11 is the same as
the word add in 2 Peter 1:5, and is the translation of
a Greek word that means “to bear the expenses of a
chorus.” When the Greek theatrical groups presented
their dramas, somebody had to underwrite the
expenses, which were very great. The word came to
mean “to make lavish provision.” If we make lavish
provision to grow spiritually (2 Peter 1:5), then God
will make lavish provision for us when we enter
heaven!

Just think of the blessings that the growing
Christian enjoys: fruitfulness, vision, security—and
heaven’s best! All this and heaven too!

The Christian life begins with faith, but that faith
must lead to spiritual growth—unless it is dead faith.
But dead faith is not saving faith (James 2:14–26).
Faith leads to growth, and growth leads to practical
results in life and service. People who have this kind of
Christian experience are not likely to fall prey to apos-
tate false teachers.

CHAPTER TWO
2 Peter 1:12–21
WAKE UP AND REMEMBER!

The best defense against false teaching is true living.
A church filled with growing Christians, vibrant in
their faith, is not likely to fall prey to apostates

with their counterfeit Christianity. But this Christian
living must be based on the authoritative Word of God.
False teachers find it easy to seduce people who do not
know their Bible but who are desirous of “experiences”
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with the Lord. It is a dangerous thing to build on sub-
jective experience alone and ignore objective revelation.

Peter discussed Christian experience in the first half
of 2 Peter 1, and in the last half he discussed the reve-
lation we have in the Word of God. His purpose was to
show the importance of knowing God’s Word and rely-
ing on it completely. The Christian who knows what
he believes and why he believes it will rarely be seduced
by the false teachers and their devious doctrines.

Peter underscored the dependability and durability
of the Word of God by contrasting Scripture with men,
experiences, and the world.

Men Die, but the Word Lives (1:12–15)
Through their preaching and teaching, the apostles and
New Testament prophets laid the foundation of the
church (Eph. 2:20), and we in later generations are
building on that foundation. However, the men were
not the foundation; Jesus Christ is the Foundation (1
Cor. 3:11). He is also the chief Cornerstone that ties
the building together (Eph. 2:20). If the church is to
last, it cannot be built on mere men. It must be built
on the Son of God.

Our Lord had told Peter when he would die and
how he would die. “When thou shalt be old, thou shalt
stretch forth thy hands, and another shall gird thee,
and carry thee whither thou wouldest not” (John
21:18). This explains why, shortly after Pentecost, Peter
was able to sleep in prison the night before he was
scheduled to be killed; he knew that Herod could not
take his life (Acts 12:1ff.). Tradition says that Peter was
crucified in Rome. Like all of God’s faithful servants,
Peter was immortal until his work was done.

There were at least three motives behind Peter’s
ministry as he wrote this letter. The first was obedience
to Christ’s command. “I will not be negligent” (2 Peter
1:12). “When thou art converted,” Jesus had said to
Peter, “strengthen thy brethren” (Luke 22:32). Peter
knew that he had a ministry to fulfill.

His second motive was simply that this reminder
was the right thing to do. “I think it meet,” he wrote,
which simply means, “I think it is right and suitable.”
It is always right to stir up the saints and remind them
of the Word of God!

His third motive is wrapped up in the word
endeavor in 2 Peter 1:15. It is the same word that is
translated “diligence” in 2 Peter 1:5 and 10. It means
“to hasten to do something, to be zealous in doing it.”
Peter knew that he would soon die, so he wanted to
take care of his spiritual responsibilities before it was
too late. You and I do not know when we will die, so
we had better start being diligent today!

What was it that Peter wanted to accomplish? The
answer is found in the word that is repeated in 2 Peter
1:12–13 and 15—remembrance. Peter wanted to
impress his readers’ minds with the Word of God so
that they would never forget it! “I think it meet … to
stir you up by putting you in remembrance” (2 Peter
1:13). The verb stir you up means “to awaken, to

arouse.” This same word is used to describe a storm on
the Sea of Galilee (John 6:18)! Peter knew that our
minds have a tendency to get accustomed to truth and
then to take it for granted. We forget what we ought to
remember, and we remember what we ought to forget!

The readers of this letter knew the truth and were
even “established” in it (2 Peter 1:12), but that was no
guarantee they would always remember the truth and
apply it. One reason the Holy Spirit was given to the
church was to remind believers of the lessons already
learned (John 14:26). In my own radio ministry, I have
received letters from listeners who get upset when I
repeat something. In my reply, I often refer them to
what Paul wrote in Philippians 3:1: “To write the same
things to you, to me indeed is not grievous, but for you
it is safe.” Our Lord often repeated Himself as He
taught the people, and He was the Master Teacher.

Peter knew that he was going to die, so he wanted
to leave behind something that would never die—the
written Word of God. His two epistles became a part of
the inspired Scriptures, and they have been ministering
to the saints for centuries. Men die, but the Word of
God lives on!

It is possible that Peter was also alluding to the
gospel of Mark. Most Bible scholars believe that the
Spirit used Peter to give John Mark some of the data
for his book (see 1 Peter 5:13). One of the church
fathers, Papias, said that Mark was “Peter’s disciple and
interpreter.”

The church of Jesus Christ is always one generation
away from extinction. If there were no dependable
written revelation, we would have to depend on word-
of-mouth tradition. If you have ever played the party
game “Gossip,” you know how a simple sentence can
be radically changed when passed from one person to
another! We do not depend on the traditions of dead
men; we depend on the truth of the living Word. Men
die, but the Word lives forever.

If we did not have a dependable written revelation,
the church would be at the mercy of men’s memories.
People who pride themselves on having good memories
should sit on the witness stand in a courtroom! It is
amazing that three perfectly honest witnesses can, with
good conscience, give three different accounts of an
automobile accident! Our memories are defective and
selective. We usually remember what we want to
remember, and often we distort even that.

Fortunately, we can depend on the written Word of
God. “It is written” and it stands written forever. We
can be saved through this living Word (1 Peter
1:23–25), nurtured by it (1 Peter 2:2), and guided and
protected as we trust and obey.

Experiences Fade, but the Word Remains (1:16–18)
The focus in this paragraph is on the transfiguration of
Jesus Christ. The experience is recorded by Matthew
(17:1ff.), Mark (9:2–8), and Luke (9:28–36), yet none
of those writers actually participated in it! Peter was
there when it happened! In fact, the very words that he
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used in this section (2 Peter 1:12–18) remind us of his
experience on the Mount of Transfiguration. He used
the word tabernacle twice (2 Peter 1:13–14), and this
suggests Peter’s words, “Let us make here three taberna-
cles” (Matt. 17:4). In 2 Peter 1:15, he used the word
decease, which is “exodus” in the Greek and is used in
Luke 9:31. Jesus did not consider His death on the
cross a defeat; rather, it was an “exodus”—He would
deliver His people from bondage the way Moses deliv-
ered Israel from Egypt! Peter wrote of his own death as
an “exodus,” a release from bondage.

Note the repetition of the pronoun “we” in 2
Peter 1:16–19. It refers to Peter, James, and John—
the only apostles with the Lord on the Mount of
Transfiguration. (John referred to this experience in
John 1:14—“We beheld His glory.”) These three
men had to keep silent about their experience until
after the Lord was raised from the dead (Matt. 17:9);
then they told the other believers what had happened
on the mountain.

What was the significance of the transfiguration?
For one thing, it confirmed Peter’s testimony about
Jesus Christ (Matt. 16:13–16). Peter saw the Son in
His glory, and he heard the Father speak from
heaven, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well
pleased” (2 Peter 1:17). First we put our faith in
Christ and confess Him, and then He gives us won-
derful confirmation.

The transfiguration also had a special significance
for Jesus Christ, who was nearing Calvary. It was the
Father’s way of strengthening His Son for that terrible
ordeal of being the sacrifice for the sins of the world.
The law and the prophets (Moses and Elijah) pointed
to His ministry, and now He would fulfill those
Scriptures. The Father spoke from heaven and assured
the Son of His love and approval. The Transfiguration
was proof that suffering leads to glory when we are in
the will of God.

But there is a third message, and it has to do with
the promised kingdom. In all three gospels where the
account of the transfiguration is recorded, it is intro-
duced with a statement about the kingdom of God
(Matt. 16:28; Mark 9:1; Luke 9:27). Jesus promised
that, before they died, some of the disciples would see
the kingdom of God in power! This took place on the
Mount of Transfiguration when our Lord revealed His
glory. It was a word of assurance to the disciples, who
could not understand our Lord’s teaching about the
cross. If He were to die, what would happen to the
promised kingdom that He had been preaching about
all those months?

Now we can understand why Peter used this event
in his letter: he was refuting the false teachings of the
apostates that the kingdom of God would never come
(2 Peter 3:3ff.). These false teachers denied the prom-
ise of Christ’s coming! In the place of God’s promises,
these counterfeits put “cunningly devised fables” (2
Peter 1:16) that robbed the believers of their blessed
hope.

The word fables means “myths,” manufactured sto-
ries that have no basis in fact. The Greek and Roman
world abounded in stories about the gods, mere
human speculations that tried to explain the world
and its origin. No matter how interesting these myths
might be, the Christian is not to heed them (1 Tim.
1:4), but refuse them (1 Tim. 4:7). Paul warned
Timothy that the time would come in the church
when professed Christians would not want to hear
true doctrine, but would “turn away their ears from
the truth, and … be turned unto fables [myths]” (2
Tim. 4:4). Paul also warned Titus about “Jewish fables
[myths]” (Titus 1:14), so even some of the Jews had
abandoned their sacred Scriptures and accepted man-
made substitutes.

Peter wrote a summary of what he saw and heard
on the Mount of Transfiguration. He saw Jesus Christ
robed in majestic glory, and therefore witnessed a
demonstration of the “power and coming” of the Lord
Jesus Christ. When Jesus Christ came to earth at
Bethlehem, He did not display His glory openly. To be
sure, He revealed His glory in His miracles (John
2:11), but even this was primarily for the sake of His
disciples. His face did not shine, nor did He have a
halo over His head. “He hath no form nor comeliness;
and when we shall see him, there is no beauty that we
should desire him” (Isa. 53:2).

Peter not only saw Christ’s glory, but he heard the
Father’s voice “from the magnificent glory.” Witnesses
are people who tell accurately what they have seen and
heard (Acts 4:20), and Peter was a faithful witness. Is
Jesus Christ of Nazareth the Son of God? Yes, He is!
How do we know? The Father said so!

You and I were not eyewitnesses of the transfigura-
tion. Peter was there, and he faithfully recorded his
experience for us in the letter that he wrote, inspired
by the Spirit of God. Experiences fade, but the Word
of God remains! Experiences are subjective, but the
Word of God is objective. Experiences may be inter-
preted in different ways by different participants, but
the Word of God gives one clear message. What we
remember about our experiences can be unconsciously
distorted, but the Word of God remains the same and
abides forever.

When we study 2 Peter 2, we will discover that
apostate teachers try to turn people away from the
Word of God and into “deeper experiences” that are
contrary to the Word. These false teachers use “feigned
words” instead of God’s inspired Word (2 Peter 2:3),
and they teach “damnable heresies” (2 Peter 2:1). In
other words, this is really a matter of life and death! If
a person believes the truth, he will live; if he believes
lies, he will die. It is the difference between salvation
and condemnation.

By reminding his readers of the transfiguration,
Peter affirmed several important doctrines of the
Christian faith. He affirmed that Jesus Christ is indeed
the Son of God. The test of any religion is “What do
you say about Jesus Christ?” If a religious teacher
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denies the deity of Christ, then he is a false teacher (1
John 2:18–29; 4:1–6).

But the person of Jesus Christ is only one test; we
must also ask, “And what is the work of Jesus Christ?
Why did He come and what did He do?” Again, the
Transfiguration gives us the answer; for Moses and
Elijah “appeared in glory, and spake of his decease [exo-
dus] which he should accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke
9:31). His death was not simply an example, as some
liberal theologians want us to believe; it was an exodus,
an accomplishment. He accomplished something on
the cross—the redemption of lost sinners!

The transfiguration was also affirmation of the
truth of the Scriptures. Moses represented the law;
Elijah represented the prophets; both pointed to Jesus
Christ (Heb. 1:1–3). He fulfilled the law and the
Prophets (Luke 24:27). We believe the Bible because
Jesus believed the Bible and said it was the Word of
God. Those who question the truth and authority of
the Scriptures are not arguing with Moses, Elijah, or
Peter, but with the Lord Jesus Christ.

This event also affirmed the reality of God’s king-
dom. We who have a completed Bible can look back
and understand the progressive lessons that Jesus
gave His disciples about the cross and the kingdom,
but at that time those twelve men were very con-
fused. They did not understand the relationship
between His suffering and His glory (Peter’s first
epistle discusses this theme) and the church and the
kingdom. At the transfiguration, our Lord made it
clear to His followers that His suffering would lead to
glory and that the cross would ultimately result in the
crown.

There was also a very practical lesson that Peter,
James, and John needed to learn, because each of these
would also suffer. James was the first of the apostles to
die (Acts 12:1–2). John lived a long life, but it led to
exile and suffering (Rev. 1:9). Peter suffered for the
Lord during his ministry, and then laid down his life
just as the Lord had prophesied. On the Mount of
Transfiguration, Peter, James, and John learned that
suffering and glory go together, and that the Father’s
special love and approval are given to those who are
willing to suffer for the sake of the Lord. We need this
same lesson today.

Peter could not share his experience with us, but he
could share the record of that experience so that we
could have it permanently in the Word of God. It is not
necessary for us to try to duplicate these experiences; in
fact, such attempts would be dangerous, for the devil
could give us a counterfeit experience that could lead
us astray.

Remember Peter’s wonderful news at the beginning
of this letter: “like precious faith.” This means that our
faith gives us “an equal standing” with the apostles!
They did not travel first-class and leave us to travel sec-
ond-class! “Like precious faith with us” is what he wrote
(italics mine). We were not on the Mount of
Transfiguration, but we can still benefit from that expe-

rience as we meditate on it and permit the Spirit of
God to reveal the glories of Jesus Christ.

We have learned two important truths as we have
seen these contrasts: men die, but the Word lives, and
experiences fade, but the Word remains. Peter added a
third contrast.

The World Darkens, but the Word Shines (1:19–21)
In some respects, the world is getting better. I thank
God for the advances in medicine, transportation, and
communication. I can speak to more people in one
radio program than the apostles preached to in their
entire lifetimes. I can write books that can be spread
abroad and even translated into different languages. In
areas of scientific achievement, the world has made
great progress. But the human heart is still wicked, and
all of our improvements in means have not improved
our lives. Medical science enables people to live longer,
but there is no guarantee they will live better. Modern
means of communication only enable lies to travel
faster! And jet planes enable us to get places faster, but
we do not have better places to go!

We should not be surprised that our world is
engulfed in spiritual darkness. In the Sermon on the
Mount our Lord warned that there would be counter-
feits who would invade the church with their false
doctrines (Matt. 7:13–29). Paul gave a similar warning
to the elders of Ephesus (Acts 20:28–35), and he gave
further warnings when he wrote his epistles (Rom.
16:17–20; 2 Cor. 11:1–15; Gal. 1:1–9; Phil. 3:17–21;
Col. 2; 1 Tim. 4; 2 Tim. 3–4). Even John, the great
“apostle of love,” warned about antichristian teachers
who would seek to destroy the church (1 John
2:18–29; 4:1–6).

In other words, the apostles did not expect the
world to get better and better either morally or spiritu-
ally. They all warned the church that false teachers
would invade the local churches, introduce false doc-
trines, and lead many people astray. The world would
get darker and darker; but as it did, the Word of God
would shine brighter and brighter.

Peter made three affirmations about this Word.
It is the sure Word (v. 19a). Peter was not suggest-

ing that the Bible is more certain than the experience
he had on the Mount of Transfiguration. His experi-
ence was real and true, and the record in the Bible is
dependable. As we have seen, the Transfiguration was a
demonstration of the promise given in the prophetic
Word; and this promise now has added certainty
because of what Peter experienced. The Transfiguration
experience corroborated the prophetic promises. The
apostates would attempt to discredit the promise of His
coming (2 Peter 3:3ff ), but the Scriptures were sure.
For, after all, the promise of the kingdom was reaf-
firmed by Moses, Elijah, the Son of God, and the
Father! And the Holy Spirit wrote the record for the
church to read!

“The testimony of the Lord is sure” (Ps. 19:7).
“Thy testimonies are very sure” (Ps. 93:5). “All his
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commandments are sure” (Ps. 111:7). “Therefore I
esteem all thy precepts concerning all things to be
right; and I hate every false way” (Ps. 119:128).

It is interesting to put together 2 Peter 1:16 and 19:
“For we have not followed cunningly devised fables.…
We have also a more sure word of prophecy.” As I
travel, I often meet zealous cultists in airports, all of
whom want me to buy their books. I always refuse
because I have the sure Word of God and have no need
for the religious fables of men. “‘What is the chaff to
the wheat?’ saith the Lord” (Jer. 23:28).

But one day I found one of those books left behind
in the men’s room, so I decided to take it with me and
read it. How anybody could believe such foolish fables
is more than I can understand. The book claimed to be
based on the Bible, but the writer so twisted the
Scriptures that the verses quoted ended up meaning
only what he wanted them to mean. Cunningly
devised fables! Yet there was spiritual death between
those covers to anyone who would believe those lies.

It is the shining Word (v. 19b). Peter called the
world “a dark place,” and the word he used means
“murky.” It is the picture of a dank cellar or a dismal
swamp. Human history began in a lovely garden, but
that garden today is a murky swamp. What you see
when you look at this world system is an indication of
the spiritual condition of your heart. We still see beauty
in God’s creation, but we see no beauty in what
mankind is doing with God’s creation. Peter did not
see this world as a garden of Eden, nor should we.

God is light and His word is light. “Thy word is a
lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path” (Ps.
119:105). When Jesus Christ began His ministry, “the
people which sat in darkness saw great light” (Matt.
4:16). His coming into this world was the dawning of
a new day (Luke 1:78). We Christians are the light of
the world (Matt. 5:14–16), and it is our privilege and
responsibility to hold forth the Word of life—God’s
light—so that men might see the way and be saved
(Phil. 2:14–16).

As believers, we must heed this Word and govern
our lives by what it says. For unbelievers, things will get
darker and darker, until they end up in eternal dark-
ness, but God’s people are looking for the return of
Jesus Christ and the dawning of the new day of glory.
The false teachers scoffed at the idea of Christ’s return
and the dawning of a new day, but Peter affirmed the
truth of the sure Word of God. “But the day of the
Lord will come as a thief in the night” (2 Peter 3:10).

Before the day dawns, the “day star” (or morning
star) shines brightly as the herald of the dawn. To the
church, Jesus Christ is “the bright and morning star”
(Rev. 22:16). The promise of His coming shines
brightly, no matter how dark the day may be (see Num.
24:17). He is also the “Sun of righteousness,” who will
bring healing to believers but judgment to unbelievers
(Mal. 4:1–2). How thankful we ought to be for God’s
sure and shining Word, and how we ought to heed it in
these dark days!

It is the Spirit-given Word (vv. 20–21). This is
one of two important Scriptures affirming the divine
inspiration of the Word of God. The other is 2
Timothy 3:14–17. Peter affirmed that the Scriptures
were not written by men who used their own ideas and
words, but by men of God who were “moved by the
Holy Spirit.” The word translated “moved” means “to
be carried along, as a ship is carried by the wind.” The
Scriptures are “God-breathed”; they are not the inven-
tions of men.

Again, Peter was refuting the doctrines of the apos-
tates. They taught with “feigned words” (2 Peter 2:3)
and twisted the Scriptures to make them mean some-
thing else (2 Peter 3:16). They denied the promise of
Christ’s coming (2 Peter 3:3–4), and thus denied the
very prophetic Scriptures.

Since the Spirit gave the Word, only the Spirit can
teach the Word and interpret it accurately (see 1 Cor.
2:14–15). Of course, every false teacher claims that he
is “led by the Spirit,” but his handling of the Word of
God soon exposes him. Since the Bible did not come
by the will of man, it cannot be understood by the will
of man. Even religious Nicodemus, a leading teacher
among the Jews, was ignorant of the most essential
doctrines of the Word of God (John 3:10–12).

In 2 Peter 1:20, Peter was not prohibiting the pri-
vate study of the Bible. Some religious groups have
taught that only the “spiritual leaders” may interpret
Scripture, and they have used this verse as their
defense. But Peter was not writing primarily about the
interpretation of Scripture, but the origin of Scripture:
it came by the Holy Spirit through holy men of God.
And since it came by the Spirit, it must be taught by
the Spirit.

The word translated “private” simply means “one’s
own” or “its own.” The suggestion is, since all Scripture
is inspired by the Spirit it must all “hang together,” and
no one Scripture should be divorced from the others.
You can use the Bible to prove almost anything if you
isolate verses from their proper context, which is
exactly the approach the false teachers use. Peter stated
that the witness of the apostles confirmed the witness
of the prophetic Word; there is one message with no
contradiction. Therefore, the only way these false
teachers can “prove” their heretical doctrines is by mis-
using the Word of God. Isolated texts, apart from
contexts, become pretexts.

The Word of God was written to common people,
not to theological professors. The writers assumed that
common people could read it, understand it, and apply
it, led by the same Holy Spirit who inspired it. The
humble individual believer can learn about God as he
reads and meditates on the Word of God; he does not
need the “experts” to show him truth. However, this
does not deny the ministry of teachers in the church
(Eph. 4:11), special people who have a gift for explain-
ing and applying the Scriptures. Nor does it deny the
“collective wisdom” of the church as, over the ages,
these doctrines have been defined and refined. Teachers
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II. EXAMINATION: THE FALSE TEACHERS (2)
A.Their condemnation—2:1–9 

and creeds have their place, but they must not usurp
the authority of the Word over the conscience of the
individual believer.

Until the day dawns, we must be sure that the love
for His coming is like a shining star in our hearts (2
Peter 1:19). Unless we love His appearing, we will not
look for His appearing, and it is the Word that keeps
that expectation bright.

Men die, but the Word lives. Experiences fade, but
the Word remains. The world grows darker, but the
prophetic light shines brighter. The believer who builds
his life on the Word of God and who looks for the
coming of the Savior is not likely to be led astray by
false teachers. He will be taught by the Spirit and
grounded on the sure Word of God.

Peter’s message is “Wake up—and remember!” A
sleeping church is the devil’s playground. It is while
men slept that the enemy came in and sowed the tares
(Matt. 13:24ff.).

“Be alert!” is the apostle’s message. “Wake up and
remember!”

CHAPTER THREE
2 Peter 2:1–9
BEWARE OF COUNTERFEITS

One of the most successful rackets in the world
today is that of selling “fake art.” Even some of
the finest galleries and private collections have

been invaded by paintings that are clever counterfeits
of the great masters. Publishers have also had their
share of hoaxes, purchasing “genuine” manuscripts that
weren’t so genuine after all.

But counterfeits are nothing new. Satan is the “great
imitator” (2 Cor. 11:13–15), and he has been hard at
work ever since he deceived Eve in the garden (Gen.
3:1–7; 2 Cor. 11:1–4). He has false Christians (Matt.
13:38; John 8:44), a false gospel (Gal. 1:6–9), and even
a false righteousness (Rom. 9:30—10:4). One day, he
will present to the world a false Christ (2 Thess. 2).

The nation Israel was constantly being led astray by
false prophets. Elijah had to contend with the prophets
of Baal, but they promoted a pagan religion. It was the
Jewish false prophets who did the most damage, for
they claimed to speak for Jehovah God. Both Jeremiah
and Ezekiel exposed this counterfeit ministry, but the
people followed the pseudo-prophets just the same.
Why? Because the religion of the false prophets was
easy, comfortable, and popular. The fact that the false
prophets preached a false peace did not worry the peo-
ple (Jer. 6:14). That was the message they wanted to
hear!

The apostles and prophets laid the foundation for
the church and then passed from the scene (Eph. 2:20).
This is why Peter wrote about false teachers, rather than
false prophets, because there are still teachers in the
church. It is not likely that church members would lis-

ten to a “prophet,” but they would listen to a teacher of
the Word. Satan always uses the approach that will suc-
ceed.

In order to warn us to be alert, Peter presented three
aspects of this subject of false teachers in the church.

The False Teachers Described (2:1–3)
This is not a very pretty picture! When you read the
epistle of Jude, you will find him using similar lan-
guage, and vivid language it is. Peter knew that the
truth of God’s Word and the false doctrines of the
heretics simply could not coexist. There could be no
compromise on his part, any more than a surgeon
could compromise with a cancerous tumor in a
patient’s body.

Deception (v. 1a). This theme runs throughout
the entire chapter. To begin with, these teachers’ mes-
sage is false; Peter called what they taught “destructive
heresies.” The word heresy originally meant simply “to
make a choice,” but then it came to mean “a sect, a
party.” Promoting a party spirit in a church is one of
the works of the flesh (Gal. 5:20). Whenever a church
member says to another member, “Are you on my side
or the pastor’s side?” he is promoting a party spirit and
causing division. A false teacher forces you to make a
choice between his doctrines and the doctrines of the
true Christian faith.

Not only was their message false, but their methods
were false. Instead of openly declaring what they
believed, they came into the church under false colors
and gave the impression that they were true to the
Christian faith. “They secretly bring in alongside” is
the literal translation. They do not throw out the truth
immediately; they simply lay their false teachings
alongside the truth and give the impression that they
believe the fundamentals of the faith. Before long, they
remove the true doctrine and leave their false doctrine
in its place.

In 2 Peter 2:3, Peter pointed out that the false
teachers used “feigned words.” The Greek word is plas-
tos, from which we get our English word plastic. Plastic
words! Words that can be twisted to mean anything
you want them to mean! The false teachers use our
vocabulary, but they do not use our dictionary. They
talk about “salvation,” “inspiration,” and the great
words of the Christian faith, but they do not mean
what we mean. Immature and untaught believers hear
these preachers or read their books and think that these
men are sound in the faith, but they are not.

Satan is a liar and his ministers are liars. They use
the Bible, not to enlighten, but to deceive. They follow
the same pattern Satan followed when he deceived Eve
(Gen. 3:1–6). First, he questioned God’s Word—“Yea,
hath God said?” Then he denied God’s Word—“Ye
shall not surely die.” Finally, he substituted his own
lie—“Ye shall be as gods.”

Keep in mind that these apostate teachers are not
innocently ignorant of the Word, as was Apollos (Acts
18:24–28). They know the truth but they deliberately
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reject it. I read about a liberal pastor who was asked to
read a paper at a ministerial conference on “Paul’s views
of justification.” He read a paper that superbly pre-
sented the truth of the gospel and justification by faith.

“I didn’t know you believed that,” a friend said to
him after the meeting.

“I don’t believe it,” the liberal pastor replied. “They
didn’t ask me for my views of justification. They asked
for Paul’s!”

Denial (v. 1b). False teachers are better known for
what they deny than what they affirm. They deny the
inspiration of the Bible, the sinfulness of man, the sac-
rificial death of Jesus Christ on the cross, salvation by
faith alone, and even the reality of eternal judgment
They especially deny the deity of Jesus Christ, for they
know that if they can do away with His deity they can
destroy the entire body of Christian truth. Christianity
is Christ, and if He is not what He claims to be, there
is no Christian faith.

It must be made clear that these false teachers are
unsaved. They are compared to dogs and pigs, not to
sheep (2 Peter 2:22). Jude described these same people,
and in Jude 19 he clearly stated, “having not the
Spirit.” If a person does not have the Spirit of God
within, he is not a child of God (Rom. 8:9). He may
pretend to be saved and even become a member or an
officer in a fundamental church, but eventually he will
deny the Lord.

In what sense were these people “bought” by the
Lord? While it is true that Jesus Christ died for the
church (Eph. 5:25), it is also true that He died for
the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2). He is the
merchant who purchased the whole field (the world)
that He might acquire the treasure in it (Matt.
13:44). When it comes to application, our Lord’s
atonement is limited to those who believe. But when
it comes to efficacy, His death is sufficient for the
whole world. He purchased even those who reject
Him and deny Him! This makes their condemnation
even greater.

Even good and godly Christians may disagree on
fine points of doctrine, but they all agree on the person
and work of Jesus Christ. He is the Son of God and
God the Son. He is the only Savior. To deny this is to
condemn your own soul.

Sensuality (v. 2). Pernicious ways simply means
“licentious conduct.” Jude accused the false teachers of
“turning the grace of God into lasciviousness” (Jude
4). Now we understand why they deny the truths of
the Christian faith: they want to satisfy their own lusts
and do it under the guise of religion. The false
prophets in Jeremiah’s day were guilty of the same sins
(Jer. 23:14, 32).

The fact that many follow the evil example of their
conduct is proof that people would rather follow the
false than the true, the sensual rather than the spiritual.
These false teachers are very successful in their min-
istry! They have glowing statistics to report, and crowds
gather to hear them! But statistics are not proof of

authenticity. The broad way that leads to destruction is
crowded (Matt. 7:13–14). Many will claim to be true
servants of Christ, but will be rejected on the last day
(Matt. 7:21–23).

What happens to their followers? For one thing,
they bring disgrace to the name of Christ. The
Christian faith gets a bad name because of their filthy
lives. “They profess that they know God; but in works
they deny him, being abominable, and disobedient,
and unto every good work reprobate” (Titus 1:16).
“For the name of God is blasphemed among the
Gentiles through you” (Rom. 2:24). Few things hinder
the cause of Christ like the bad reputations of profess-
ing Christians who are members of orthodox churches.

Greed (v. 3). False teachers are interested in one
thing: making money. They exploit (“make merchandise
of”) ignorant people and use their religion as “a cloak of
covetousness” (1 Thess. 2:5). Our Lord was a poor Man,
and so were the apostles, yet they gave of themselves to
minister to others. These false prophets are rich men
who cleverly get others to minister to them! Micah
described these false prophets in his day: “Her leaders
pronounce judgment for a bribe, her priests instruct for
a price, and her prophets divine for money” (Mic. 3:11
nasb). Certainly the laborer is worthy of his hire (Luke
10:7), but his motives for ministry had better go beyond
money. It has often been said that immorality, love of
money, and pride have been the ruin of many people.
These false teachers were guilty of all three!

They use their “plastic words” as well as “great
swelling words” (2 Peter 2:18) to fascinate and influ-
ence their victims. They flatter sinners and tell them
the kind of ego-building words that they want to hear
(see the contrast in 1 Thess. 2:5). They will scratch the
itching ears of people who reject the truth of the Bible
and turn to fables (2 Tim. 4:1–4). Religion can be a
tremendous tool for exploiting weak people, and these
false teachers use religion just to get what they can.
They are not ministers; they are merchandisers.

The true minister of Jesus Christ has nothing to
hide: his life and ministry are an open book. He
preaches the truth in love and does not twist the
Scriptures to support his own selfish ideas. He does not
flatter the rich or minister only to make money. Paul
described the true minister in 2 Corinthians 4:2—“But
[we] have renounced the hidden things of dishonesty,
not walking in craftiness, nor handling the Word of
God deceitfully; but by manifestation of the truth
commending ourselves to every man’s conscience in the
sight of God.” Contrast that description with what
Peter wrote in this chapter, and with what Jude wrote,
and you will see the difference. How we need to be
alert and refuse to support ministries that exploit peo-
ple and deny the Savior.

The False Teachers Destroyed (2:3–6, 9b)
Peter saw no hope for these apostates; their doom was
sealed. His attitude was different from that of “toler-
ant” religious people today who say, “Well, they may
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not agree with us, but there are many roads to heaven.”
Peter made it clear that these false teachers had “for-
saken the right way” (2 Peter 2:15), which simply
means they were going the wrong way! Their judgment
was sure, even though it had not yet come. The trial
was over, but the sentence had not yet been executed.
It would not linger or slumber, Peter affirmed; it would
come in due time.

In this section, Peter proved that judgment finally
does come, no matter how secure the sinner might feel.
He used three examples to verify this truth (see also
Jude 6–8).

The fallen angels (v. 4). We wish we knew more
about the creation of the angels and the fall of Lucifer
and his host, but most of these details are shrouded in
mystery. Many Bible students believe that Isaiah
14:12–15 describes the fall of Lucifer, the highest of
the angels. Some students feel that Ezekiel 28:11–19
also deals with the same topic. It would appear that
Lucifer was God’s deputy, in charge of the angelic
hosts, but that his pride made him grasp after the very
throne of God. (John Milton imaginatively portrayed
this in the famous poem Paradise Lost.) Revelation 12:4
suggests that perhaps one third of the angels fell with
Lucifer, who became Satan, the adversary of God.

Where are these fallen angels now? We know that
Satan is free and at work in the world (1 Peter 5:8), and
that he has an army of demonic powers assisting him
(Eph. 6:10–12) who are probably some of the fallen
angels. But Peter said that some of the angels were con-
fined to Tartarus (“hell”), which is a Greek word for the
underworld. Tartarus may be a special section of hell
where these angels are chained in pits of darkness,
awaiting the final judgment. It is not necessary to
debate the hidden mysteries of this verse in order to get
the main message: God judges rebellion and will not
spare those who reject His will. If God judged the
angels, who in many respects are higher than men, then
certainly He will judge rebellious men.

The old world (v. 5). Genesis 6:3 indicates that
God waited 120 years before He sent the flood. All
during that time, Noah ministered as a “herald” of
God’s righteousness. If you want to read a description
of the world before the flood, read Romans 1:18ff.
Gentile civilization had become so corrupt that it was
necessary for God to wipe the earth clean. He saved
only eight people, Noah and his family, because they
had faith in God (Heb. 11:7).

But nobody believed Noah’s message! Jesus made it
clear that people were enjoying their normal lives up to
the very day that Noah and his family entered the ark
(Luke 17:26–27)! No doubt there were plenty of
“experts” who laughed at Noah and assured the people
that a rainstorm was out of the question. Had anybody
ever seen one? The apostates in Peter’s day used that
same argument to “prove” that the day of the Lord
would not come (2 Peter 3:3ff.).

When you compare our world with Noah’s world,
you see some frightening parallels. The population was

multiplying (Gen. 6:1), and the world was filled with
wickedness (Gen. 6:5) and violence (Gen. 6:11, 13).
Lawlessness abounded. True believers were a minority,
and nobody paid any attention to them! But the flood
came, and the entire population of the world was
destroyed. God does indeed judge those who reject His
truth.

Sodom and Gomorrah (vv. 6, 9b). The record is
given in Genesis 18—19, and God’s opinion of the
people of these cities is found in Genesis 13:13—“But
the men of Sodom were wicked and sinners before the
Lord exceedingly.” Peter said they were “ungodly,” and
Jude said they were given to “fornication and going
after strange flesh” (Jude 7). The men of Sodom prac-
ticed filthy behavior and unlawful deeds (2 Peter
2:7–8). Since the law of Moses had not yet been given,
the word unlawful cannot refer to some Jewish law. In
what sense were their filthy deeds “unlawful”? They
were contrary to nature (see Rom. 1:24–27). The fla-
grant sin of Sodom and the other cities was unnatural
sex, sodomy, or homosexual behavior, a sin that is
clearly condemned in Scripture (Lev. 18:22; Rom.
1:24–27; 1 Cor. 6:9).

In spite of Abraham’s intercessory prayer (Gen.
18:22ff.) and Lot’s last-minute warning, the people of
Sodom perished in fire and brimstone. Again, up to the
very minute that Lot left the city, the people were con-
fident that everything was safe, but then the fire fell
(Luke 17:28–29). God did not spare them, nor will He
spare sinners today who willfully reject His truth and
deny His Son. God buried Sodom and Gomorrah,
probably under the Dead Sea. They are examples to
sinners today to beware the wrath to come.

Having cited these three examples of certain judg-
ment, Peter then applied the lesson to the subject at
hand, the false teachers (2 Peter 2:9b). God has reserved
the unjust for special punishment on that day of judg-
ment. The false teachers may seem successful (for
“many” follow them), but in the end, they will be con-
demned. Their judgment is being prepared now
(“lingereth not,” 2 Peter 2:3), and what is prepared will
be reserved and applied on the last day.

What a contrast between the false teachers and the
true children of God! We have an inheritance reserved
for us (1 Peter 1:4) because Jesus Christ is preparing a
home for us in heaven (John 14:1–6). We are not look-
ing for judgment, but for the coming of the Lord to
take His people home to glory! “For God hath not
appointed us to wrath, but to obtain salvation by our
Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess. 5:9).

Peter next turned his attention to the believers
themselves. How could they stay true to the Lord in
such a wicked world?

The True Believers Delivered (2:5–9a)
Peter’s purpose was not just to denounce the apostates;
he also wanted to encourage the true believers. He once
again reached back into the Old Testament and cited
two examples of deliverance.
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Noah (v. 5). This man of faith experienced a
twofold deliverance. First, God delivered him from the
pollutions of the world around him. For 120 years,
Noah faithfully proclaimed the Word of God to people
who would not believe it. He and his family were sur-
rounded by moral and spiritual darkness, yet they kept
their lights shining. God did not protect Noah and his
family by isolating them from the world, but by
enabling them to remain pure in the midst of corrup-
tion. Through Jesus Christ, we too have “escaped the
corruption that is in the world through lust” (2 Peter
1:4).

Our Lord petitioned the heavenly Father, “I pray
not that thou shouldest take them out of the world, but
that thou shouldest keep them from the evil” (John
17:15). Imagine Noah and his wife raising a family in
a world so wicked that they could have no believing
friends! Yet God found believing wives for their three
sons, and God guarded this home from the pollutions
of the world.

But God also delivered Noah and his family from
the judgment of the world. The flood waters that
brought condemnation to the world only lifted Noah
and his household up above the judgment. They were
secure in the ark of safety. In his first epistle, Peter had
seen in the ark a type of our salvation in Jesus Christ (1
Peter 3:20–22). The world, as it were, was “buried” in
the baptism of the flood, but Noah was lifted up, a pic-
ture of resurrection and salvation.

Certainly Peter was assuring his readers that, when
the great day of judgment does come, they will be kept
safe. Jesus Christ is our “ark of safety.” He delivers us
from the wrath to come (1 Thess. 1:10). God has
promised that the earth will never again be judged by
water, but there is coming a judgment of fire (2 Peter
3:10ff.). But those who have trusted Christ will never
face judgment (John 5:24), because He bore their judg-
ment on the cross.

Lot (vv. 6–9a). Abraham took his nephew, Lot,
with him when he left Ur and went to the land of
Canaan, but Lot proved to be more of a problem than
a blessing. When Abraham, in a lapse of faith, went
down to Egypt, Lot went with him and got a taste of
“the world” (Gen. 12:10—13:1). As Lot became richer,
he had to separate from Abraham, and this removed
him from his uncle’s godly influence. What a privilege
Lot had to walk with Abraham, who walked with God!
And yet, how Lot wasted his privileges.

When Lot had to choose a new area for his home,
he measured it by what he had seen in Egypt (Gen.
13:10). Abraham took Lot out of Egypt, but he could
not take Egypt out of Lot. Lot “pitched his tent toward
Sodom” (Gen. 13:12) and then finally moved into
Sodom (Gen. 14:12). God even used a local war to try
to get Lot out of Sodom, but he went right back. That
is where his heart was.

It is difficult for us to understand Lot. Peter made
it clear that Lot was saved (“just Lot … that righteous
man”), and yet we wonder what he was doing in such

a wicked place as Sodom. If we understand Genesis 19
correctly, Lot had at least four daughters, two of whom
had married men of Sodom. All the while Lot lived in
Sodom, his soul was “tortured” and “greatly troubled”
by the filthy conduct of the people. Perhaps he thought
he could change them. If so, he failed miserably.

God enabled Lot and his family to remain unpol-
luted, even though they were living in the midst of a
cesspool of iniquity. God also rescued Lot and two of
his daughters before the judgment fell on Sodom and
the other cities of the plain (Gen. 19). Lot was not res-
cued because of any merit on his part. He was rescued
because he was a believer and because his uncle
Abraham had prayed for him. Abraham outside of
Sodom had more influence than Lot inside the city. Lot
even lost his testimony to his own family, for his mar-
ried daughters and their husbands laughed at his
warning, and his wife disobeyed God and was killed.

Lot chose to live in Sodom and could have avoided
the filthy influence of the place, but many people today
really have no choice and must live surrounded by the
pollutions of the world. Think of the Christian slaves
who had to serve godless masters, or Christian wives
married to unsaved husbands, or believing children
with unsaved parents. Christian employees working in
offices or factories are forced to see and hear things that
can easily stain the mind and heart. Peter assured his
readers and us that God knows how to “be delivering
the godly out of testing and temptation” (2 Peter 2:9,
wuest) so that we may live victoriously.

He also is able to rescue us from judgment. In
Noah’s case, it was a judgment of water, but in Lot’s
case it was a judgment of fire. The cities of the plain
were caught in a violent overthrow as the area became
a vast furnace of fire and brimstone. This certainly
would parallel Peter’s warning about the coming judg-
ment of fire (2 Peter 3:10ff.).

Peter was not pointing to Lot as an example of sep-
arated living, but rather as an example of one whom
God rescued from pollution and condemnation. In a
sense, Lot was even rescued against his will, because the
angels had to grasp him by the hand and pull him out
of the city (Gen. 19:16). Lot had entered Sodom, and
then Sodom had entered Lot, and he found it difficult
to leave.

Our Lord used both Noah and Lot to warn us to be
prepared for His return (Luke 17:26–37). The people
in Sodom were enjoying their regular pleasures, careless
of the fact that judgment was coming; when it came,
they were unprepared. “Wherefore, beloved, seeing
that ye look for such things, be diligent that ye may be
found of him in peace, without spot, and blameless” (1
Peter 3:14).

But the same God who delivers the godly also
reserves the ungodly for judgment. It has well been said
that if God spares today’s cities from judgment, He will
have to apologize to Sodom and Gomorrah. Why is
God’s judgment lingering? Because God “is longsuffer-
ing … not willing that any should perish, but that all
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B.Their character—2:10–17 

should come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). Society in
Noah’s day had 120 years in which to repent and
believe, yet they rejected the truth. Though Lot’s exam-
ple and testimony were weak, he at least represented
the truth, yet his immoral neighbors wanted nothing to
do with God.

Our present age is not only like “the days of Noah,”
but it is also like “the days of Lot.” Many believers have
abandoned the place of separation and are compromis-
ing with the world. The professing church has but a
weak testimony to the world, and sinners do not really
believe that judgment is coming. Society is full of
immorality, especially the kind of sin for which Sodom
was famous. It appears as though God is slumbering,
unconcerned about the way rebellious sinners have pol-
luted His world. But one day the fire will fall; then it
will be too late.

God’s people, as weak as they are, will be delivered
from judgment by the grace and mercy of God. God
could not judge Sodom until Lot and his family were
out of the city. Likewise, it is my belief that God will
not send wrath on this world until He takes His own
people out and home to heaven. “For God hath not
appointed us to wrath, but to obtain salvation by our
Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, that, whether we
wake or sleep [live or die], we should live together with
him” (1 Thess. 5:9–10).

One day soon, the fire will fall. Are you ready?

CHAPTER FOUR
2 Peter 2:10–16
MARKED MEN

Peter was not yet finished with the apostates! Unlike
some believers today, Peter was disturbed by the
inroads the false teachers were making into the

churches. He knew that their approach was subtle but
their teachings were fatal, and he wanted to warn the
churches about them.

Remember, however, that Peter opened this letter
with positive teaching about salvation, Christian
growth, and the dependability of the Word of God. He
had a balanced ministry, and it is important that we
maintain that balance today. When Charles Spurgeon
started his magazine, he named it The Sword and
Trowel, alluding to the workers in the book of
Nehemiah who kept their swords in one hand and their
tools in the other as they were repairing the walls of
Jerusalem.

Some people have a purely negative ministry and
never build anything. They are too busy fighting the
enemy! Others claim to be “positive,” but they never
defend what they have built. Peter knew that it was not
enough only to attack the apostates; he also had to give
solid teaching to the believers in the churches.

In this section of his letter, Peter condemned the
apostates for three specific sins.

Their Reviling (2:10–12)
The picture here is of proud people who try to build
themselves up while they try to tear down everybody
else. They show no respect for authority and are not
afraid to attack and defame people in high positions.

God has established authority in this world, and
when we resist authority, we are resisting God (Rom.
13:1ff ). Parents are to have authority over their chil-
dren (Eph. 6:1–4) and employers over their employees
(Eph. 6:5–8). As citizens, we Christians should pray for
those in authority (1 Tim. 2:1–4), show respect to
them (1 Peter 2:11–17), and seek to glorify God in our
behavior. As members of a local assembly, we should
honor those who have the spiritual rule over us and
seek to encourage them in their ministry (Heb. 13:7,
17; 1 Peter 5:1–6).

Human government is, in one sense, God’s gift to
help maintain order in the world, so that the church
may minister the Word and win the lost to Christ (1
Tim. 2:1–8). We should pray daily for those in author-
ity so that they might exercise that authority in the will
of God. It is a serious thing for a Christian to oppose
the law, and he must be sure he is in the will of God
when he does it. He should also do it in a manner that
glorifies Christ, so that innocent people (including
unsaved government employees) might not be made to
suffer.

The reason for their reviling (v. 10). One word
gives the reason: flesh. The depraved nature of man
does not want to submit to any kind of authority. “Do
your own thing!” is its insistent message, and many
people follow it. In recent years, there has been an epi-
demic of books that encourage people to succeed at any
cost, even to the extent of hurting or intimidating oth-
ers. The important thing, according to these books, is
to take care of yourself—“number one”—and to use
other people as tools for the achievement of your own
selfish goals.

Man’s fallen nature encourages pride. When the ego
is at stake, these apostates will stop at nothing in order
to promote and protect themselves. Their attitude is
completely opposite that of our Lord, who willingly
emptied Himself to become a servant and then died as
a sacrifice for our sins (see Phil. 2). These men that
Peter described were presumptuous, which means they
were “very daring and bold” in the way they spoke
about those in positions of dignity. There is a boldness
that is heroic, but there is also a boldness that is satanic.

These men were also self-willed, which means they
“lived to please only themselves.” They were arrogant
and would even defy God to get what they wanted!
Proverbs 21:24 describes them perfectly. While out-
wardly they appeared to serve God and minister to the
people, inwardly they fed their own egos and feathered
their own nests.

In their arrogance, “they are not afraid to speak evil
of dignities [glorious ones].” While the immediate ref-
erence is probably to “exalted ones” in places of
authority, the angels may also be in view here, since in
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the next verse Peter referred to the angels. These apos-
tates revile even the angels! And they do not even
tremble when they do it! They are so secure in their
pride that they even dare God to judge them.

The seriousness of their reviling (v. 11). The
angels are reviled by the apostates, but the apostates are
not reviled by the angels! Even the angels, though
greater in strength and power, will not intrude into a
sphere that is not their own. The angels remember the
rebellion of Lucifer and know how serious it is to revolt
against God’s authority. If God judged the rebellious
angels, how much more will He judge rebellious men!

The suggestion here is that the godly angels do not
even speak against the fallen angels. They have left all
judgment to the Lord. We will learn more about this
when we study Jude, for he mentions this matter of the
angels in Jude 8–9.

Speaking evil of others is a great sin, and the peo-
ple of God must avoid it. We may not respect the
people in office, but we must respect the office, for all
authority is God-given. Those who revile government
officials in the name of Christ ought to read and pon-
der Titus 3:1–2—“Remind them to be subject to
rulers, to authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for
every good deed, to malign no one, to be uncon-
tentious, gentle, showing every consideration for all
men” (nasb).

When Daniel refused the king’s food, he did it in
a gracious way that did not get his guard into trouble
(Dan. 1). Even when the apostles refused to obey the
Sanhedrin’s order that they stop preaching in the
name of Jesus, they acted like gentlemen. They
respected the authority even though they disobeyed
the order. It is when the flesh goes to work that pride
enters in, and then we use our tongues as weapons
instead of tools. “The words of his mouth are iniquity
and deceit: he hath left off to be wise, and to do
good” (Ps. 36:3).

The judgment of their reviling (v. 12). Peter com-
pared these false teachers to “unreasoning animals”
(nasb) whose only destiny is to be slaughtered! At the
end of this chapter, they are pictured as pigs and dogs!
Animals have life, but they live purely by instinct. They
lack the finer sensibilities that humans possess. Jesus
warned us not to waste precious things on unapprecia-
tive brute beasts (Matt. 7:6).

I once made a pastoral visit at a home where a death
had occurred, and even before I made it up the stairs to
the door, a huge dog began to bark and carry on as
though I were there to rob everybody. I ignored his
threats because I knew he was acting purely on instinct.
He was making a lot of noise about something he knew
nothing about! His master had to take him to the base-
ment before it was safe for me to enter the home and
minister to the bereaved family.

So with these apostates: they make a lot of noise
about things they know nothing about! The Phillips
translation of 2 Peter 2:12 says they “scoff at things
outside their own experience.” The New International

Version reads, “But these men blaspheme in matters
they do not understand.” Whenever her pupils were
noisy in class, one of my teachers used to say, “Empty
barrels make the most noise!” And so they do!

It is sad when the media concentrates on the “big
mouths” of the false teachers instead of the “still small
voice” of the Lord as He ministers through those who
are true to Him. It is sadder still when innocent people
become fascinated by these “great swelling words of
vanity” (2 Peter 2:18) and cannot discern between
truth and propaganda. The truth of the Word of God
leads to salvation, but the arrogant words of the apos-
tates lead only to condemnation.

These “brute beasts” are destined for destruction, a
truth Peter mentioned often in 2 Peter 2 (vv. 3–4, 9,
12, 17, 20). As they seek to destroy the faith, they
themselves shall be destroyed. They will be “corrupted
in their own corruption.” Their very nature will drag
them down into destruction, like the pig returning to
the mire and the dog to its vomit (2 Peter 2:22).
Unfortunately, before that event takes place, these peo-
ple can do a great deal of moral and spiritual damage.

Their Reveling (2:13–14a)
The words translated “riot” and “sporting” carry the
meaning of “sensual reveling.” They also contain the idea
of luxury, softness, and extravagance. At the expense of
those who support them (2 Peter 2:3), the apostates
enjoy luxurious living. In our own society, there are
those who plead for funds for their “ministries,” yet
live in expensive houses, drive luxury cars, and wear
costly clothes. When we remember that Jesus became
poor in order to make us rich, their garish lifestyle
seems out of step with New Testament Christianity.

Not only do they deceive others, but they even
deceive themselves! They can “prove” from the Bible
that their lifestyle is right. In ancient times, it was
expected that people would revel at night, but these
people dared to revel in the daytime, so convinced were
they of their practices. A person can become so accus-
tomed to his vices that he sees them as virtues.

If they kept their way of life out of the church, we
would not have to be as concerned—but they are a part
of the fellowship! They were even sharing in the “love
feasts” that the early church used to enjoy in connec-
tion with the celebration of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor.
11:20–34). It was a time when the poorer believers
could enjoy a decent meal because of the generosity of
the Christians who were better off economically. But
the apostates only used the “love feast” as a time for dis-
playing their wealth and impressing ignorant people
who lacked discernment.

Instead of bringing blessing to the fellowship, these
false teachers were “spots” and “blemishes” that defiled
the assembly. Somehow their behavior at the feasts
defiled others and brought disgrace to the name of the
Lord. It is the Word of God that helps to remove the
spots and blemishes (Eph. 5:27), but these teachers do
not minister the truth of the Word. They twist
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Scripture to make it say what they want it to say (2
Peter 3:16).

This “unconscious defilement” is a deadly thing.
The Pharisees were also guilty of it (Matt. 23:25–28).
False doctrine inevitably leads to false living, and false
living then encourages false doctrine. The apostate
must “adjust” God’s Word or change his way of life,
and he is not about to change his lifestyle! So, wherever
he goes, he secretly defiles people and makes it easier
for them to sin. It is possible to go to a church fellow-
ship and be defiled!

Certainly our churches need to exercise authority
and practice discipline. Christian love does not mean
that we tolerate every false doctrine and every so-called
“lifestyle.” The Bible makes it clear that some things
are right and some things are wrong. No Christian
whose belief and behavior are contrary to the Word of
God should be permitted to share in the Lord’s Supper
or to have a spiritual ministry in the church. His defil-
ing influence may not be seen immediately, but
ultimately it will create serious problems.

Second Peter 2:14 makes it clear that the apostates
attend these church meetings for two reasons: first, to
satisfy their own lusts; second, to capture converts for
their cause.

They keep their eyes open, looking for “loose
women” whom they can entice into sin. Paul warned
about similar apostates who “creep into houses and
lead captive silly women laden with sins, led away with
divers lusts” (2 Tim. 3:6). More than one “minister”
has used religion as a cloak to cover his own lusts. Some
women, in particular, are vulnerable in “counseling ses-
sions,” and these men take advantage of them.

In one of the churches I pastored, I noticed that a
young man in the choir was doing his utmost to appear
a “spiritual giant” to the other choir members, espe-
cially the younger women. He prayed with fervency
and often talked about his walk with the Lord. Some of
the people were impressed by him, but I felt that some-
thing was wrong and that danger was in the air. Sure
enough, he began to date one of the fine young ladies
who happened to be a new believer. In spite of my
warnings, she continued the friendship, which ended
in her being seduced. I praise God that she was rescued
and is now faithfully serving God, but she could have
avoided that terrible experience.

The satisfying of their lusts is the false teachers’
main ambition: they cannot cease from sin. The verb
suggests “they are unable to stop.” Why? Because they
are in bondage (2 Peter 2:18–19). The apostates con-
sider themselves to be “free,” yet they are in the most
terrible kind of slavery. Whatever they touch, they
defile; whoever they enlist, they enslave.

“Beguiling unstable souls” presents the picture of a
fisherman baiting a hook or a hunter baiting a trap.
The same image is used in James 1:14, where James
presents temptation as “the baiting of the trap.” Satan
knows that he could never trap us unless there is some
fine bait to attract us in the first place. Satan promised

Eve that she and Adam would become “like gods” if
they ate of the forbidden tree (Gen. 3:4–5), and they
“took the bait” and were trapped.

What kind of “bait” do the apostates use to catch
people? For one thing, they offer them “liberty” (2
Peter 2:19). This probably means a perversion of the
grace of God, “turning the grace of our God into las-
civiousness” (Jude 4). “Since you are saved by grace,”
they argued, “then you have the freedom to sin. The
more you sin, the more of God’s grace you will experi-
ence!” Paul answered their false arguments in Romans
6, a portion of Scripture that every believer ought to
master.

Along with “freedom” they also bait the trap with
“fulfillment.” This is one of the buzz words of our gen-
eration, and it goes right along with “doing your own
thing” and “having it your way.” They say, “The
Christian life that the church offers is old-fashioned
and outdated. We have a new lifestyle that makes you
feel fulfilled and helps you find your true self!” Alas,
like the prodigal son, these unstable souls try to find
themselves, but they end up losing themselves (Luke
15:11–24). In their search for fulfillment they become
very self-centered and lose the opportunities for growth
that come from serving others.

There can be no freedom or fulfillment apart from
submission to Jesus Christ. “The purpose of life,” said
P. T. Forsyth, “is not to find your freedom, but to find
your master.” Just as a gifted musician finds freedom
and fulfillment putting himself or herself under the
discipline of a great artist, or an athlete under the dis-
cipline of a great coach, so the believer finds true
freedom and fulfillment under the authority of Jesus
Christ.

Who are the people who “take the bait” that the
apostates put into their subtle traps? Peter called them
“unstable souls.” Stability is an important factor in a
successful Christian life. Just as a child must learn to
stand before he can walk or run, so the Christian must
learn to “stand firm in the Lord.” Paul and the other
apostles sought to establish their converts in the faith
(Rom. 1:11; 16:25; 1 Thess. 3:2, 13). Peter was certain
that his readers were “established in the present truth”
(2 Peter 1:12), but he still warned them.

Their Revolting (2:14b–16)
“They have abandoned the right road” is the way the
Phillips translation expresses it. The apostates know the
right road, the straight path that God has established,
but they deliberately abandon God’s way for their own.
No wonder Peter called them “natural brute beasts” (2
Peter 2:12) and compared them to animals (2 Peter
2:22). “Be ye not as the horse, or as the mule!” warned
the psalmist (Ps. 32:9). The horse likes to rush ahead
and the mule likes to lag behind; both can get you off
the right path. Believers are sheep, and sheep need to
stay close to the shepherd or they will stray.

We have already learned one reason for the apos-
tates’ godless conduct: they want to satisfy the cravings
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of their flesh. But there is a second reason: they are cov-
etous and want to exploit people for personal gain.
Peter mentioned this in 2 Peter 2:3 and now develops
the thought. Not only is the false teacher’s outlook con-
trolled by his passions (2 Peter 2:14a), but his heart is
controlled by covetousness. He is in bondage to lust for
pleasure and money!

In fact, he has perfected the skill of getting what he
wants. “They are experts in greed” says the New
International Version, and the Phillips translation is
even more graphic: “Their technique of getting what
they want is, through long practice, highly developed.”
They know exactly how to motivate people to give.
While the true servant of God trusts the Father to meet
his needs and seeks to help people grow through their
giving, the apostate trusts his “fundraising skills” and
leaves people in worse shape than he found them. He
knows how to exploit the unstable and the innocent.

There is certainly nothing wrong with a ministry
sharing its opportunities and needs with its praying
friends. My wife and I receive many publications and
letters of this kind, and, quite frankly, some of them we
throw away without reading. We have learned that
these ministries cannot be trusted, that their dramatic
appeals are not always based on fact, and that the funds
donated are not always used as they should be. The
other letters and publications we read carefully, pray
about, discuss, and see if God would have us invest in
their work. We know we cannot support every good
work that God has raised up, so we try to exercise dis-
cernment, and invest in the ministries God has chosen
for us.

As Peter wrote about the devious practices of these
people, he could only exclaim, “Cursed children!” They
were not the “blessed” children of God but the cursed
children of the devil (John 8:44). They might succeed
in building up their bank accounts, but in the end, at
the throne of God, they would be declared bankrupt.
“Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, pre-
pared for the devil and his angels” (Matt. 25:41). “For
what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world,
and lose his own soul?” (Matt. 16:26).

Covetousness is the insatiable desire for more—
more money, more power, more prestige. The covetous
heart is never satisfied. This explains why the love of
money is a root of all kinds of evil (1 Tim. 6:10), for
when a person craves more money, he will commit any
sin to satisfy that craving. He has already broken the
first two of the Ten Commandments, because money is
already his god and idol. It is then a simple step to
break the others—to steal, lie, commit adultery, take
God’s name in vain, and so on. No wonder Jesus
warned, “Take heed and beware of covetousness” (Luke
12:15).

I have read that the people in North Africa have
devised a clever way to catch monkeys. They make a
hole in a gourd just large enough for the monkey’s paw,
then fill the gourd with nuts and tie it to a tree. At
night, the monkey reaches into the gourd for the nuts,

only to find he cannot pull his paw out of the gourd!
Of course, he could let go of the nuts and escape quite
easily—but he doesn’t want to forfeit the nuts! He ends
up being captured because of his covetousness. We
might expect this kind of stupidity in a dumb animal,
but certainly not in a person made in the image of
God; yet it happens every day.

Peter knew his Old Testament Scriptures. He had
already used Noah and Lot to illustrate his words, and
in 2 Peter 2:15–16, he used the prophet Balaam. The
story of Balaam is found in Numbers 22—25; take
time now to read it.

Balaam is a mysterious character, a Gentile prophet
who tried to curse the Jews. Balak, the king of the
Moabites, was afraid of Israel, so he turned to Balaam
for help. Balaam knew it was wrong to cooperate with
Balak, but his heart was covetous and he wanted the
money and honor that Balak promised him. Balaam
knew the truth of God and the will of God, yet he
deliberately abandoned the right way and went astray.
He is a perfect illustration of the apostates in their cov-
etous practices.

From the outset, God told Balaam not to help
Balak and, at first, Balaam obeyed and sent the messen-
gers home. But when Balak sent more princes and
promised more money and honor, Balaam decided to
“pray about it again” and reconsider the matter. The
second time, God tested Balaam and permitted him to
go with the princes. This was not God’s direct will; it
was His permissive will, designed to see what the
prophet would do.

Balaam jumped at the chance! But when he started
to go astray, God rebuked the disobedient prophet
through the mouth of his donkey. How remarkable
that the animals obey God, even when their masters do
not (read Isa. 1:3)! God permitted Balaam to set up his
altars and offer his sacrifices, but God did not permit
him to curse Israel. Instead, God turned Balaam’s curse
into a blessing (Deut. 23:4–5; Neh. 13:2).

Balaam was not able to curse Israel, but he was able
to tell Balak how to defeat Israel. All the Moabites had
to do was invite the Jews to be “friendly neighbors” and
share in their feasts (Num. 25). Instead of maintaining
its separated position, Israel compromised and joined
the pagan orgies of the Moabites. God had to discipline
the people and thousands of them died.

You can see in Balaam the two aspects of apostasy
that Peter emphasized in this chapter: sensual lust and
covetousness. He loved money and he led Israel into
lustful sin. He was a man who could get messages from
God, yet he led people away from God! When you read
his oracles, you cannot help but be impressed with his
eloquence, yet he deliberately disobeyed God! Balaam
said, “I have sinned” (Num. 22:34), but his confession
was not sincere. He even prayed, “Let me die the death
of the righteous” (Num. 23:10), yet he did not want to
live the life of the righteous.

Because Balaam counseled Balak to seduce Israel,
God saw to it that Balaam was judged. He was slain by
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C.Their claims—2:18–22

the sword when Israel defeated the Midianites (Num.
31:8). We wonder who received all the wealth that he
had “earned” by his devious ways. Peter called his hire
“the wages of unrighteousness.” This phrase reminds us
of another pretender, Judas, who received “the reward
of iniquity” (Acts 1:18) and who also perished in
shame.

We will have more to say about Balaam when we
study Jude 11, but we must not ignore the main lesson:
he was a rebel against the will of God. Like the false
teachers that Peter described, Balaam knew the right
way, but deliberately chose the wrong way because he
wanted to make money. He kept “playing with the will
of God” by trying to get “a different viewpoint” (Num.
22:41; 23:13, 27). He no doubt had a true gift from
God because he uttered some beautiful prophecies
about Jesus Christ, but he prostituted that gift to base
uses just to gain honor and wealth.

A bank officer approached a junior clerk and
secretly asked, “If I gave you $50,000, would you help
me alter the books?”

“Yes, I guess I would,” the man replied.
“Would you do it for $100?”
“Of course not!” the man said. “What do you think

I am, a common thief?”
“We’ve already determined that,” said the officer.

“Now we’re talking about price.”
The person who is covetous does have his price, and

when it is met, he will do whatever is asked, even revolt
against the will of God. Peter called this attitude mad-
ness. The word means “to be deranged, out of your
mind.” But Balaam thought he was doing the wise
thing; after all, he was taking advantage of a situation
that might never come along again. But any rebellion
against God is madness and can only lead to tragedy. It
was when the prodigal son “came to himself ” that he
realized how stupid he had been (Luke 15:17).

Peter has condemned three sins of the false teachers:
their reviling, their reveling, and their revolting. All of
these sins spring from pride and selfish desire. A true
servant of God is humble and seeks to serve others (see
the contrast in Phil. 2:20–21). The true servant of God
does not think about praise or pay, because he serves
God from a loving and obedient heart. He honors God
and the authority that God has established in this
world. In short, the true servant of God patterns him-
self after Jesus Christ.

In these last days there will be an abundance of false
teachers pleading for support. They are gifted and
experienced when it comes to deceiving people and
getting their money. It is important that God’s people
be established in the truth, that they know how to
detect when the Scriptures are being twisted and the
people exploited. I thank God for agencies that help to
expose “religious rackets,” but there is still the need for
spiritual discernment and a growing knowledge of the
Word of God.

Not all of these “religious frauds” will be discovered
and put out of business. But God will one day deal

with all of them! Like animals, they will be “taken and
destroyed” (2 Peter 2:12). They will receive “the reward
of unrighteousness” (2 Peter 2:13) to compensate for
the wages they have exploited from others. As “cursed
children” (2 Peter 2:14) they will be banished from the
presence of the Lord forever.

They are marked men and women; they will not
escape.

CHAPTER FIVE
2 Peter 2:17–22
FALSE FREEDOM

I t is a frightening fact that many people who are now
zealous members of cults were at one time attending
churches that at least professed to believe the Christian

gospel. They participated in the Communion service
and saw the death of the Lord Jesus portrayed in the loaf
and the cup. They even recited the Apostles’ Creed and
the Lord’s Prayer. Yet today, these people will tell you
that they “feel free” now that they have been “liberated”
from the Christian faith.

At the same time, you will meet people who have
rejected all religious faith and now profess to enjoy a
new freedom. “I used to believe that stuff,” they will
boldly confess, “but I don’t believe it anymore. I’ve got
something better and I feel free for the first time in my
life.”

Freedom is a concept that is very important in
today’s world, yet not everybody really understands
what the word means. In fact, everybody from the
Communist to the “playboy” seems to have his own
definition. Nobody is completely free in the sense of
having the ability and the opportunity to do whatever
he wants to do. For that matter, doing whatever you
please is not freedom—it is the worst kind of bondage.

The apostates offer freedom to their converts, and
this “bait” entices them to abandon the true faith and
follow the false teachers. The teachers promise them
liberty, but this promise is never fulfilled; the unstable
converts only find themselves in terrible bondage. The
freedom offered is a false freedom, and Peter gave three
reasons that explain why it is false.

It Is Based on False Promises (2:17–18)
Faith is only as good as the object. A pagan may have
great faith in his idol, but the idol can do nothing for
him. I have a friend who put his faith in a certain
investment scheme and lost almost everything. His
faith was strong but the company was weak. When you
put your faith in Jesus Christ, that faith will accom-
plish something, because God always keeps His
promises. “There hath not failed one word of all his
good promise” (1 Kings 8:56).

Peter used three vivid illustrations to emphasize the
emptiness of the apostates’ promises.

“Wells without water” (v. 17a). The Greek word
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actually means “a flowing spring” rather than a tranquil
well. It is the word our Lord used when He ministered
to the Samaritan woman (John 4:14) and that John
used in describing the satisfaction the saints will expe-
rience for all eternity (Rev. 7:17; 21:6). A spring
without water is not a spring at all! A well is still called
a well even if the water is gone, but a spring ceases to
exist if the water is not flowing.

There is in mankind an inborn thirst for reality, for
God. “Thou hast made us for thyself,” said Augustine,
“and our hearts are restless until they rest in thee.”
People attempt to satisfy this thirst in many ways, and
they end up living on substitutes. Only Jesus Christ
can give inner peace and satisfaction.

“Whosoever drinketh [present tense, “keeps on
drinking”] of this water [in the well] shall thirst again,”
said Jesus, “but whosoever drinketh [takes one drink
once and for all] of the water that I shall give him shall
never thirst” (John 4:13–14). What a contrast! You
may drink repeatedly at the broken cisterns of the
world and never find satisfaction, but you may take
one drink of the Living Water through faith in Jesus
Christ, and you will be satisfied forever. The false
teachers could not make this kind of an offer, because
they had nothing to offer. They could promise, but
they could not produce.

“Clouds that are carried with a tempest” (v.
17b). The picture is that of clouds of fog or mist being
driven by a squall over a lake or sea. Clouds ought to
announce the possibility of rain, but these clouds only
announce that a windstorm is coming. Jude’s descrip-
tion is, “Clouds they are without water, carried about
of winds” (Jude 12). Again, there is noise, motion, and
something to watch, but nothing profitable happens.
The farmer sees the clouds and prays they will empty
rain on his parched fields. The false teachers have noth-
ing to give; they are empty.

“The mist of darkness” (vv. 17c–18). The word
translated “mist” means “blackness, gloom,” so “the
blackness of the darkness” would be an accurate trans-
lation (see 2 Peter 2:4). These apostates promise to lead
people into the light, but they themselves end up in the
darkest part of the darkness (see Jude 6 and 13)! The
atmosphere of hell is not uniform: some places will be
darker than others. How tragic that innocent people
will be led astray by these apostates and possibly end up
in hell with them.

Since these false teachers really have nothing to
give, how are they able to attract followers? The reasons
are found in 2 Peter 2:18.

First, the teachers are eloquent promoters of their
doctrines. They know how to impress people with
their vocabulary, “inflated words that say nothing”
(literal translation). The average person does not know
how to listen to and analyze the kind of propaganda
that pours out of the mouths and printing presses of
the apostates. Many people cannot tell the difference
between a religious huckster and a sincere servant of
Jesus Christ.

Do not be impressed with religious oratory. Apollos
was a fervent and eloquent religious speaker, but he did
not know the right message to preach (Acts 18:24–28).
Paul was careful not to build his converts’ faith on
either his words or his wisdom (1 Cor. 2:1–5). Paul was
a brilliant man, but his ministry was simple and prac-
tical. He preached to express and not to impress. He
knew the difference between communication and
manipulation.

The second reason the apostates are so successful is
that they appeal to the base appetites of the old nature.
This is part of their bait (2 Peter 2:14)! We must not
think of “the lusts of the flesh” only in terms of sexual
sins, for the flesh has other appetites. Read the list
given in Galatians 5:19–21, and you will see the many
different kinds of “bait” the apostates have available for
baiting their traps.

For example, pride is one of the sins of the flesh,
and apostate teachers like to appeal to the human ego.
A true servant of God will lovingly tell people that they
are lost sinners, under the wrath of a holy God, but the
apostate minister will try to avoid “putting people on a
guilt trip.” He will tell his listeners how good they are,
how much God loves them and needs them and how
easy it is to get into the family of God. In fact, he may
tell them they are already in God’s family and just need
to start living like it! The apostate avoids talking about
repentance, because egotistical men do not want to
repent.

The third reason they are successful is that they
appeal to immature people, people who have “very
recently escaped” from their old ways. The apostate has
no message for the down-and-out sinner, but he does
have a message for the new believer.

A pastor friend of mine was assisting some mission-
aries in the Philippines by conducting open-air
meetings near the university. Students who wanted to
decide for Christ were asked to step into a building
near the square, and there they were counseled and also
given follow-up material to help them get started in
their Christian life.

No sooner did a new convert walk out the door and
past the crowd than a cultist would join him and start
to introduce his own religion! All the apostates had to
do was look for the people carrying follow-up material!
This same procedure is often used in large evangelistic
crusades: the false teachers are ready to pounce on new
believers carrying decision packets.

This is why it is important that soul-winners, pas-
tors, and other Christian workers ground new converts
in the faith. Like newborn babies, new Christians need
to be protected, fed, and established before they can be
turned loose in this dangerous world. One reason Peter
wrote this letter was to warn the church to care for the
new Christians, because the false teachers were out to
get them! We cannot blame new believers for being
“unstable” (2 Peter 2:14) if we have not taught them
how to stand.

The freedom the apostates offer is a false freedom
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because it is based on false promises. There is a second
reason why it is false.

It Is Offered by False Christians (2:19–20)
You cannot set someone free if you are in bondage
yourself, and these false teachers were in bondage. Peter
made it clear that these men had temporarily disentan-
gled themselves from the pollutions of the world, but
then they went right back into bondage again! They
professed to be saved but had never really been
redeemed (set free) at all!

The tenses of the verbs in 2 Peter 2:19 are pres-
ent: “While they promise them [the new believers]
liberty, they themselves [the apostates] are the ser-
vants of corruption” (italics mine). They claim to be
the servants of God, but they are only the servants of
sin. It is bad enough to be a slave, but when sin is
your master, you are in the worst possible condition
a person can experience.

As you review what Peter has written so far, you can
see the kinds of sins that enslave the false teachers. For
one thing, they were in bondage to money (2 Peter 2:3,
14). Their covetousness forced them to use every kind
of deceptive technique to exploit innocent people.
They were also in bondage to fleshly lust (2 Peter 2:10,
14). They had their eyes on weak women whom they
could seduce. (In view of what Peter and Jude wrote
about Sodom and Gomorrah, perhaps we should also
include weak men and boys.)

They were also enslaved by pride (2 Peter 2:10–12).
They thought nothing of speaking evil of those in
places of authority, including the angels and God! They
promoted themselves and derided everybody else. Sad
to say, there are people who admire this kind of arro-
gance, who follow these proud men and support them.

It is interesting to compare the three men Peter
named in this chapter—Noah, Lot, and Balaam. Noah
kept himself completely separated from the apostasy of
the world of his day. He boldly preached God’s righ-
teousness and was faithful in his walk and witness, even
though no one but his family followed the Lord.

Lot knew the truth and kept himself pure, but he
did not keep himself separated; he lost his family as a
result. Lot hated the wickedness of Sodom, yet he lived
in the midst of it and, by doing so, exposed his daugh-
ters and wife to godless influences.

Balaam not only followed the ways of sin, but he
encouraged other people to sin! He told Balak how to
seduce the nation Israel and his plan almost succeeded.
Lot lost his family, but Balaam lost his life.

Beware of “the deceitfulness of sin” (Heb. 3:13). Sin
always promises freedom but in the end brings
bondage. It promises life but instead brings death. Sin
has a way of gradually binding a person until there is
no way of escape, apart from the gracious intervention
of the Lord. Even the bondage that sin creates is deceit-
ful, for the people who are bound actually think they
are free! Too late they discover that they are prisoners of
their own appetites and habits.

Jesus Christ came to bring freedom. In His first ser-
mon in the synagogue at Nazareth, our Lord sounded
forth the trumpet call of freedom and the advent of the
“Year of Jubilee” (Luke 4:16ff.). But Christ’s meaning
of freedom is different from the apostates’ as is His
method for accomplishing it.

In the Bible, freedom does not mean “doing your
own thing” or “having it your way.” That attitude is the
very essence of sin. The freedom that Jesus Christ offers
means enjoying fulfillment in the will of God. It means
achieving your greatest potential to the glory of God.
The Quaker leader Rufus Jones, paraphrasing Aristotle,
said, “The true nature of a thing is the highest that it
can become.” Jesus Christ frees us to become our very
best in this life, and then to be like Him in the next.

The apostates brought their followers into bondage
by means of lies, but our Lord brings us into freedom
by means of truth. “And ye shall know the truth, and
the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32). He was
speaking, of course, about the truth of the Word of
God. “Sanctify them through thy truth,” He prayed;
“thy Word is truth” (John 17:17). Through the Word
of God, we discover the truth about ourselves, our
world, and our God. As we face this truth honestly, we
experience the liberating power of the Spirit of God.
We cease living in a world of fantasy and enter a world
of reality, and through the power of God, we are able
to fulfill His will, grow in grace, and “reign in life by
one, Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:17).

Those who live by God’s truth enter into more and
more freedom, but those who live by lies experience
more and more bondage, until “the latter end is worse
with them than the beginning” (2 Peter 2:20). This
reminds us of our Lord’s parable in Matthew
12:43–45, the truth of which parallels what Peter has
written. Temporary reformation without true repentance
and rebirth only leads to greater sin and judgment.
Reformation cleans up the outside, but regeneration
changes the inside.

Sinful tendencies do not disappear when a person
reforms; they merely hibernate and get stronger.
Holiness is not simply refusing to do evil things, for
even unsaved people can practice self-control. True
holiness is more than conquering temptation: it is con-
quering even the desire to disobey God. When my
doctor told me to lose weight, he said, “I’ll tell you how
to do it: learn to hate the things that aren’t good for
you.” His advice worked!

You can expect nothing but “false freedom” from
false Christians who offer false promises. But there is a
third reason why this freedom is false.

It Involves a False Experience (2:21–22)
Peter called these apostates “natural brute beasts” (2
Peter 2:12) and then ended the warning by describing
them as pigs and dogs! But he was not simply showing
his personal disdain for them; rather, he was teaching a
basic spiritual lesson.

It is very important that we understand that the
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pronoun “they” in this entire paragraph (2 Peter
2:17–22) refers to the false teachers and not to their
converts. It is also important that we remember that
these teachers are not truly born-again people. Jude
described these same people in his letter and stated
clearly that they were “sensual, having not the Spirit”
(Jude 19). It is not profession of spirituality that marks
a true believer but possession of the Spirit of God within
(Rom. 8:9).

But these apostates did have a “religious experi-
ence”! And they would boldly claim that their
experience brought them into fellowship with the
Lord. They would be able to explain “the way of righ-
teousness” and would use the Word of God to support
their teachings. If they had not experienced some kind
of “religious conversion,” they would never have been
able to get into the fellowship of the local assemblies.

But their experience, like their promises, was false.
Since Peter wrote both of his letters to the same

group of believers we may assume that they had the
doctrinal foundation presented so clearly in his first let-
ter. Peter emphasized the new birth (1 Peter 1:3,
22–25). He reminded his readers that they were “par-
takers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). In his first
letter, Peter described the believers as sheep (1 Peter
2:25; 5:1–4). Our Lord used this same image when He
reinstated Peter into the apostleship after his denials
(John 21:15–17).

There is no indication that the false teachers had
ever experienced the new birth. They had knowledge of
salvation and could use the language of the church, but
they lacked that true saving experience with the Lord.
At one time they had even received the Word of God
(2 Peter 2:21), but then they turned away from it. They
never trusted Christ and became His sheep.

Instead of being sheep, they were pigs and dogs—
and keep in mind that the dogs in that day were not
pampered pets! The Jews called the Gentiles “dogs”
because a dog was nothing but a filthy scavenger who
lived on garbage! It was hardly a title of respect and
endearment!

These men could point to “an experience,” but it
was a false experience. Satan is the counterfeiter. We
have already seen that Satan has a false gospel (Gal.
1:6–9), preached by false ministers (2 Cor. 11:13–15),
producing false Christians (2 Cor. 11:26—“in perils
among false brethren”). In His parable of the tares, our
Lord taught that Satan plants his counterfeits (“the
children of the wicked one”) wherever God plants true
believers (Matt. 13:24–30, 36–43).

What kind of “experience” did these false teachers
have? To use Peter’s vivid images, the pig was washed
on the outside, but remained a pig; the dog was
“cleaned up” on the inside, but remained a dog. The
pig looked better and the dog felt better, but neither one
had been changed. They each had the same old nature,
not a new one.

This explains why both animals returned to the old
life: it was part of their nature. A pig can stay clean only

a short time and then must head for the nearest mud-
hole. We do not condemn a pig for acting like a pig
because it has a pig’s nature. If we saw a sheep heading
for the mire, we would be concerned!

When I was a youngster, one of our neighbors
owned a scrubby black mutt with the imaginative
name of “Blackie.” He had the habit of eating what
dogs should not eat, and then regurgitating somewhere
in the neighborhood, usually on our sidewalk. But that
was not all. Blackie would then return to the scene of
the crime and start all over again! Apparently dogs have
been doing this for centuries, for Solomon mentioned
it in Proverbs 26:11, the text that Peter quoted.

Certainly the dog feels better after emptying his
stomach, but it is still a dog. “Having an experience” did
not change his nature. Quite the contrary, it only gave
further evidence of his “dog nature,” because he came
back and (just like a dog) lapped up his own vomit. It
is a disgusting picture, but that is exactly the response
Peter wanted to produce.

In my ministry, I have met people who have told
me about their “spiritual experiences,” but in their nar-
ratives I detected no evidence of a new nature. Like the
sow, some of them were cleaned up on the outside.
Like the dog, some of them were cleaned up temporar-
ily on the inside and actually felt better. But in no case
had they become “partakers of the divine nature” (2
Peter 1:4). They thought they were free from their
problems and sins, when really they were still in
bondage to an old sinful nature.

According to 2 Peter 2:20, these apostates “escaped
the pollutions of the world.” Pollution is defilement on
the outside. But true believers have “escaped the cor-
ruption that is in the world through [because of ] lust”
(2 Peter 1:4). Corruption is much deeper than defile-
ment on the outside: it is decay on the inside. True
believers have received a new nature, a divine nature,
and they have new and different appetites and desires.
They have been transformed from pigs and dogs into
sheep!

Imagine the disappointment of the person who
thinks he has been delivered, only to discover that, in
the end, he is in worse shape than when he started! The
apostates promise freedom, but all they can give is
bondage. True freedom must come from within; it has
to do with the inner nature of the person. Because the
true nature of a thing is the highest that it can become,
a pig and dog can never rise higher than sus scrofa and
cams familiaris.

I realize that there are some who believe that these
apostate teachers were true believers who, in turning
from the knowledge of Christ, forfeited their salvation.
Even a casual reading of 2 Peter 2 and Jude would con-
vince the impartial reader that these teachers never had
a true experience of salvation through faith in Jesus
Christ. Peter would never have compared them to
swine and dogs had they once been members of the
Lord’s true flock, nor would he have called them
“cursed children” (2 Peter 2:14). If they were true
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believers who had gone astray, it would have been
Peter’s responsibility to encourage his readers to rescue
these backsliders (James 5:19–20), but Peter did not
command them to do so. Instead, he condemned the
apostates in some of the most forceful language found
in the New Testament!

Now we better understand why this “freedom”
offered by these teachers is a false freedom, a “freedom”
that only leads to bondage. It is based on false prom-
ises, empty words that sound exciting but that have no
divine authority behind them. It is offered by false
Christians who were involved in a false experience.
From start to finish, this “freedom” is the product of
our adversary, the devil!

Now we can appreciate Peter’s admonition in 2
Peter 1:10—“Wherefore the rather, brethren, give dili-
gence to make your calling and election sure.” In other
words, “Has your spiritual experience been genuine?”
It is a startling fact that there are many people in our
churches who have never truly been born again, but
who are convinced that they are saved and going to
heaven! They have had “an experience,” and perhaps
look better (like the sow) and feel better (like the dog),
but they have not been made better as “partakers of the
divine nature.”

Perhaps Peter recalled Judas, one of the Twelve, who
was a tool of the devil and was never born again. Up to
the very end, the other disciples did not know the truth
about Judas and thought he was a spiritual man!

The apostates appear to have successful ministries,
but in the end, they are bound to fail.

The important thing is that you and I have the
assurance of a true experience with the Lord, and that
we have nothing to do with these counterfeit min-
istries, no matter how popular they may be.

Christ is “the truth” (John 14:6) and following Him
leads to freedom. The apostates are liars and following
them leads to bondage. There can be no middle
ground!

CHAPTER SIX
2 Peter 3:1–10
SCOFFING AT THE SCOFFERS

Everybody is ignorant,” said Will Rogers, “only on
different subjects.”

How true, and yet that is not the whole story
because there is more than one kind of ignorance.
Some people are ignorant because of lack of opportu-
nity to learn, or perhaps lack of ability to learn; others
are (to use Peter’s phrase in 2 Peter 3:5) “willingly …
ignorant.” “Not ignorance, but ignorance of ignorance,
is the death of knowledge,” said a famous philosopher,
and he is right.

Peter has dealt with the character and conduct of
the apostates in 2 Peter 2, and now he deals with their
false teaching. Peter affirmed the certainty of Christ’s

coming in glory (2 Peter 1:16ff.), a truth that the apos-
tates questioned and denied. In fact, they were
scoffing at the very idea of the return of the Lord, the
judgment of the world, and the establishment of a glo-
rious kingdom.

How important it is for us as Christians to under-
stand God’s truth! Today we are surrounded by
scoffers, people who refuse to take the Bible seriously
when it speaks about Christ’s return and the certainty
of judgment. In this paragraph, Peter admonished his
readers to understand three important facts about God
and the promise of Christ’s coming.

God’s Word Is True (3:1–4)
It is possible to have a pure and sincere mind and yet
have a bad memory! Peter wrote this second letter pri-
marily to awaken and arouse his readers (2 Peter
1:12–15). It is easy for Christians to “get accustomed
to God’s truth.” Eutychus went to sleep listening to
Paul preach (Acts 20:7–10)! Our heavenly Father sacri-
ficed so that we might have the truth of the Word and
the freedom to practice it, but too often we take this for
granted and become complacent. The church needs to
be aroused regularly lest the enemy find us asleep and
take advantage of our spiritual lethargy.

Because God’s Word is true, we must pay attention
to it and take its message seriously. New converts must
be taught the Word and established in the doctrines of
the faith, for new Christians are the apostate teacher’s
primary targets. But older Christians must also be
reminded of the importance of Bible doctrine and, in
particular, the doctrines that relate to the return of
Christ. Prophetic teaching must not lull us to sleep.
Rather, it must awaken us to live godly lives and to seek
to win the lost (Rom. 13:11–14).

What the Bible teaches about the day of the Lord
was not invented by the apostles. The prophets taught
it and so did our Lord Jesus Christ (2 Peter 3:2). Peter
emphasized the unity of the Word of God. When the
scoffers denied “the power and coming” of Jesus Christ,
they were denying the truth of the prophetic books, the
teaching of our Lord in the Gospels, and the writing of
the apostles! Like our Lord’s seamless garment, the
Scriptures cannot be cut apart without ruining the
whole.

As far back as the days of Enoch, God warned that
judgment was coming (Jude 14–15). Many of the
Hebrew prophets announced the day of the Lord and
warned that the world would be judged (Isa. 2:10–22;
13:6–16; Jer. 30:7; Dan. 12:1; Joel; Amos 5:18–20;
Zeph.; Zech. 12:1–14:3). This period of judgment is
also known as “the time of Jacob’s trouble” (Jer. 30:7)
and the tribulation.

Our Lord taught about this day of judgment in His
sermon on the Mount of Olives (Matt. 24—25). Paul
discussed it in 1 Thessalonians 5 and 2 Thessalonians
1—2. The apostle John described this terrible day in
Revelation 6—19. It will be a time when God’s wrath
will be poured out on the nations, and when Satan will
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be free to give vent to his anger and malice. It will cul-
minate with the return of Jesus Christ in glory and
victory.

While I do not make it a test of fellowship or spir-
ituality, I personally believe that the people of God will
be taken to heaven before this “great and terrible day”
dawns.

I think we should carefully distinguish the various
“days” mentioned in the Bible. “The day of the Lord”
is that day of judgment that climaxes with the return of
Christ to the earth. “The day of God” (2 Peter 3:12) is
the period when God’s people enjoy the new heavens
and the new earth, when all evil has been judged (1
Cor. 15:28). “The day of Christ” relates to the coming
of Christ for His church (1 Cor. 1:7–9; Phil. 1:10;
2:16).

Prophetic students seem to fall into three cate-
gories: those who believe the church will be raptured
(“caught up together,” 1 Thess. 4:13ff.) before the day
of the Lord; those who see this event taking place in the
middle of the day of the Lord, so that the church expe-
riences the first half of the tribulation; and those who
believe the church will be raptured when the Lord
returns at the tribulation’s close. There are good and
godly people in each group, and our differences of
interpretation must not create problems in fellowship
or in sharing Christian love.

Not only does the Word of God predict the com-
ing day of the Lord, but it also predicts the appearance
of the very scoffers who deny that Word! Their pres-
ence is proof that the Word they deny is the true Word
of God! We should not be surprised at the presence of
these apostate mockers (see Acts 20:28–31; 1 Tim. 4;
2 Tim. 3).

A scoffer is someone who treats lightly that which
ought to be taken seriously. The people in Noah’s day
scoffed at the idea of a judgment, and the citizens of
Sodom scoffed at the possibility of fire and brimstone
destroying their sinful city. If you have tried at all to
witness for Jesus Christ, you have no doubt met people
who scoff at the idea of hell or a future day of judgment
for this world.

Why do these apostates scoff? Because they want to
continue living in their sins. Peter made it clear that
false teachers cultivate “the lust of uncleanness” (2 Peter
2:10) and allure weak people by means of “the lusts of
the flesh” (2 Peter 2:18). If your lifestyle contradicts the
Word of God, you must either change your lifestyle or
change the Word of God. The apostates choose the lat-
ter approach, so they scoff at the doctrines of judgment
and the coming of the Lord.

What is their argument? The uniformity of the
world. “Nothing cataclysmic has happened in the
past,” they argue, “so there is no reason to believe it will
happen in the future.” They take the “scientific
approach” by examining evidence, applying reason,
and drawing a conclusion. The fact that they willfully
ignore a good deal of evidence does not seem to disturb
them.

The scientific approach works admirably in matters
that relate to the material universe, but you cannot take
Bible prophecy into a laboratory and treat it as though
it were another hypothesis. For that matter, the so-
called laws of science are really only educated
conclusions based on a limited number of experiments
and tests. These laws are generalizations, always subject
to change, because no scientist can perform an infinite
number of experiments to prove his claim. Nor can he
completely control all the factors involved in the exper-
iments and in his own thinking.

The Word of God is still “a light that shineth in a
dark [squalid] place” (2 Peter 1:19). We can trust it. No
matter what the scoffers may claim, God’s day of judg-
ment will come on the world, and Jesus Christ shall
return to establish His glorious kingdom.

God’s Work Is Consistent (3:5–7)
How did Peter refute the foolish argument of the apos-
tate scoffers? “God does not interrupt the operation of
His stable creation!” they argued. “The promise of
Christ’s coming is not true!” All Peter did was remind
them of what God had done in the past and thus prove
that His work is consistent throughout the ages. Peter
simply presented evidence that the false teachers delib-
erately ignored. It is amazing how so-called thinkers
(scientists, liberal theologians, philosophers) will be
selective and deliberately refuse to consider certain data.

Peter cited two events in history to prove his point:
the work of God at creation (2 Peter 3:5), and the flood
in Noah’s day (2 Peter 3:6).

God created the heavens and the earth by His word.
The phrase “and God said” occurs nine times in
Genesis 1. “For he spake, and it was done; he com-
manded, and it stood fast” (Ps. 33:9). Not only was
creation made by the word of God, but it was held
together by that same word. Kenneth Wuest translated
2 Peter 3:5 to bring out this subtle meaning: “For con-
cerning this they willfully forget that heavens existed
from ancient times, and land [standing] out of water,
and by means of water cohering by the word of God.”

Peter’s argument is obvious: the same God who cre-
ated the world by His word can also intervene in His
world and do whatever He wishes to do! It is His word
that made it and that holds it together, and His word is
all-powerful.

The second event Peter cited was Noah’s flood (2
Peter 3:6). He had already referred to the flood as an
illustration of divine judgment (2 Peter 2:5), so there
was no need to go into detail. The flood was a cata-
clysmic event; in fact, the Greek word translated
“overflowed” gives us our English word cataclysm. The
people living on earth had probably never seen a rain-
storm or the fountains of the deep broken up, but these
events happened just the same. Their “scientists” could
have argued as the scoffers argued, “Everything goes on
as it did from the beginning. Life is uniform, so noth-
ing unusual can happen.” But it happened!

God has the power to “break in” at any time and
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accomplish His will. He can send rain from heaven or
fire from heaven. “But our God is in the heavens: he
hath done whatsoever he hath pleased” (Ps. 115:3).

Having established the fact that God has in the past
“interrupted” the course of history, Peter was then
ready for his application in 2 Peter 2:7. The same word
that created and sustains the world is now holding it
together, stored with fire, being preserved and reserved
for that future day of judgment. God promised that
there would be no more floods to destroy the world
(Gen. 9:8–17). The next judgment will be a judgment
of fire.

The phrase “stored with fire” used by Kenneth
Wuest (“reserved unto fire” kjv) sounds very modern.
Modern atomic science has revealed that the elements
that make up the world are stored with power. There is
enough atomic energy in a glass of water to run a huge
ocean liner. Man has discovered this great power and,
as a result, the world seems to teeter on the brink of
atomic destruction. However, Peter seems to indicate
that man will not destroy the world by his sinful abuse
of atomic energy. It is God who will “push the button”
at the right time and burn up the old creation and all
the works of sinful man with it; then He will usher in
the new heavens and earth and reign in glory.

Everything in God’s original creation was good. It is
man’s sin that has turned a good creation into a groan-
ing creation (Rom. 8:18–22). God could not permit
sinful man to live in a perfect environment, so He had
to curse the ground because of man (Gen. 3:14–19).
Since that time, man has been busy polluting and
destroying God’s creation. For years, it appeared that
this exploitation would not cause too much trouble,
but now we are changing our minds. The balance of
nature has been upset; valuable resources have been
wasted; the supply of energy is running down; and civ-
ilization is facing a crisis. The prophets of doom today
are not only preachers and evangelists, but also sociol-
ogists, ecologists, and atomic scientists.

Peter proved his point: God is able to intervene in
the course of history. He did it in the past and He is
able to do it again. The day of the Lord that was prom-
ised by the prophets and apostles, as well as by Jesus
Christ, will come just as surely as the flood came in
Noah’s day and the fire and brimstone came to destroy
Sodom and Gomorrah.

But the scoffers had their argument ready: “Then
why the delay?” The promise of Christ’s coming and
the judgment of the world has been around for cen-
turies, and it is yet to be fulfilled. Has God changed
His mind? The world today is certainly ripe for judg-
ment! Thus, Peter’s third fact.

God’s Will Is Merciful (3:8–10)
Once again, Peter exposed the ignorance of the
scoffers. Not only were they ignorant of what God had
done in the past (2 Peter 3:5), but they were also igno-
rant of what God was like. They were making God in
their own image and ignoring the fact that God is eter-

nal. This means that He has neither beginning nor
ending. Man is immortal: he has a beginning but not
an ending. He will live forever either in heaven or hell.
But God is eternal, without beginning or ending, and
He dwells in eternity. Eternity is not just “extended
time.” Rather, it is existence above and apart from time.

Peter was certainly referring to Psalm 90:4—“For a
thousand years in thy sight are but as yesterday when it
is past, and as a watch in the night.” Isaac Watts used
Psalm 90 as the basis for the familiar hymn “O God,
Our Help in Ages Past.”

A thousand ages, in Thy sight 
Are like an evening gone; 
Short as the watch that ends the night, 
Before the rising sun.

Since a thousand years are as one day to the Lord,
we cannot accuse Him of delayed fulfillment of His
promises. In God’s sight, the whole universe is only a
few days old! He is not limited by time the way we are,
nor does He measure it according to man’s standards.
When you study the works of God, especially in the
Old Testament, you can see that He is never in a hurry,
but He is never late.

He could have created the entire universe in an
instant, yet He preferred to do it over a period of six
days. He could have delivered Israel from Egypt in a
moment, yet He preferred to invest eighty years in
training Moses. For that matter, He could have sent the
Savior much sooner, but He waited until “the fullness
of the time was come” (Gal. 4:4). While God works in
time, He is not limited by time.

To God, a thousand years is as one day, and one day
as a thousand years. God can accomplish in one day
what it would take others a millennium to accomplish!
He waits to work, but once He begins to work, He gets
things done!

The scoffers did not understand God’s eternality
nor did they understand His mercy. Why was God
delaying the return of Christ and the coming of the day
of the Lord? It was not because He was unable to act or
unwilling to act. He was not tardy or off schedule!
Nobody on earth has the right to decide when God
must act. God is sovereign in all things and does not
need prodding or even counsel from sinful man (Rom.
11:33–36).

God delays the coming of Christ and the great day
of fiery judgment because He is longsuffering and
wants to give lost sinners the opportunity to be saved.
“And account that the longsuffering of our Lord is sal-
vation” (2 Peter 3:15).

God’s “delay” is actually an indication that He has
a plan for this world and that He is working His plan.
There should be no question in anybody’s mind
whether God wants sinners to be saved. God “is not
willing that any should perish” (2 Peter 3:9). First
Timothy 2:4 affirms that God “will have all men to be
saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth.”
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These verses give both the negative and the positive,
and together they assure us that God has no pleasure in
the death of the wicked (Ezek. 18:23, 32; 33:11). He
shows His mercy to all (Rom. 11:32) even though not
all will be saved.

It is worth noting that God revealed this same long-
suffering in the years before the flood (1 Peter 3:20).
He saw the violence and wickedness of man and could
have judged the world immediately; yet He held back
His wrath and, instead, sent Noah as a “preacher of
righteousness.” In the case of Sodom and Gomorrah,
God patiently waited while Abraham interceded for the
cities, and He would have spared them had He found
ten righteous people in Sodom.

If God is longsuffering toward lost sinners, why did
Peter write, “The Lord … is longsuffering to us-ward”?
Who is meant by “us-ward”? It would appear that God
is longsuffering to His own people!

Perhaps Peter was using the word us in a general
way, meaning “mankind.” But it is more likely that he
was referring to his readers as the elect of God (1 Peter
1:2; 2 Peter 1:10). God is longsuffering toward lost sin-
ners because some of them will believe and become a
part of God’s elect people. We do not know who God’s
elect are among the unsaved people of the world, nor
are we supposed to know. Our task is to make our own
“calling and election sure” (2 Peter 1:10; cf. Luke
13:23–30). The fact that God has His elect people is an
encouragement to us to share the good news and seek
to win others to Christ.

God was even longsuffering toward the scoffers of
that day! They needed to repent and He was willing to
save them. This is the only place where Peter used the
word repentance in either of his letters, but that does
not minimize its importance. To repent simply means
“to change one’s mind.” It is not “regret,” which usu-
ally means “being sorry I got caught.” Nor is it
“remorse,” which is a hopeless attitude that can lead to
despair.

Repentance is a change of mind that results in an
action of the will. If the sinner honestly changes his
mind about sin, he will turn from it. If he sincerely
changes his mind about Jesus Christ, he will turn to
Him, trust Him, and be saved. “Repentance toward
God, and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts
20:21) is God’s formula for salvation.

The word translated “come” at the end of 2 Peter
3:9 carries the meaning of “make room for.” It is trans-
lated “contain” in John 2:6 and 21:25. The lost sinner
needs to “make room” for repentance in his heart by
putting away his pride and meekly receiving the Word
of God. Repentance is a gift from God (Acts 11:18; 2
Tim. 2:25), but the unbeliever must make room for the
gift.

As you review Peter’s arguments, you can see that
his evidence is irrefutable. He pointed out that the
scoffers willfully rejected evidence in order that they
might continue in their sins and scoffing. He proved
from the Scriptures that God has intervened in past

history and that He has the power to do it today. He
showed that the scoffers had a very low view of God’s
character because they thought He delayed in keeping
His promises just as men do. Finally, he explained that
God does not live in the realm of human time, and that
His so-called delay only gives more opportunity for lost
sinners to repent and be saved.

Having refuted their false claims, Peter then reaf-
firmed the certainty of the coming of the day of the
Lord. When will it come? Nobody knows when,
because it will come to the world “as a thief in the
night.” Our Lord used this phrase (Matt. 24:43; Luke
12:39) and so did the apostle Paul (1 Thess. 5:2ff ).
When the world is feeling secure, then God’s judgment
will fall. The thief does not warn his victims that he is
coming! “For when they shall say, Peace and safety;
then sudden destruction cometh upon them, as travail
upon a woman with child; and they shall not escape”
(1 Thess. 5:3).

We do not know when it will happen, but we are
told what will happen. Kenneth Wuest gave an accurate
and graphic translation of these words: “In which the
heavens with a rushing noise will be dissolved, and the
elements being scorched will be dissolved, and the
earth also and the works in it will be burned up” (2
Peter 3:10).

Many Bible students believe that Peter here
described the action of atomic energy being released by
God. The word translated “a great noise” in the King
James Version means “with a hissing and a crackling
sound.” When the atomic bomb was tested in the
Nevada desert, more than one reporter said that the
explosion gave forth “a whirring sound,” or a “crackling
sound.” The Greek word Peter used was commonly
used by the people for the whirring of a bird’s wings or
the hissing of a snake.

The word melt in 2 Peter 3:10 means “to disinte-
grate, to be dissolved.” It carries the idea of something
being broken down into its basic elements, and that is
what happens when atomic energy is released. “Heaven
and earth shall pass away,” said our Lord (Matt. 24:35),
and it appears that this may happen by the release of
the atomic power stored in the elements that make up
the world. The heavens and earth are “stored with fire”
(2 Peter 3:7 wuest), and only God can release it.

For this reason, I do not personally believe that
God will permit sinful men to engage in an earth-
destroying atomic war. He will, I believe, overrule the
ignorance and foolishness of men, including well-
meaning but unbelieving diplomats and politicians, so
that He alone will have the privilege of “pushing the
button” and dissolving the elements to make way for a
new heaven and a new earth. Peter no doubt had in
mind Old Testament passages such as Isaiah 13:10–11;
24:19; 34:4; and 64:1–4 when he wrote these words.
The first passage is especially emphatic that God will
bring judgment and not sinful man. “And I will punish
the world for their evil, and the wicked for their iniq-
uity,” says the Lord. It does not sound as though He
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will give this task to some nervous military leader or
some angry politician.

Of course, this great explosion and conflagration
will not touch the “heaven of heavens” where God
dwells. It will destroy the earth and the atmospheric
heavens around it, the universe as we know it; this will
make room for the new heavens and earth (2 Peter
3:13; Rev. 21:1ff.).

Man’s great works will also be burned up! All of the
things that man boasts about—his great cities, his great
buildings, his inventions, his achievements—will be
destroyed in a moment of time. When sinners stand
before the throne of God, they will have nothing to
point to as evidence of their greatness. It will all be
gone.

This is certainly a solemn truth, and we dare not
study it in cavalier fashion. In the remaining verses of
this letter, Peter will apply this truth to our daily living.
But it would be wise for us to pause now and consider:
where will I be when God destroys the world? Is what
I am living for only destined to go up in an atomic
cloud, to vanish forever? Or am I doing the will of God
so that my works will glorify Him forever?

Make your decision now—before it is too late.

CHAPTER SEVEN
2 Peter 3:11–18
BE DILIGENT!

The purpose of prophetic truth is not speculation
but motivation; thus Peter concluded his letter
with the kind of practical admonitions that all of us

must heed. It is unfortunate when people run from one
prophetic conference to another, filling their notebooks,
marking their Bibles, drawing their charts, and yet not
living their lives to the glory of God. In fact, some of the
saints battle each other more over prophetic interpreta-
tion than perhaps any other subject.

All true Christians believe that Jesus Christ is
coming again. They may differ in their views of
when certain promised events will occur, but they all
agree that He is returning as He promised.
Furthermore, all Christians agree that this faith in
future glory ought to motivate the church. As one
pastor said to me, “I have moved off the Planning
Committee and joined the Welcoming Committee!”
This does not mean that we should stop studying
prophecy, or that every opposing viewpoint is cor-
rect, which is an impossibility. But it does mean
that, whatever views we hold, they ought to make a
difference in our lives.

“Be diligent!” is the admonition that best summa-
rizes what Peter wrote in this closing paragraph. He
used this word before in 2 Peter 1: “Giving all dili-
gence, add to your faith” (2 Peter 1:5); “Give diligence
to make your calling and election sure” (2 Peter 1:10);
“Moreover I will endeavor [be diligent] that ye may be

able” (2 Peter 1:15). If we are going to be successful
Christians, we must learn to be diligent.

Peter gave three admonitions to encourage the read-
ers in Christian diligence in the light of our Lord’s
return.

Be Diligent to Live Godly Lives (3:11–14)
The key word in this paragraph is look. It means “to
await eagerly, to be expectant.” You find it in Luke 3:15
(“And as the people were in expectation”) and Acts 3:5
(“expecting to receive something of them”). It describes
an attitude of excitement and expectation as we wait
for the Lord’s return. Because we realize that the world
and its works will be dissolved, and that even the very
elements will be disintegrated, we fix our hope, not on
anything in this world, but only on the Lord Jesus
Christ.

Because we do not know the day or the hour of our
Lord’s return, we must constantly be ready. The
believer who starts to neglect the “blessed hope” (Titus
2:13) will gradually develop a cold heart, a worldly atti-
tude, and an unfaithful life (Luke 12:35–48). If he is
not careful, he may even become like the scoffers and
laugh at the promise of Christ’s coming.

This expectant attitude ought to make a difference
in our personal conduct (2 Peter 3:11). The word trans-
lated “manner” literally means “exotic, out of this
world, foreign.” Because we have “escaped the corrup-
tion that is in the world” (2 Peter 1:4), we must live
differently from the people in the world. To them, we
should behave like “foreigners.” Why? Because this
world is not our home! We are “strangers and pilgrims”
(1 Peter 2:11) headed for a better world, the eternal
city of God. Christians should be different, not odd.
When you are different, you attract people; when you
are odd, you repel them.

Our conduct should be characterized by holiness
and godliness. “But as he which hath called you is holy,
so be ye holy in all manner of conversation [behavior];
because it is written, ‘Be ye holy; for I am holy’” (1
Peter 1:15–16). The word holy means “to separate, to
cut off.” Israel was a “holy nation” because God called
the Jews out from among the Gentiles and kept them
separated. Christians are called out from the godless
world around them and are set apart for God alone.

The word godliness could be translated “piety.” It is
the same word we met in 2 Peter 1:6–7, “to worship
well.” It describes a person whose life is devoted to
pleasing God. It is possible to be separated from sin
positionally and yet not enjoy living for God person-
ally. In the Greek world, the word translated
“godliness” meant “respect and awe for the gods and
the world they made.” It is that attitude of reverence
that says with John the Baptist, “He must increase, but
I must decrease” (John 3:30).

Other New Testament writers also teach that an
eager expectancy of the Lord’s return ought to motivate
us to live pure lives (see Rom. 13:11–14; 2 Cor.
5:1–11; Phil. 3:17–21; 1 Thess. 5:1–11; Titus
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2:11–15; 1 John 2:28–3:3). However, it is not simply
knowing the doctrine in the mind that motivates the
life; it is having it in the heart, loving His appearing (2
Tim. 4:8).

Not only should this expectant attitude make a dif-
ference in our conduct, but it should also make a
difference in our witness. The phrase looking for and
hasting unto can be translated “looking for and hasten-
ing the coming of the day of God.” Peter affirmed that
it is possible for us to hasten the return of Jesus Christ.

The word translated “hasting unto” means “hasten”
in the other five places where it is used in the New
Testament. The shepherds “came with haste” (Luke
2:16). Jesus told Zaccheus to “make haste and come
down” and “he made haste and came down” (Luke
19:5–6). Paul “hasted … to be at Jerusalem” (Acts
20:16); and the Lord told Paul to “make haste and get
… out of Jerusalem” (Acts 22:18). To make this word
a synonym for “eager anticipation” is to have Peter
repeat himself in 2 Peter 2:12, for that is what the word
looking means.

There are two extremes in ministry that we must
avoid. One is the attitude that we are locked into God’s
sovereign plan in such a way that nothing we do will
make any difference. The other extreme is to think that
God cannot get anything done unless we do it! While
God’s sovereign decrees must never become an excuse
for laziness, neither must our plans and activities try to
take their place.

Perhaps two illustrations from Old Testament his-
tory will help us better understand the relationship
between God’s plans and man’s service. God delivered
Israel from Egypt and told the people He wanted to
put them into their inheritance, the land of Canaan.
But at Kadesh-Barnea all except Moses, Joshua, and
Caleb rebelled against God and refused to enter the
land (Num. 13—14). Did God force them to go in?
No. Instead, He had them wander in the wilderness for
the next forty years while the older generation died off.
He adjusted His plan to their response.

When Jonah preached to the people of Nineveh, his
message was clear: “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall
be overthrown” (Jonah 3:4)! It was God’s plan to
destroy the wicked city, but when the people repented,
from the king on down, God adjusted His plan and
spared the city. Neither God nor His basic principles
changed, but His application of those principles
changed. God responds when men repent.

How, then, can we as Christians hasten the coming
of the day of God? For one thing, we can pray as Jesus
taught us, “Thy kingdom come” (Matt. 6:10). It would
appear from Revelation 5:8 and 8:3–4 that the prayers
of God’s people are related in some way to the pouring
out of God’s wrath on the nations.

If God’s work today is calling out a people for His
name (Acts 15:14), then the sooner the church is com-
pleted, the sooner our Lord will return. There is a
suggestion of this truth in Acts 3:19–21. While
Matthew 24:14 relates primarily to the tribulation, the

principle is the same: man’s ministry cooperates with
God’s program so that promised events can take place.

There are mysteries here that our minds cannot
fully understand or explain, but the basic lesson is
clear: the same God who ordains the end also ordains
the means to the end, and we are a part of that means.
Our task is not to speculate but to serve.

Finally, this expectant attitude will make a differ-
ence when we meet Jesus Christ (2 Peter 3:14). It will
mean that He will greet us “in peace” and have no
charges against us so that we are “ashamed before him
at his coming” (1 John 2:28). The judgment seat of
Christ will be a serious event (2 Cor. 5:8–11) as we give
an account of our service to Him (Rom. 14:10–13). It
is better to meet Him “in peace” than for Him to fight
against us with His Word (Rev. 2:16)!

If we are diligent to watch for His return and to live
holy and godly lives, then we will not be afraid or
ashamed. We will meet Him “without spot and blame-
less.” Jesus Christ is “a lamb without blemish and
without spot” (1 Peter 1:19), and we should be careful
to follow His example. Peter had warned his readers
against the defilement that the apostates bring: “Spots
they are and blemishes” (2 Peter 2:13). The separated
Christian will not permit himself to be “spotted and
blemished” by the false teachers! He wants to meet his
Lord wearing pure garments.

How do we maintain this eager expectancy that leads
to holy living? By keeping “his promise” before our
hearts (2 Peter 3:13). The promise of His coming is the
light that shines in this dark world (2 Peter 1:19), and we
must be sure that “the day star” is aglow in our hearts
because we love His appearing.

Be Diligent to Win the Lost (3:15–16)
Second Peter 3:15 ties in with verse 9, where Peter
explained why the Lord had delayed fulfilling His
promise. God had every reason long ago to judge the
world and burn up its works, but in His mercy, He is
longsuffering with us, “not willing that any should per-
ish, but that all should come to repentance.” This is the
day of salvation, not the day of judgment.

Peter made reference to Paul’s writings, because it is
Paul, more than any other New Testament writer, who
explained God’s plan for mankind during this present
age. Especially in Romans and Ephesians, Paul
explained the relationship between Israel and the
church. He pointed out that God used the nation Israel
to prepare the way for the coming of the Savior. But
Israel rejected its King and asked to have Him cruci-
fied. Did this destroy God’s plan? Of course not! Today,
Israel is set aside nationally, but God is doing a won-
derful new thing: He is saving Jews and Gentiles, and
making them one in Christ in the church!

For centuries, if a Gentile wanted to be saved, he
had to come by way of Israel. This same attitude per-
sisted even in the early church (Acts 15). Paul made it
clear that both Jews and Gentiles stand condemned
before God and that both must be saved by faith in
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Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ, saved Jews and Gentiles
belong to the one body, the church. The church is a
“mystery” that was hidden in God’s counsels and later
revealed through the New Testament prophets and
apostles (see Eph. 3).

The Jewish nation was God’s great testimony to
law, but the church is His witness for grace (see Eph.
1—2). Law prepared the way for grace, and grace
enables us to fulfill the righteousness of the law (Rom.
8:1–5). This does not mean that there was no grace
under the old covenant or that new covenant believers
are lawless! Anyone who was saved under the adminis-
tration of law was saved by grace, through faith, as
Romans 4 and Hebrews 11 make clear.

Now, unlearned and unstable people have a diffi-
cult time understanding Paul’s teachings. Even some
learned and stable people who have spiritual discern-
ment can find themselves floundering in great passages
like Romans 9—11! Some Bible students, in their
attempt to “harmonize” seeming contradictions (law
and grace, Israel and the church, faith and works) twist
the Scriptures and try to make them teach what is
really not there. The Greek word translated “wrest”
means “to torture on the rack, to distort and pervert.”

Even in Paul’s day, there were those who twisted his
words and tried to defend their ignorance. They
accused Paul of teaching that, since we are saved by
grace, it makes no difference how we live! It was “slan-
derously reported” that Paul taught, “Let us do evil that
good may come” (Rom. 3:8; cf. Rom. 6:1ff ). Others
accused Paul of being against the law because he taught
the equality of Jews and Gentiles in the church (Gal.
3:28) and their liberty in Christ.

Most heresies are the perversion of some funda-
mental doctrine of the Bible. False teachers take verses
out of context, twist the Scriptures, and manufacture
doctrines that are contrary to the Word of God. Peter
probably had the false teachers in mind, but the warn-
ing is good for all of us. We must accept the teaching
of the Scriptures and not try to make them say what we
want them to say.

Note that Peter classified Paul’s letters as Scripture,
that is, the inspired Word of God. Not only did the
teaching of the apostles agree with that of the prophets
and our Lord (2 Peter 3:2), but the apostles also agreed
with each other. Some liberal scholars try to prove that
the apostles’ doctrine was different from that of Jesus
Christ, or that Peter and Paul were at variance with
each other. The recipients of Peter’s second letter had
also read some of Paul’s epistles, and Peter assured them
that there was agreement.

What happens to people who blindly twist the
Scriptures? They do it “unto their own destruction.”
Peter was not writing about Christians who have a dif-
ficult time interpreting the Word of God, because
nobody understands all of the Bible perfectly. He was
describing the false teachers who “tortured” the Word of
God in order to prove their false doctrines. I once lis-
tened to a cultist “explain” why the group’s leader was

the “new Messiah” by manipulating the “weeks” in
Daniel 9:23–27. He twisted the prophecy unmercifully!

The word destruction is repeated often in this letter
(2 Peter 2:1–3; 3:7, 16). In the King James Version it is
translated “damnable,” “pernicious,” and “perdition,”
as well as “destruction.” It means the rejection of eter-
nal life, which results in eternal death.

Since this is the day of salvation, we must be dili-
gent to do all we can to win the lost. We do not know
how long the Lord will be “longsuffering” toward this
evil world. We must not presume on His grace. We
must understand what the Bible teaches about God’s
program for this present age, and we must be moti-
vated by a love for the lost (2 Cor. 5:14) and a desire to
be pleasing to Him when He returns.

The false teachers are multiplying and their perni-
cious doctrines are infecting the church. God needs
separated men and women who will resist them, live
godly lives, and bear witness of the saving grace of Jesus
Christ. The time is short!

Be Diligent to Grow Spiritually (3:17–18)
There are four “beloved” statements in 2 Peter 3 that
summarize what Peter wanted to get across as he
brought his second letter to a close.

“Beloved … be mindful” (3:1–2). 
“Beloved, be not ignorant” (3:8).
“Beloved … be diligent” (3:14). 
“Beloved … beware” (3:17).

The word translated “beware” means “be constantly
guarding yourself.” Peter’s readers knew the truth, but
he warned them that knowledge alone was not suffi-
cient protection. They had to be on their guard; they
had to be alert. It is easy for people who have a knowl-
edge of the Bible to grow overconfident and to forget
the warning, “Wherefore let him that thinketh he
standeth take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12).

What special danger did Peter see? That the true
believers would be “led away together with the error of
the wicked” (literal translation). He is warning us against
breaking down the walls of separation that must stand
between the true believers and the false teachers. There
can be no communion between truth and error. The
apostates “live in error” (2 Peter 2:18), while true believ-
ers live in the sphere of the truth (2 John 1–2).

The word wicked (2 Peter 3:17) means “the law-
less.” Peter’s description of the apostates in 2 Peter 2
reveals how lawless they are. They even speak evil of the
authorities that seek to enforce God’s law in this world
(2 Peter 2:10–11)! They promise their converts free-
dom (2 Peter 2:19), but that freedom turns out to be
lawlessness.

True Christians cannot fall from salvation and be
lost, but they can fall from their own “steadfastness.”
What was this steadfastness? Being “established in the
present truth” (2 Peter 1:12). The stability of the
Christian comes from his faith in the Word of God, his
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knowledge of that Word, and his ability to use that
Word in the practical decisions of life.

One of the great tragedies of evangelism is bringing
“spiritual babies” into the world and then failing to
feed them, nurture them, and help them develop. The
apostates prey on young believers who have “very
recently escaped” from the ways of error (2 Peter 2:18).
New believers need to be taught the basic doctrines of
the Word of God; otherwise, they will be in danger of
being “led away with the error of the lawless.”

How can we as believers maintain our steadfastness
and avoid being among the “unstable souls” who are
easily beguiled and led astray? By growing spiritually.
“But be constantly growing” is the literal translation.
We should not grow “in spurts,” but in a constant
experience of development.

We must grow “in grace.” This has to do with
Christian character traits, the very things Peter wrote
about in 2 Peter 1:5–7, and that Paul wrote about in
Galatians 5:22–23. We were saved by grace (Eph.
2:8–9), but grace does not end there! We must also be
strengthened by grace (2 Tim. 2:1–4). God’s grace can
enable us to endure suffering (2 Cor. 12:7–10). His
grace also helps us to give when giving is difficult (2 Cor.
8:1ff.) and to sing when singing is difficult (Col. 3:16).

Our God is “the God of all grace” (1 Peter 5:10),
who “giveth grace unto the humble” (James 4:6). As we
study His Word, we learn about the various aspects of
grace that are available to us as children of God. We are
stewards of “the manifold grace of God” (1 Peter 4:10).
There is grace for every situation and every challenge of
life. “But by the grace of God I am what I am,” wrote
Paul (1 Cor. 15:10), and that should be our testimony
as well.

Growing in grace often means experiencing trials
and even suffering. We never really experience the
grace of God until we are at the end of our own
resources. The lessons learned in the “school of grace”
are always costly lessons, but they are worth it. To grow
in grace means to become more like the Lord Jesus
Christ, from whom we receive all the grace that we
need (John 1:16).

We must also grow in knowledge. How easy it is to
grow in knowledge but not in grace! All of us know far
more of the Bible than we really live. Knowledge with-
out grace is a terrible weapon, and grace without
knowledge can be very shallow. But when we combine
grace and knowledge, we have a marvelous tool for
building our lives and for building the church.

But note that we are challenged to grow, not just in
knowledge of the Bible, as good as that is, but “in the
knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” It is
one thing to “know the Bible,” and quite another thing
to know the Son of God, the central theme of the
Bible. The better we know Christ through the Word,
the more we grow in grace; the more we grow in grace,
the better we understand the Word of God.

So, the separated Christian must constantly be
guarding himself, lest he be led away into error; he also

must be constantly growing in grace and knowledge.
This requires diligence! It demands discipline and pri-
orities. Nobody automatically drifts into spiritual
growth and stability, but anybody can drift out of ded-
ication and growth. “For this reason we must pay much
closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift
away from it” (Heb. 2:1 nasb). Just as the boat needs
the anchor, so the Christian needs the Word of God.

Physical growth and spiritual growth follow pretty
much the same pattern. To begin with, we grow from
the inside out. “As newborn babes” is the way Peter
illustrated it (1 Peter 2:2). The child of God is born
with everything he needs for growth and service (2
Peter 1:3). All he needs is the spiritual food and exer-
cise that will enable him to develop. He needs to keep
clean. We grow by nutrition, not by addition!

We grow best in a loving family, and this is where
the local church comes in. A baby needs a family for
protection, provision, and affection. Tests prove that
babies who are raised alone, without special love, tend
to develop physical and emotional problems very early.
The church is God’s “nursery” for the care and feeding
of Christians, the God-ordained environment that
encourages them to grow.

It is important that we grow in a balanced way. The
human body grows in a balanced way with the various
limbs working together; likewise the “spiritual man”
must grow in a balanced way. We must grow in grace
and knowledge (2 Peter 3:18), for example. We must
keep a balance between worship and service, between
faith and works. A balanced diet of the whole Word of
God helps us to maintain a balanced life.

It is the Holy Spirit of God who empowers and
enables us to keep things in balance. Before Peter was
filled with the Spirit, he was repeatedly going to
extremes. He would bear witness to Christ one minute
and then try to argue with the Lord the next (Matt.
16:13–23)! He refused to allow Jesus to wash his feet,
and then he wanted to be washed all over (John
13:6–10)! He promised to defend the Lord and even
die with Him, yet he did not have the courage to own
the Lord before a little servant girl! But when he was
filled with the Spirit, Peter began to live a balanced life
that avoided impulsive extremes.

What is the result of spiritual growth? Glory to
God! “To Him be glory both now and forever.” It glo-
rifies Jesus Christ when we keep ourselves separated
from sin and error. It glorifies Him when we grow in
grace and knowledge, for then we become more like
Him (Rom. 8:29). In his life and even in his death,
Peter glorified God (John 21:18–19).

As you review this important epistle, you cannot
help but be struck by the urgency of the message. The
apostates are here! They are busy! They are seducing
immature Christians! We must be guarding, growing,
and glorifying the Lord, making the most of every
opportunity to win the lost and strengthen the saved.

Be diligent! The ministry you save may be your
own!
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I. INTRODUCTION (1:1–4)
CHAPTER ONE
1 John 1:1–4

IT’S REAL!

Once upon a time.…” Remember how exciting
those words used to be? They were the open door
into an exciting world of make-believe, a dream-

world that helped you forget all the problems of
childhood.

Then—pow! You turned a corner one day, and
“Once upon a time” became kid stuff. You discovered
that life is a battleground, not a playground, and fairy
stories were no longer meaningful. You wanted some-
thing real.

The search for something real is not new. It has
been going on since the beginning of history. Men have
looked for reality and satisfaction in wealth, thrills,
conquest, power, learning, and even in religion.

There is nothing really wrong with these experi-
ences, except that by themselves they never really
satisfy. Wanting something real and finding something
real are two different things. Like a child eating cotton
candy at the circus, many people who expect to bite
into something real end up with a mouthful of noth-
ing. They waste priceless years on empty substitutes for
reality.

This is where the apostle John’s first epistle comes
in. Written centuries ago, this letter deals with a theme
that is forever up-to-date: the life that is real.

John had discovered that satisfying reality is not to
be found in things or thrills, but in a Person—Jesus
Christ, the Son of God. Without wasting any time, he
told us about this “living reality” in the first paragraph
of his letter.

As you read 1 John 1:1–4, you learn three vital facts
about the life that is real.

This Life Is Revealed (1:1)
As you read John’s letter, you will discover that he
enjoyed using certain words and that the word manifest
is one of them. “And the life was manifested” (1 John
1:2), he said. This life was not hidden so that we have
to search for it and find it. No, it was manifested—
revealed openly!

If you were God, how would you go about reveal-
ing yourself to men? How could you tell them about,
and give them, the kind of life you wanted them to
enjoy?

God has revealed Himself in creation (Rom. 1:20),
but creation alone could never tell us the story of God’s
love. God has also revealed Himself much more fully in
His Word, the Bible. But God’s final and most com-
plete revelation is in His Son, Jesus Christ. Jesus said,
“He that hath seen me hath seen the Father” (John
14:9).

Because Jesus is God’s revelation of Himself, He has
a very special name: “The Word of life” (1 John 1:1).

This same title opens John’s gospel: “In the begin-
ning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God” (John 1:1).

Why does Jesus Christ have this name? Because
Christ is to us what our words are to others. Our words
reveal to others just what we think and how we feel.
Christ reveals to us the mind and heart of God. He is
the living means of communication between God and
men. To know Jesus Christ is to know God!

John made no mistake in his identification of Jesus
Christ. Jesus is the Son of the Father—the Son of God
(1 John 1:3). John warned us several times in his letter
not to listen to the false teachers who tell lies about
Jesus Christ. “Who is a liar but he that denieth that
Jesus is the Christ?” (1 John 2:22). “Every spirit that
confessed that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of
God; and every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus
Christ is come in the flesh is not of God” (1 John
4:2–3). If a man is wrong about Jesus Christ, he is
wrong about God, because Jesus Christ is the final and
complete revelation of God to men.

For example, there are those who tell us that Jesus
was a man but was not God. John had no place for
such teachers! One of the last things he wrote in this
letter is “We are in him that is true, even in his Son
Jesus Christ This is the true God, and eternal life” (1
John 5:20).

False teaching is so serious a matter that John wrote
about it in his second letter too, warning believers not
to invite false teachers into their homes (2 John 9–10).
And he made it plain that to deny that Jesus is God is
to follow the lies of Antichrist (1 John 2:22–23).

This leads to a basic Bible doctrine that has puzzled
many people—the doctrine of the Trinity.

John mentioned in his letter the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit. For example, he said, “By this
know ye the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesseth
that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God” (1 John
4:2, Scofield). Here are references in one verse to God
the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. And
in 1 John 4:13–15 is another statement that mentions
the three Persons of the Trinity.

The word trinity is a combination of tri-, meaning
“three,” and unity, meaning “one.” A “trinity,” then, is
a three-in-one, or one-in-three. To be sure, the word
trinity is not found in the Bible, but the truth is taught
there (cf. also Matt. 28:19–20; John 14:16–17, 26; 2
Cor. 13:14; Eph. 4:4–6).

Christians do not believe that there are three gods.
They believe that one God exists in three Persons—
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Nor do Christians believe
merely that one God reveals Himself in three different
ways, much as one man may be a husband, a father,
and a son. No, the Bible teaches that God is one but
that He exists in three Persons.

One teacher of doctrine used to say, “Try to explain
the Trinity and you may lose your mind. But try to
explain it away and you will lose your soul!” And the
apostle John says, “Whoever denies the Son does not
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have the Father” (1 John 2:23 nasb). No Person of the
Trinity is expendable!

As you read the gospel records of the life of Jesus,
you see the wonderful kind of life God wants us to
enjoy. But it is not by imitating Jesus, our Example,
that we may share in this life. No, there is a far better
way.

This Life Is Experienced (1:2)
Read the first four verses of John’s letter again, and you
will notice that the apostle had a personal encounter
with Jesus Christ. His was no secondhand “religious
experience” inherited from somebody else or discov-
ered in a book! No, John knew Jesus Christ
face-to-face. He and the other apostles heard Jesus
speak. They watched Him as He lived with them. In
fact, they studied Him carefully, and even touched His
body. They knew that Jesus was real—not a phantom,
not a vision, but God in human corporeal form.

Some twenty-first-century student may say, “Yes,
and this means that John had an advantage. He lived
when Jesus walked on earth. He knew Jesus personally.
But I was born twenty centuries too late!”

But this is where our student is wrong! It was not
the apostles’ physical nearness to Jesus Christ that
made them what they were. It was their spiritual near-
ness. They had committed themselves to Him as their
Savior and their Lord. Jesus Christ was real and excit-
ing to John and his colleagues because they had trusted
Him. By trusting Christ, they had experienced eternal
life!

Six times in this letter John used the phrase “born
of God.” This was not an idea John had invented; he
had heard Jesus use these words. “Except a man be
born again,” Jesus had said, “he cannot see the king-
dom of God.… That which is born of the flesh is flesh;
and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Marvel not
that I said unto thee, Ye must be born again” (John 3:3,
6–7). We can experience this “real life” only after we
have believed the gospel, put our trust in Christ, and
been “born of God.”

“Whosoever believeth that Jesus is the Christ is
born of God” (1 John 5:1). Eternal life is not some-
thing we earn by good works or deserve because of
good character. Eternal life, the life that is real, is a gift
from God to those who trust His Son as their Savior.

John wrote his gospel to tell people how to receive
this wonderful life (John 20:31). He wrote his first let-
ter to tell people how to be sure they have really been
born of God (1 John 5:9–13).

A college student returned to the campus after
going home for a family funeral, and almost at once his
grades began to go down. His counselor thought that
the death of his grandmother had affected the boy and
that time would heal the wound, but the grades only
became worse. Finally the boy confessed the real prob-
lem. While he was home, he happened to look into his
grandmother’s old Bible, and there he discovered in the
family record that he was an adopted son.

“I don’t know who I belong to,” he told his coun-
selor. “I don’t know where I came from!”

The assurance that we are in God’s family—that we
have been “born of God”—is vitally important to all of
us. Certain characteristics are true of all God’s children.
A person who is born of God lives a righteous life (1
John 2:29). A child of God does not practice sin
(which is the meaning of the King James word commit,
1 John 3:9). A believer will occasionally commit sin (cf.
1 John 1:8—2:2), but he will not make it a habit to sin.

God’s children also love each other and their heav-
enly Father (cf. 1 John 4:7; 5:1). They have no love for
the world system around them (1 John 2:15–17), and
because of this the world hates them (1 John 3:13).
Instead of being overcome by the pressures of this
world and swept off balance, the children of God over-
come the world (1 John 5:4). This is another mark of
true children of God.

Why is it so important that we know that we have
been born of God? John gives us the answer: if you are
not a child of God, you a “child of wrath” (Eph. 2:1–3)
and may become a “child of the devil” (1 John 3:10;
and see Matt: 13:24–30, 36–43). A “child of the devil”
is a counterfeit Christian who acts “saved” but has not
been born again. Jesus called the Pharisees “children of
the devil” (John 8:44) and they were very religious.

A counterfeit Christian—and they are common—
is something like a counterfeit ten-dollar bill.

Suppose you have a counterfeit bill and actually
think it is genuine. You use it to pay for a tank of gas.
The gas station manager uses the bill to buy supplies.
The supplier uses the bill to pay the grocer. The grocer
bundles the bill up with forty-nine other ten-dollar
bills and takes it to the bank. And the teller says, “I’m
sorry, but this bill is a counterfeit.”

That ten-dollar bill may have done a lot of good
while it was in circulation, but when it arrived at the
bank it was exposed for what it really was and put out
of circulation.

So with a counterfeit Christian. He may do many
good things in this life, but when he faces the final
judgment he will be rejected. “Many will say to me in
that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy
name? And in thy name have cast out demons? And in
thy name done many wonderful works? And then will
I profess unto them, I never knew you; depart from
me, ye that work iniquity” (Matt. 7:22–23 srb).

Each of us must ask himself honestly, “Am I a true
child of God or am I a counterfeit Christian? Have I
truly been born of God?”

If you have not experienced eternal life, this real
life, you can experience it right now! Read 1 John
5:9–15 carefully. God has “gone on record” in His
Word. He offers you the gift of eternal life. Believe His
promise and ask Him for His gift. “For whosoever shall
call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Rom.
10:13).

We have discovered two important facts about “the
life that is real”: it is revealed in Jesus Christ, and it is
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experienced when we put our trust in Him as our
Savior. But John did not stop here!

This Life Is Shared (1:3–4)
“That which we have seen and heard declare we unto
you” (1 John 1:3). And once you have experienced this
exciting life that is real, you will want to share it with
other people, just as John wanted to “declare” it to all
his readers in the first century.

A pastor had a phone call from an angry woman. “I
have received a piece of religious literature from your
church,” she shouted, “and I resent your using the
mails to upset people!”

“What was so upsetting about a piece of mail from
a church?” the pastor asked calmly.

“You have no right to try to change my religion!”
the woman stormed. “You have your religion and I
have mine, and I’m not trying to change yours!” (She
really was, but the pastor didn’t argue with her.)

“Changing your religion, or anybody else’s religion,
is not our purpose,” the pastor explained. “But we have
experienced a wonderful new life through faith in
Christ, and we want to do all we can to share it with
others.”

Many people (including some Christians) have the
idea that “witnessing” means wrangling over the differ-
ences in religious beliefs or sitting down and
comparing churches.

That isn’t what John had in mind! He told us that
witnessing means sharing our spiritual experiences with
others—both by the lives that we live and by the words
that we speak.

John wrote this letter to share Christ with us. As
you read it, you will discover that John had in mind
five purposes for sharing.

That we may have fellowship (v. 3). This word
fellowship is an important one in the vocabulary of
a Christian. It simply means “to have in common.”
As sinners, men have nothing in common with the
holy God. But God in His grace sent Christ to have
something in common with men. Christ took on
Himself a human body and became a man. Then He
went to the cross and took on that body the sins of
the world (1 Peter 2:24). Because He paid the price
for our sins, the way is open for God to forgive us
and take us into His family. When we trust Christ,
we become “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter
1:4). The term translated “partakers” in Peter’s epis-
tle is from the same Greek root that is translated
“fellowship” in 1 John 1:3.

What a thrilling miracle! Jesus Christ took on
Himself the nature of man that by faith we may receive
the very nature of God! A famous British writer was
leaving Liverpool by ship. He noticed that the other
passengers were waving to friends on the dock. He
rushed down to the dock and stopped a little boy.
“Would you wave to me if I paid you?” he asked the
lad, and of course the boy agreed. The writer rushed
back on board and leaned over the rail, glad for some-

one to wave to. And sure enough, there was the boy
waving back to him!

A foolish story? Perhaps—but it reminds us that
man hates loneliness. All of us want to be wanted. The
life that is real helps to solve the basic problem of lone-
liness, for Christians have genuine fellowship with God
and with one another. Jesus promised, “Lo, I am with
you always” (Matt. 28:20). In his letter, John explained
the secret of fellowship with God and with other
Christians. This is the first purpose John mentioned for
the writing of his letter— the sharing of his experience
of eternal life.

That we may have joy (v. 4). Fellowship is Christ’s
answer to the loneliness of life. Joy is His answer to the
emptiness, the hollowness, of life.

John, in his epistle, used the word joy only once,
but the idea of joy runs through the entire letter. Joy is
not something that we manufacture for ourselves; joy is
a wonderful by-product of our fellowship with God.
David knew the joy that John mentioned; he said, “In
thy presence is fullness of joy” (Ps. 16:11).

Basically, sin is the cause of the unhappiness that
overwhelms our world today. Sin promises joy, but it
always produces sorrow. The pleasures of sin are tem-
porary—they are only for a season (Heb. 11:25). God’s
pleasures last eternally—they are forevermore (Ps.
16:11).

The life that is real produces a joy that is real—not
some limp substitute. Jesus said, the night before He
was crucified, “Your joy no man taketh from you”
(John 16:22). “These things have I spoken unto you,
that my joy might remain in you, and that your joy
might be full” (John 15:11).

Karl Marx wrote, “The first requisite for the peo-
ple’s happiness is the abolition of religion.” But the
apostle John wrote, in effect, “Faith in Jesus Christ
gives you a joy that can never be duplicated by the
world. I have experienced this joy myself, and I want to
share it with you.”

That we may not sin (2:1). John faced the prob-
lem of sin squarely (cf. 1 John 3:4–9, for example) and
announced the only answer to this enigma—the person
and work of Jesus Christ. Christ not only died for us to
carry the penalty of our sins, but rose from the dead in
order to intercede for us at the throne of God: “If any
man sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus
Christ the righteous” (1 John 2:1).

Christ is our Representative. He defends us at the
Father’s throne. Satan may stand there as the accuser of
the brethren (Zech. 3; Rev. 12:10), but Christ stands
there as our Advocate—He pleads on our behalf!
Continuing forgiveness, in response to His interces-
sion, is God’s answer to our sinfulness.

“I would like to become a Christian,” an interested
woman said to a visiting pastor, “but I’m afraid I can’t
hold out. I’m sure to sin again!”

Turning to 1 John 1, the pastor said, “No doubt
you will sin again, because God says, ‘If we say that
we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is
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not in us’ (1 John 1:8). But if you do sin, God will
forgive you if you will confess your sin to Him. But
it isn’t necessary for Christians to sin. As we walk in
fellowship with God and in obedience to His Word,
He gives us ability to resist and to have victory over
temptation.”

Then the pastor remembered that the woman had
gone through surgery some months before.

“When you had your surgery,” he asked, “was there
a possibility of complications or problems afterward?”

“Oh, yes,” she replied. “But whenever I had a prob-
lem, I went to see the doctor and he took care of it.”

Then the truth hit her! “I see it!” she exclaimed.
“Christ is always available to keep me out of sin or to
forgive my sin!”

The life that is real is a life of victory. In this letter,
John told us how to draw on our divine resources to
experience victory over temptation and sin.

That we may not be deceived (2:26). As never
before, Christians today need ability to distinguish
between right and wrong, between truth and error. The
notion is widespread in our generation that there are
no “absolutes”—that nothing is always wrong and that
nothing is always right. False doctrines, therefore, are
more prevalent than at any time in history—and most
men and women seem to be willing to accept almost
any teaching except the truths of the Bible.

In John’s epistles is a word that no other New
Testament writer uses—antichrist (1 John 2:18, 22;
4:3; 2 John 7). That prefix anti- has two meanings:
“against” and “instead of.” There are in this world
teachers of lies who are opposed to Christ, and their
method of “seducing” people is to use lies. They offer a
substitute Christ, a substitute salvation, and a substi-
tute Bible. They want to give you something instead of
the real Word of God and real eternal life.

Christ is the Truth (John 14:6), but Satan is the liar
(John 8:44). The devil leads people astray—not neces-
sarily with gross sensual sins, but with half-truths and
outright lies. He began his career by seducing man in
the garden of Eden. He asked Eve, “Yea, hath God
said?” Even then, he did not appear to her in his true
nature, but masqueraded as a beautiful creature (cf. 2
Cor. 11:13–15).

Satan today often spreads his lies even through reli-
gious groups! Not every man standing in a pulpit is
preaching the truth of the Word of God. False preach-
ers and false religious teachers have always been among
the devil’s favorite and most effective tools.

How can Christians today detect Satan’s lies? How
can they identify false teachers? How can they grow in
their own knowledge of the truth so that they will not
be victims of false doctrines?

John answered these questions. The life that is real
is characterized by discernment.

The Holy Spirit, referred to by John as “the
anointing … ye have received of Him” (1 John 2:27),
is Christ’s answer to our need for discernment. The
Spirit is our Teacher; it is He who enables us to detect

truth and error and to remain (“abide”) in Christ. He
is our protection against ignorance, deception, and
untruth.

The discernment of false doctrines and of false
teachers will come to our attention again.

That we may know we are saved (5:13). We
have already touched on this truth, but it is so
important that it bears repeating. The life that is real
is not built on the empty hopes—or wishes—based
on human supposings. It is built on assurance. In
fact, as you read John’s letter you encounter the word
know more than thirty times. No Christian, if he is
asked whether or not he is going to heaven, needs to
say “I hope so” or “I think so.” He need have no
doubt whatever.

The life that is real is such a free and exciting life
because it is based on knowledge of solid facts. “Ye shall
know the truth, and the truth shall make you free,”
promised Jesus (John 8:32). “We have not followed
cunningly devised fables” (2 Peter 1:16) was the testi-
mony of Jesus’ disciples. These men, almost all of
whom died for their faith, did not give their lives for a
clever hoax of their own devising, as some critics of
Christianity fatuously assert. They knew what they had
seen!

Years ago a traveling entertainer billed himself as
“The Human Fly.” He would climb up the sides of
buildings or monuments without the aid of ropes or
the protection of nets. Usually the whole neighbor-
hood would turn out to watch him.

During one performance, the Human Fly came to
a point on the wall of the building and paused as
though he didn’t know what to do next. Then he
reached with his right arm to take hold of a piece of
mortar to lift himself higher. But instead of moving
higher, he fell back with a scream and was killed on the
pavement below.

When the police opened his right hand, it did not
contain a piece of mortar. It contained a handful of
dirty cobwebs! The Fly had tried to climb on cobwebs,
and it just didn’t work.

Jesus warned against such false assurance in the
passage that we have already quoted. Many who pro-
fess to be Christians will be rejected in the day of
God’s judgment.

John was saying in his letter, “I want you to be sure
that you have eternal life.”

As you read this fascinating letter, you will discover
that John frequently repeated himself. He wove three
themes in and out of these chapters: obedience, love,
and truth. In 1 John 1 and 2, the apostle emphasized
fellowship, and he told us that the conditions for fel-
lowship are obedience (1 John 1:5–2:6), love (1 John
2:7–17), and truth (1 John 2:18–29).

In the latter half of his letter, John dealt primarily
with sonship—our being “born of God.” How can a
person really know he is a child of God? Well, said
John, sonship is revealed by obedience (1 John 3), love
(1 John 4), and truth (1 John 5).
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II. THE TESTS OF TRUE FELLOWSHIP: GOD IS
LIGHT (1:5—2:29)

A.Obedience—1:5—2:6 (“saying” vs. “doing”) 

Obedience—love—truth. Why did John use these
particular tests of fellowship and sonship? For a very
practical reason.

When God made us, He made us in His own image
(Gen. 1:26–27). This means that we have a personality
patterned after God’s. We have a mind to think with, a
heart to feel with, and a will with which to make deci-
sions. We sometimes refer to these aspects of our
personality as intellect, emotion, and will.

The life that is real must involve all the elements of
the personality.

Most people are dissatisfied today because their
total personality has never been controlled by some-
thing real and meaningful. When a person is born of
God through faith in Christ, God’s Spirit comes into
his life to live there forever. As he has fellowship with
God in reading and studying the Bible and in prayer,
the Holy Spirit is able to control his mind, heart, and
will. And what happens then?

A Spirit-controlled mind knows and understands
truth.

A Spirit-controlled heart feels love.
A Spirit-controlled will inclines us to obedience.
John wanted to impress this fact on us, and that is

why he used a series of contrasts in his letter: truth vs.
lies, love vs. hatred, and obedience vs. disobedience.

There is no middle ground in the life that is real.
We must be on one side or on the other.

This, then, is the life that is real. It was revealed in
Christ; it was experienced by those who trusted in
Christ; and it can be shared today.

This life begins with sonship and continues in fel-
lowship. First we are born of God; then we walk (live)
with God.

This means that there are two kinds of people who
cannot enter into the joy and victory about which we
are thinking: those who have never been born of God
and those who, though saved, are out of fellowship
with God.

It would be a wise thing for us to take inventory
spiritually (cf. 2 Cor. 13:5) to see whether or not we
qualify to enjoy the spiritual experience with which
John’s letter deals.

We have already emphasized the importance of
being born of God, but if you have any doubts or ques-
tions, a review of Fact 2 might be beneficial.

If a true believer is out of fellowship with God, it is
usually for one of three reasons:

1. He has disobeyed God’s will.
2. He is not getting along with fellow believers.
3. He believes a lie and therefore is living a lie.
Even a Christian can be mistaken in his under-

standing of truth. That’s why John warned us, “Little
children, let no man deceive you” (1 John 3:7).

These three reasons parallel John’s three important
themes: obedience, love, and truth. Once a believer dis-
covers why he is out of fellowship with God, he should
confess that sin (or those sins) to the Lord and claim
His full forgiveness (1 John 1:9—2:2). A believer can

never have joyful fellowship with the Lord if sin stands
between them.

God’s invitation to us today is “Come and enjoy fel-
lowship with Me and with each other! Come and share
the life that is real!”

CHAPTER TWO
1 John 1:5—2:6
WALKING AND TALKING

Every form of life has its enemies. Insects have to
watch out for hungry birds, and birds must keep
an eye on hungry cats and dogs. Even human

beings have to dodge automobiles and fight off germs.
The life that is real also has an enemy, and we read

about it in this section. This enemy is sin. Nine times
in these verses John mentioned sin, so the subject is
obviously not unimportant. John illustrated his theme
by using the contrast between light and darkness: God
is light; sin is darkness.

But there is another contrast here too—the contrast
between saying and doing. Four times John wrote, “If
we say” or “He that saith” (1 John 1:6, 8, 10; 2:4). It is
clear that our Christian life is to amount to more than
mere “talk”; we must also “walk,” or live, what we
believe. If we are in fellowship with God (if we are
“walking in the light”), our lives will back up what our
lips are saying. But if we are living in sin (“walking in
darkness”), then our lives will contradict what our lips
are saying, making us hypocrites.

The New Testament calls the Christian life a
“walk.” This walk begins with a step of faith when we
trust Christ as our Savior. But salvation is not the
end—it’s only the beginning—of spiritual life.
“Walking” involves progress, and Christians are sup-
posed to advance in the spiritual life. Just as a child
must learn to walk and must overcome many difficul-
ties in doing so, a Christian must learn to “walk in the
light.” And the fundamental difficulty involved here is
this matter of sin.

Of course, sin is not simply outward disobedience;
sin is also inner rebellion or desire. For example, we are
warned about the desires of the flesh and of the eyes
and about the pride of life (1 John 2:16), all of which
are sinful. Sin is also transgression of the law (1 John
3:4), or literally, “lawlessness.” Sin is refusal to submit
to the law of God. Lawlessness, or independence of the
law, is the very essence of sin. If a believer decides to
live an independent life, how can he possibly walk in
fellowship with God? “Can two walk together except
they be agreed?” (Amos 3:3).

Neither in the Old Testament nor in the New does
the Bible whitewash the sins of the saints. In escaping
a famine, Abraham became weak in his faith and went
down to Egypt and lied to Pharaoh (Gen. 12). Later,
the patriarch tried to “help God” by marrying Hagar
and begetting a son (Gen. 16). In both cases, God
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forgave Abraham his sin, but Abraham had to reap
what he had sowed. God can and will cleanse the
record, but He does not change the results. No one can
unscramble an egg.

Peter denied the Lord three times and tried to kill a
man in the garden when Jesus was arrested. Satan is a
liar and a murderer (John 8:44), and Peter was playing
right into his hands! Christ forgave Peter (see John 21),
of course, but what Peter had done hurt his testimony
greatly and hindered the Lord’s work.

The fact that Christians sin bothers some people—
especially new Christians. They forget that their receiving
the new nature does not eliminate the old nature they
were born with. The old nature (which has its origin in
our physical birth) fights against the new nature, which
we receive when we are born again (Gal. 5:16–26). No
amount of self-discipline, no set of man-made rules and
regulations, can control this old nature. Only the Holy
Spirit of God can enable us to “put to death” the old
nature (Rom. 8:12–13) and produce the Spirit’s fruit
(Gal. 5:22–23) in us through the new nature.

Sinning saints are not mentioned in the Bible to
discourage us, but to warn us.

“Why do you keep preaching to us Christians
about sin?” an angry church member said to her pastor.
“After all, sin in the life of a Christian is different from
sin in the life of an unsaved person!”

“Yes,” replied the pastor, “it is different. It’s much
worse!”

All of us, therefore, must deal with our sins if we are
to enjoy the life that is real. In this section, John
explained three approaches to sin.

We Can Try to Cover Our Sins (1:5–6, 8, 10; 2:4)
“God is light, and in him is no darkness at all” (1 John
1:5). When we were saved, God called us out of dark-
ness into His light (1 Peter 2:9). We are children of
light (1 Thess. 5:5). Those who do wrong hate light
(John 3:19–21). When light shines in on us, it reveals
our true nature (Eph. 5:8–13).

Light produces life and growth and beauty, but sin
is darkness; and darkness and light cannot exist in the
same place. If we are walking in the light, the darkness
has to go. If we are holding to sin, then the light goes.
There is no middle ground, no vague “gray” area,
where sin is concerned.

How do Christians try to cover up their sins? By
telling lies! First, we tell lies to others (1 John 1:6). We
want our Christian friends to think we are “spiritual,”
so we lie about our lives and try to make a favorable
impression on them. We want them to think that we
are walking in the light, though in reality we are walk-
ing in the darkness.

Once one begins to lie to others, he will sooner or
later lie to himself, and our passage deals with this (1
John 1:8). The problem now is not deceiving others,
but deceiving ourselves. It is possible for a believer to
live in sin yet convince himself that everything is fine
in his relationship to the Lord.

Perhaps the classic example of this is King David (2
Sam. 11—12). First David lusted after Bathsheba.
Then he actually committed adultery. Instead of
openly admitting what he had done, he tried to cover
his sin. He tried to deceive Bathsheba’s husband, made
him drunk, and had him killed. He lied to himself and
tried to carry on his royal duties in the usual way.
When his court chaplain, the prophet Nathan, con-
fronted him with a similar hypothetical situation,
David condemned the other man, though he felt no
condemnation at all for himself. Once we begin to lie
to others, it may not be long before we actually believe
our lie.

But the spiritual decline becomes still worse: the
next step is trying to lie to God (1 John 1:10). We have
made ourselves liars; now we try to make God a liar!
We contradict His Word, which says that “all have
sinned,” and we maintain that we are exceptions to the
rule. We apply God’s Word to others but not to our-
selves. We sit through church services or Bible studies
and are not touched by the Bible’s teachings. Believers
who have reached this low level are usually highly crit-
ical of other Christians, but they strongly resist
applying the Word to their own lives.

The Holy Spirit’s inspired picture of the human
heart is devastating indeed! A believer lies about his fel-
lowship (1 John 1:6); about his nature—“I could never
do a thing like that!” (1 John 1:8) and about his actions
(1 John 1:10).

Sin has a deadly way of spreading, doesn’t it?
At this point we must discuss an extremely impor-

tant factor in our experience of the life that is real. That
factor is honesty. We must be honest with ourselves,
honest with others, and honest with God. Our passage
describes a believer who is living a dishonest life: he is
a phony. He is playing a role and acting a part, but is
not living a genuine life. He is insincere.

What losses does this kind of person experience?
For one thing, he loses the Word. He stops “doing

the truth” (1 John 1:6); then the truth is no longer in
him (1 John 1:8); and then he turns the truth into lies
(1 John 1:10)! “Thy word is truth” (John 17:17), said
Jesus, but a person who lives a lie loses the Word. One
of the first symptoms of walking in darkness is a loss of
blessing from the Bible. You cannot read the Word
profitably while you are walking in the dark.

But a dishonest person loses something else: he
loses his fellowship with God and with God’s people (1
John 1:6–7). As a result, prayer becomes an empty
form to him. Worship is dull routine. He becomes crit-
ical of other Christians and starts staying away from
church: “What communion hath light with darkness?”
(2 Cor. 6:14).

A backslidden husband, for example, who is walk-
ing in spiritual darkness, out of fellowship with God,
can never enjoy full fellowship with his Christian wife,
who is walking in the light. In a superficial way, the
couple can have companionship; but true spiritual fel-
lowship is impossible. This inability to share spiritual
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experiences causes many personal problems in homes
and between members of local churches.

A group of church members were discussing their
new pastor.

“For some reason,” said one man, “I really don’t feel
at ease with him. I believe he’s a good man, all right—
but something seems to stand between us.”

Another member replied, “Yes, I think I know what
you mean. I used to have that same problem with him,
but now I don’t have it anymore. The pastor and I have
great fellowship.”

“What did he do to make things better?”
“He didn’t do anything,” said the friend. “I did the

changing.”
“You did the changing?”
“Yes, I decided to be open and honest about things,

the way our pastor is. You see, there isn’t one stain of
hypocrisy in his life, and there was so much pretending
in my life that we just didn’t make it together. He and
I both knew I was a phony. Since I’ve started to live an
honest Christian life, everything is better.”

One problem with dishonesty is that just keeping a
record of our lies and pretenses is a full-time job!
Abraham Lincoln used to say that if a man is going to
be a liar, he had better have a good memory! When a
person uses up all his energy in pretending, he has
nothing left for living, and life becomes shallow and
tasteless. A person who pretends not only robs himself
of reality, but he keeps himself from growing: his true
self is smothered under the false self.

The third loss is really the result of the first two: the
believer loses his character (1 John 2:4). The process
starts out with his telling lies and it ends up with his
becoming a liar! His insincerity, or lack of truthfulness,
is at first a role that he plays. Then it is no longer a
role—it has become the very essence of his life. His
character has eroded. He is no longer a liar because he
tells lies; he now tells lies because he is a confirmed liar.

Is it any wonder that God warns, “He that covereth
his sins shall not prosper” (Prov. 28:13)? David tried to
cover his sins and it cost him his health (Ps. 32:3–4),
his joy (Ps. 51), his family, and almost his kingdom. If
we want to enjoy the life that is real, we must never
cover our sins. What should we do?

We Can Confess Our Sins (1:7, 9)
John gave two interesting titles to Jesus Christ: “advo-
cate” and “propitiation” (1 John 2:1–2). It’s
important that we understand these two titles because
they stand for two ministries that only the Lord
Himself performs.

Let’s begin with “propitiation.” If you look this
word up in the dictionary, you may get the wrong idea
of its meaning. The dictionary tells us that “to propiti-
ate” means “to appease someone who is angry.” If you
apply this to Christ, you get the horrible picture of an
angry God, about to destroy the world, and a loving
Savior giving Himself to appease the irate God—and
this is not the Bible picture of salvation! Certainly God

is angry at sin; after all, He is infinitely holy. But the
Bible reassures us that “God so loved [not hated] the
world” (John 3:16, italics mine).

No, the word propitiation does not mean the
appeasing of an angry God. Rather, it means the sat-
isfying of God’s holy law. “God is light” (1 John
1:5), and therefore He cannot close His eyes to sin.
But “God is love” (1 John 4:8) too and wants to save
sinners.

How, then, can a holy God uphold His own justice
and still forgive sinners? The answer is in the sacrifice
of Christ. At the cross, God in His holiness judged sin.
God in His love offers Jesus Christ to the world as
Savior. God was just in that He punished sin, but He
is also loving in that He offers free forgiveness through
what Jesus did at Calvary. (Read 1 John 4:10, and also
give some thought to Rom. 3:23–26.)

Christ is the Sacrifice for the sins of the whole
world, but He is Advocate only for believers. “We
[Christians] have an advocate with the Father.” The
word advocate used to be applied to lawyers. The word
John used is the very same word Jesus used when He
was talking about the coming of the Holy Spirit (John
14:16, 26; 15:26). It means, literally, “one called along-
side.” When a man was summoned to court, he took
an advocate (lawyer) with him to stand at his side and
plead his case.

Jesus finished His work on earth (John 17:4)—the
work of giving His life as a sacrifice for sin. Today He
has an “unfinished work” in heaven. He represents us
before God’s throne. As our High Priest, He sympa-
thizes with our weaknesses and temptations and gives
us grace (Heb. 4:15–16; 7:23–28). As our Advocate,
He helps us when we sin. When we confess our sins to
God, because of Christ’s advocacy God forgives us.

The Old Testament contains a beautiful picture of
this. Joshua (Zech. 3:1–7) was the Jewish high priest
after the Jews returned to their land following their
captivity in Babylon. (Don’t confuse this Joshua with
the Joshua who conquered the Promised Land.) The
nation had sinned; to symbolize this, Joshua stood
before God in filthy garments and Satan stood at
Joshua’s right hand to accuse him (cf. Rev. 12:10). God
the Father was the Judge; Joshua, representing the peo-
ple, was the accused; Satan was the prosecuting
attorney. (The Bible calls him the accuser of the
brethren.) It looked as if Satan had an open-and-shut
case. But Joshua had an Advocate who stood at God’s
right hand and this changed the situation. Christ gave
Joshua a change of garments and silenced the accusa-
tions of Satan.

This is what is in view when Jesus Christ is called
our “advocate.” He represents believers before God’s
throne, and the merits of His sacrifice make possible
the forgiveness of the believer’s sin. Because Christ died
for His people, He satisfied the justice of God. (“The
wages of sin is death.”) Because He lives for us at God’s
right hand, He can apply His sacrifice to our needs day
by day.
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All He asks is that when we have failed, we confess
our sins.

What does it mean to “confess”? Well, to confess
sins means much more than simply to “admit” them.
The word confess actually means “to say the same thing
[about].” To confess sin, then, means to say the same
thing about it that God says about it.

A counselor was trying to help a man who had
come forward during an evangelistic meeting. “I’m a
Christian,” the man said, “but there’s sin in my life,
and I need help.” The counselor showed him 1 John
1:9 and suggested that the man confess his sins to God.

“O Father,” the man began, “if we have done any-
thing wrong—”

“Just a minute!” the counselor interrupted. “Don’t
drag me into your sin! My brother, it’s not ‘if ’ or ‘we’—
you’d better get down to business with God!”

The counselor was right.
Confession is not praying a lovely prayer, or mak-

ing pious excuses, or trying to impress God and other
Christians. True confession is naming sin—calling it by
name what God calls it: envy, hatred, lust, deceit, or
whatever it may be. Confession simply means being
honest with ourselves and with God, and if others are
involved, being honest with them too. It is more than
admitting sin. It means judging sin and facing it
squarely.

When we confess our sins, God promises to forgive
us (1 John 1:9). But this promise is not a “magic rab-
bit’s foot” that makes it easy for us to disobey God!

“I went out and sinned,” a student told his campus
chaplain, “because I knew I could come back and ask
God to forgive me.”

“On what basis can God forgive you?” the chaplain
asked, pointing to 1 John 1:9.

“God is faithful and just,” the boy replied.
“Those two words should have kept you out of sin,”

the chaplain said. “Do you know what it cost God to
forgive your sins?”

The boy hung his head. “Jesus had to die for me.”
Then the chaplain zeroed in. “That’s right—for-

giveness isn’t some cheap sideshow trick God performs.
God is faithful to His promise, and God is just, because
Christ died for your sins and paid the penalty for you.
Now, the next time you plan to sin, remember that you
are going to sin against a faithful, loving God!”

Of course, cleansing has two sides to it: the judicial
and the personal. The blood of Jesus Christ, shed on
the cross, delivers us from the guilt of sin and gives us
right standing (“justification”) before God. God is able
to forgive because Jesus’ death has satisfied His holy
law.

But God is also interested in cleansing a sinner
inwardly. David prayed, “Create in me a clean heart, O
God” (Ps. 51:10). When our confession is sincere, God
does a cleansing work (1 John 1:9) in our hearts by His
Spirit and through His Word (John 15:3).

The great mistake King David made was in trying
to cover his sins instead of confessing them. For per-

haps a whole year he lived in deceit and defeat. No
wonder he wrote that a man should pray “in a time of
finding out” (Ps. 32:6, literal translation).

When should we confess our sin? Immediately
when we discover it! “He that covereth his sins shall not
prosper; but whoso confesseth and forsaketh them shall
have mercy” (Prov. 28:13). By walking in the light, we
are able to see the “dirt” in our lives and deal with it
immediately.

This leads to a third way to deal with sins.

We Can Conquer Our Sins (2:1–3, 5–6)
John makes it clear that Christians do not have to sin.
“I am writing these things to you that you may not sin”
(1 John 2:1 nasb, italics mine).

The secret of victory over sin is found in the phrase
“walk in the light” (1 John 1:7).

To walk in the light means to be open and honest,
to be sincere. Paul prayed that his friends might “be
sincere and without offense” (Phil. 1:10). The word
sincere comes from two Latin words, sine and cera,
which mean “without wax.” It seems that in Roman
days, some sculptors covered up their mistakes by fill-
ing the defects in their marble statues with wax, which
was not readily visible—until the statue had been
exposed to the hot sun awhile. But more dependable
sculptors made certain that their customers knew that
the statues they sold were sine cera—without wax.

It is unfortunate that churches and Bible classes
have been invaded by insincere people, people whose
lives cannot stand to be tested by God’s light. “God is
light,” and when we walk in the light, there is nothing
we can hide. It is refreshing to meet a Christian who is
open and sincere and is not trying to masquerade!

To walk in the light means to be honest with God,
with ourselves, and with others. It means that when the
light reveals our sin to us, we immediately confess it to
God and claim His forgiveness. And if our sin injures
another person, we ask his forgiveness too.

But walking in the light means something else: it
means obeying God’s Word (1 John 2:3–4). “Thy word
is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path” (Ps.
119:105). To walk in the light means to spend time
daily in God’s Word, discovering His will; and then
obeying what He has told us.

Obedience to God’s Word is proof of our love for
Him. There are three motives for obedience. We can
obey because we have to, because we need to, or
because we want to.

A slave obeys because he has to. If he doesn’t obey
he will be punished. An employee obeys because he
needs to. He may not enjoy his work, but he does enjoy
getting his paycheck! He needs to obey because he has
a family to feed and clothe. But a Christian is to obey
his heavenly Father because he wants to—for the rela-
tionship between him and God is one of love. “If you
love me, keep my commandments” (John 14:15).

This is the way we learned obedience when we were
children. First, we obeyed because we had to. If we
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didn’t obey, we were spanked! But as we grew up, we
discovered that obedience meant enjoyment and
reward; so we started obeying because it met certain
needs in our lives. And it was a mark of real maturity
when we started obeying because of love.

“Baby Christians” must constantly be warned or
rewarded. Mature Christians listen to God’s Word and
obey it simply because they love Him.

Walking in the light involves honesty, obedience,
and love; it also involves following the example of
Christ and walking as He walked (1 John 2:6). Of
course, nobody ever becomes a Christian by following
Christ’s example, but after we come into God’s family,
we are to look to Jesus Christ as the one great Example
of the kind of life we should live.

This means “abiding in Christ.” Christ is not only
the Propitiation (or sacrifice) for our sins (1 John 2:2)
and the Advocate who represents us before God (1
John 2:1), but He is also the perfect Pattern (He is
“Jesus Christ the righteous”) for our daily life.

The key statement here is “as he is.” “Because as he
is, so are we in this world” (1 John 4:17, italics mine).
We are to walk in the light “as he is in the light” (1 John
1:7, italics mine). We are to purify ourselves “even as he
is pure” (1 John 3:3, italics mine). “He that doeth righ-
teousness is righteous, even as He is righteous” (1 John
3:7, italics mine). Walking in the light means living
here on earth the way Jesus lived when He was here and
the way He is right now in heaven.

This has extremely practical applications in our
daily lives. For example, what should a believer do
when another believer sins against him? The answer is
that believers should forgive one another “even as God
for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you” (Eph. 4:32, italics
mine; cf. Col. 3:13).

Walking in the light—following the example of
Christ—will affect a home. Husbands are supposed to
love their wives “even as Christ also loved the church”
(Eph. 5:25). Husbands are supposed to care for their
wives “even as the Lord” cares for the church (Eph.
5:29). And wives are to honor and obey their husbands
(Eph. 5:22–24).

No matter what area of life it may be, our responsi-
bility is to do what Jesus would do. “As he is, so are we
in this world.” We should “walk [live] even as He
walked [lived].”

Jesus Himself taught His disciples what it means to
abide in Him. He explained it in His illustration of the
vine and its branches (John 15). Just as the branch gets
its life by remaining in contact with the vine, so believ-
ers receive their strength by maintaining fellowship
with Christ.

To abide in Christ means to depend completely on
Him for all that we need in order to live for Him and
serve Him. It is a living relationship. As He lives out
His life through us, we are able to follow His example
and walk as He walked. Paul expressed this experience
perfectly: “Christ liveth in me” (Gal. 2:20).

This is a reference to the work of the Holy Spirit.

Christ is our Advocate in heaven (1 John 2:1), to rep-
resent us before God when we sin. The Holy Spirit is
God’s Advocate for us here on earth. Christ is making
intercession for us (Rom. 8:34), and the Holy Spirit is
also making intercession for us (Rom. 8:26–27). We
are part of a fantastic “heavenly party line”: God the
Son prays for us in heaven, and God the Spirit prays for
us in our hearts. We have fellowship with the Father
through the Son, and the Father has fellowship with us
through the Spirit.

Christ lives out His life through us by the power of
the Spirit, who lives within our bodies. It is not by
means of imitation that we abide in Christ and walk as
He walked. No, it is through incarnation: through His
Spirit, “Christ liveth in me.” To walk in the light is to
walk in the Spirit and not fulfill the lusts of the flesh
(see Gal. 5:16).

God has made provisions for us in these ways to
conquer sin. We can never lose or change the sin nature
that we were born with (1 John 1:8), but we need not
obey its desires. As we walk in the light and see sin as
it actually is, we will hate it and turn from it. And if we
sin, we immediately confess it to God and claim His
cleansing. By depending on the power of the
indwelling Spirit, we abide in Christ and “walk as he
walked.”

But all this begins with openness and honesty
before God and men. The minute we start to act a part,
to pretend, to impress others, we step out of the light
and into shadows. Sir Walter Scott put it this way:

Oh, what a tangled web we weave 
When first we practice to deceive!
The life that is real cannot be built on things that

are deceptive. Before we can walk in the light, we must
know ourselves, accept ourselves, and yield ourselves to
God. It is foolish to try to deceive others, because God
already knows what we really are!

All this helps to explain why walking in the light
makes life so much easier and happier. When you walk
in the light, you live to please only one Person—God.
This really simplifies things! Jesus said, “I do always
those things that please him” (John 8:29, italics mine).
We “ought to walk and to please God” (1 Thess. 4:1).
If we live to please ourselves and God, we are trying to
serve two masters, and this never works. If we live to
please men, we will always be in trouble because no
two men will agree and we will find ourselves caught in
the middle. Walking in the light—living to please
God—simplifies our goals, unifies our lives, and gives
us a sense of peace and poise.

John made it clear that the life that is real has no
love for sin. Instead of trying to cover sin, a true
believer confesses sin and tries to conquer it by walking
in the light of God’s Word. He is not content simply to
know he is going to heaven. He wants to enjoy that
heavenly life right here and now. “As he is, so are we in
this world.” He is careful to match his walk and his
talk. He does not try to impress himself, God, or other
Christians with a lot of “pious talk.”
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B.Love—2:7–17 

A congregation was singing as a closing hymn the
familiar song “For You I Am Praying.” The speaker
turned to a man on the platform and asked quietly,
“For whom are you praying?”

The man was stunned. “Why, I guess I’m not pray-
ing for anybody. Why do you ask?”

“Well, I just heard you say, ‘For you I am praying,’
and I thought you meant it,” the preacher replied.
“Oh, no,” said the man. “I’m just singing.”

Pious talk! A religion of words! To paraphrase James
1:22, “We should be doers of the Word as well as talk-
ers of the Word.” We must walk what we talk. It is not
enough to know the language; we must also live the
life. “If we say—” then we ought also to do!

CHAPTER THREE
1 John 2:7–11
SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW

I just love that hat!”
“Man, I really love the old-fashioned kind of

baked beans!”
“But, Mom, don’t you realize that Tom and I love

each other?”
Words, like coins, can be in circulation for such a

long time that they start wearing out. Unfortunately,
the word love is losing its value and is being used to
cover a multitude of sins.

It is really difficult to understand how a man can
use the same word to express his love for his wife as he
uses to tell how he feels about baked beans! When
words are used that carelessly, they really mean little or
nothing at all. Like the dollar, they have been devalued.

As John described the life that is real, he used three
words repeatedly: life, love, and light. In fact, he
devoted three sections of his letter to the subject of
Christian love. He explained that love, life, and light
belong together. Read these three sections (1 John
2:7–11; 3:10–24; 4:7–21) without the intervening
verses, and you will see that love, life, and light must
not be separated.

In our present study (1 John 2:7–11), we learn how
Christian love is affected by light and darkness. A
Christian who is walking in the light (which simply
means he is obeying God) is going to love his brother
Christian.

In 1 John 3:10–24, we are told that Christian love
is a matter of life or death: to live in hatred is to live in
spiritual death. In 1 John 4:7–21 we see that Christian
love is a matter of truth or error (cf. 1 John 4:6):
because we know God’s love toward us, we show God’s
love toward others.

In these three sections, then, we find three good
reasons why Christians should love one another:

1. God has commanded us to love (1 John 2:7–11).
2. We have been born of God and God’s love lives

in us (1 John 3:10–24).

3. God first revealed His love to us (1 John 4:7–21).
“We love … because He first loved us.”

John not only wrote about love but also practiced
it. One of his favorite names for his readers was
“Beloved.” He felt love for them. John is known as the
“apostle of love” because in his gospel and his epistles
he gives such prominence to this subject. However,
John was not always the apostle of love. At one time
Jesus gave John and his brother James, both of whom
had hot tempers, the nickname “Boanerges” (Mark
3:17), which means “sons of thunder.” On another
occasion these two brothers wanted to call down fire
from heaven to destroy a village (Luke 9:51–56).

Since the New Testament was written in Greek, the
writers were often able to use more precise language. It
is unfortunate that our English word love has so many
shades of meaning (some of them contradictory).
When we read in 1 John about “love,” the Greek word
used is agape (ah-GAH-pay), the word for God’s love
toward man, a Christian’s love for other Christians, and
God’s love for His church (Eph. 5:22–33).

Another Greek word for love, philia (fee-LEE-ah),
used elsewhere, carries the idea of “friendship love,”
which is not quite as profound or divine as agape love.
(The Greek word for sensual love, eros, from which we
get our word erotic, is not used at all in the New
Testament.)

The amazing thing is that Christian love is both old
and new (1 John 2:7–8). This seems to be a contradic-
tion. Love itself, of course, is not new, nor is the
commandment—that men love God and each other—
a new thing. Jesus Himself combined two Old
Testament commandments, Deuteronomy 6:5 and
Leviticus 19:18, and said (Mark 12:28–34) that these
two commandments summarize all the law and the
prophets. Loving God and loving one’s neighbor were
old, familiar responsibilities before Jesus ever came to
earth.

In what sense, then, is “love one another” a “new”
commandment (1 John 2:8)? Again, a look at the
Greek helps to answer the question.

The Greeks had two different words for “new.” One
means “new in time,” and the other means “new in
quality.” For example, you would use the first word to
describe the latest car, a recent model. But if you pur-
chased a car that was so revolutionary that it was
radically different, you would use the second word—
new in quality. (Our English words recent and fresh
just about make this distinction: “recent” means new in
time, “fresh” means new in character.)

The commandment to love one another is not new
in time, but it is new in character. Because of Jesus
Christ, the old commandment to “love one another”
has taken on new meaning. We learn in these five brief
verses (1 John 2:7–11) that the commandment is new
in three important ways.

It Is New in Emphasis (2:7)
In the previous paragraph (1 John 2:3–6), John had
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been talking about “the commandments” in general,
but now he narrowed his focus down to one single
commandment. In the Old Testament, the command
that God’s people love one another was only one of
many, but now this old commandment is lifted out and
given a place of preeminence.

How is it possible for one commandment to stand
head and shoulders above all the others? This is
explained by the fact that love is the fulfillment of
God’s law (Rom. 13:8–10).

Parents must care for their children according to
law. Child neglect is a serious crime. But how many
parents have a conversation like this when the alarm
clock goes off in the morning?

She: “Honey, you’d better get up and go to work.
We don’t want to get arrested.”

He: “Yeah, and you’d better get up and get breakfast
for the kids, and get their clothes ready. The cops
might show up and put us both in jail.”

She: “You’re right. Boy, it’s a good thing they have a
law, or we’d stay in bed all day!”

It’s doubtful that the fear of the law is often the
motive behind earning a living or caring for one’s chil-
dren. Parents fulfill their responsibilities (even if
grudgingly on occasion) because they love each other
and their children. To them, doing the right thing is
not a matter of law—it’s a matter of love.

The commandment “Love one another” is the ful-
fillment of God’s law in the same way. When you love
people, you do not lie about them or steal from them.
You have no desire to kill them. Love for God and love
for others motivates a person to obey God’s command-
ments without even thinking about them! When a
person acts out of Christian love he obeys God and
serves others—not because of fear, but because of his
love.

This is why John said that “Love one another” is a
new commandment—it is new in emphasis. It is not
simply one of many commandments. No, it stands at
the top of the list!

But it is new in emphasis in another way too. It
stands at the very beginning of the Christian life.
“The old commandment is the word which ye had
from the beginning” (1 John 2:7). This phrase “from
the beginning” is used in two different ways in John’s
letter, and it is important that you distinguish them.
In 1 John 1:1, describing the eternality of Christ, we
read that He existed “from the beginning.” In John
1:1—a parallel verse—we read, “In the beginning was
the Word.”

But in 1 John 2:7, the subject is the beginning of
the Christian life. The commandment to love one
another is not an appendix to our Christian experience,
as though God had an afterthought. No! It is in our
hearts from the very beginning of our faith in Jesus
Christ. If this were not so, John could not have written,
“We know that we have passed out of death into life
because we love the brethren” (1 John 3:14 nasb). And
Jesus said, “By this all men will know that you are My

disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35
nasb).

By nature, an unsaved person may be selfish and
even hateful. As much as we love a newborn baby, we
must confess that the infant is self-centered and thinks
the whole world revolves around his crib. The child is
typical of an unsaved person. “We ourselves also were
sometimes foolish, disobedient, deceived, serving
divers lusts and pleasures, living in malice and envy,
hateful and hating one another” (Titus 3:3). This unre-
touched photo of the unbeliever may not be beautiful,
but it is certainly accurate! Some unregenerate persons
do not display the traits here mentioned, but the works
of the flesh (Gal. 5:19–21) are always potentially pres-
ent in their dispositions.

When a sinner trusts Christ, he receives a new life
and a new nature. The Holy Spirit of God comes to live
in him and the love of God is “shed abroad in [his]
heart” by the Spirit (Rom. 5:5). God does not have to
give a new believer a long lecture about love! “For ye
yourselves are taught of God [i.e., by the Holy Spirit
within you] to love one another” (1 Thess. 4:9). A new
believer discovers that he now hates what he used to
love, and that he loves what he used to hate!

So the commandment to love one another is new in
emphasis: it is one of the most important command-
ments Christ gave us (John 13:34). In fact, “love one
another” is repeated at least a dozen times in the New
Testament (John 13:34; 15:9, 12, 17; Rom. 13:8; 1
Thess. 4:9; 1 Peter 1:22; 1 John 3:11, 23; 4:7, 11–12;
2 John 5). And there are many other references to
brotherly love.

It is important that we understand the meaning of
Christian love. It is not a shallow sentimental emotion
that Christians try to “work up” so they can get along
with each other. It is a matter of the will rather than an
emotion—an affection for and attraction to certain
persons. It is a matter of determining—of making up
your mind—that you will allow God’s love to reach
others through you, and then of acting toward them in
loving ways. You are not to act “as if you loved them,”
but because you love them. This is not hypocrisy—it is
obedience to God.

Perhaps the best explanation of Christian love is 1
Corinthians 13. You should read a modern translation
of this chapter to get the full force of its message: the
Christian life without love is NOTHING!

But the commandment “Love one another” is not
only new in emphasis. It is new in another way.

It Is New in Example (2:8)
“Love one another,” John pointed out, was first true in
Christ, and now it is true in the lives of those who are
trusting Christ. Jesus Himself is the greatest Example
of this commandment.

Later on we will think about that great statement
“God is love” (1 John 4:8), but it is anticipated here.
When one looks at Jesus Christ, one sees love embod-
ied and exemplified. In commanding us to love, Jesus
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does not ask us to do something that He has not
already done Himself. The four gospel records are the
account of a life lived in the spirit of love—and that life
was lived under conditions far from ideal. Jesus says to
us, in effect, “I lived by this great commandment, and
I can enable you to follow My example.”

Jesus illustrated love by the very life that He lived.
He never showed hatred or malice. His righteous soul
hated all sin and disobedience, but He never hated the
people who committed such sins. Even in His righ-
teous announcements of judgment, there was always an
undercurrent of love.

It is encouraging to think of Jesus’ love for the
twelve disciples. How they must have broken His heart
again and again as they argued over who was the great-
est or tried to keep people from seeing their Master.
Each of them was different from the others, and
Christ’s love was broad enough to include each one in
a personal, understanding way. He was patient with
Peter’s impulsiveness, Thomas’s unbelief, and even
Judas’s treachery. When Jesus commanded His disciples
to love one another, He was only telling them to do as
He had done.

Consider too our Lord’s love for all kinds of peo-
ple. The publicans and sinners were attracted by His
love (Luke 15:1), and even the lowest of the low
could weep at His feet (Luke 7:36–39). Spiritually
hungry rabbi Nicodemus could meet with Him pri-
vately at night (John 3:1–21), and four thousand of
the “common people” could listen to His teaching
for three days (Mark 8:1–9) and then receive a mirac-
ulous meal from Him. He held babies in His arms.
He spoke about children at play. He even comforted
the women who wept as the soldiers led Him out to
Calvary.

Perhaps the greatest thing about Jesus’ love was the
way it touched even the lives of His enemies. He
looked with loving pity on the religious leaders who in
their spiritual blindness accused Him of being in
league with Satan (Matt. 12:24). When the mob came
to arrest Him, He could have called on the armies of
heaven for protection, but He yielded to His enemies.
And then He died for them—for His enemies!
“Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay
down his life for his friends” (John 15:13, italics
mine). But Jesus died not only for His friends, but also
for His foes! And as they crucified Him, He prayed for
them: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what
they do.”

In His life, in His teachings, and in His death, Jesus
is the perfect Example of this new commandment,
“Love one another.” And this is what helps to make the
commandment “new.” In Christ we have a new illustra-
tion of the old truth that God is love and that the life of
love is the life of joy and victory.

What is true in Christ ought to be true in each
believer. “As he is, so are we in this world” (1 John
4:17). A believer should live a life of Christian love
“because the darkness is passing away, and the true

light is already shining” (1 John 2:8 nasb). This
reminds us of the emphasis on walking in the light (1
John 1). Two ways of life are contrasted: those who
walk in the light practice love; those who walk in the
darkness practice hatred. The Bible repeatedly empha-
sizes this truth.

“The darkness is passing away,” but the light does
not yet shine fully all over the world, nor does it pene-
trate every area of even a believer’s life.

When Christ was born, “the dayspring from on
high” visited the world (Luke 1:78). “Dayspring”
means sunrise. The birth of Christ was the beginning
of a new day for mankind! As He lived before men,
taught them, and ministered to them, He spread the
light of life and love. “The people who sat in dark-
ness saw a great light; and to them which sat in the
region and shadow of death light is sprung up”
(Matt. 4:16).

But there is a conflict in this world between the
forces of light and the forces of darkness. “And the light
is shining in the darkness, and the darkness is not able
to put it out” (John 1:5, literal translation). Satan is the
Prince of darkness, and he extends his evil kingdom by
means of lies and hatred. Christ is the “Sun of righ-
teousness” (Mal. 4:2), and He extends His kingdom by
means of truth and love.

The kingdoms of Christ and of Satan are in conflict
today, but “the path of the just is as the shining light,
that shineth more and more unto the perfect day”
(Prov. 4:18). The darkness is passing away little by lit-
tle, and the True Light is shining brighter and brighter
in our hearts.

Jesus Christ is the standard of love for Christians.
“A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love
one another,” He said, “as I have loved you, that ye also
love one another” (John 13:34). And He repeated:
“This is my commandment, that ye love one another,
as I have loved you” (John 15:12, italics mine). We are
not to measure our Christian love against the love of
some other Christian (and we usually pick somebody
whose life is more of an excuse than an example!) but
against the love of Jesus Christ our Lord. The old com-
mandment becomes “new” to us as we see it fulfilled in
Christ.

So the commandment “Love one another” is new in
emphasis and new in example. It is also new in a third
way.

It Is New in Experience (2:9–11)
Our passage continues the illustration of light and
darkness. If a Christian walks in the light and is in fel-
lowship with God, he will also be in fellowship with
others in God’s family. Love and light go together,
much as hatred and darkness go together.

It is easy to talk about Christian love, but much
more difficult to practice it. For one thing, such love is
not mere talk (1 John 2:9). For a Christian to say (or
sing!) that he loves the brethren while he actually hates
another believer is for him to lie. In other words (and
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this is a sobering truth), it is impossible to be in fellow-
ship with the Father and out of fellowship with another
Christian at the same time.

This is one reason why God established the local
church, the fellowship of believers. “You can’t be a
Christian alone”; a person cannot live a complete and
developing Christian life unless he is in fellowship with
God’s people. The Christian life has two relationships:
the vertical (Godward) and the horizontal (man-ward).
And what God has joined together, man must not put
asunder! And each of these two relationships is to be
one of love one for the other.

Jesus dealt with this matter in the Sermon on the
Mount (see Matt. 5:21–26). A gift on the altar was val-
ueless as long as the worshipper had a dispute to settle
with his brother. Note that Jesus did not say that the
worshipper had something against his brother, but that
the brother had something against the worshipper. But
even when we have been offended, we should not wait
for the one who has offended us to come to us; we
should go to him. If we do not, Jesus warned us that
we will end up in a prison of spiritual judgment
where we will have to pay the last penny (Matt.
18:21–35). In other words, when we harbor an unfor-
giving, unloving spirit, we harm ourselves most.

The contrast between “saying” and “doing” is one
we have met before (1 John 1:6, 8, 10; 2:4, 6). It is
easy to practice a Christianity of “words”—singing
the right songs, using the right vocabulary, praying the
right prayers—and, through it all, deceiving ourselves
into thinking we are spiritual. This mistake also ties
into something Jesus taught in the Sermon on the
Mount (Matt. 5:33–37). What we say should be
the true expression of our character. We should not
need extra words (“oaths”) to fortify what we say. Our
yes should mean yes, and our no should mean no. So,
if we say we are in the light, we will prove it by loving
the brethren. Many Christians urgently need to be
accepted, loved, and encouraged.

Contrary to popular opinion, Christian love is not
“blind.” When we practice true Christian love, we find
life getting brighter and brighter. Hatred is what dark-
ens life! When true Christian love flows out of our
hearts, we will have greater understanding and percep-
tion in spiritual things. This is why Paul prayed that
our love may grow in knowledge and perception, “that
ye may distinguish the things that differ” (see Phil.
1:9–10). A Christian who loves his brother is a
Christian who sees more clearly.

No book in the Bible illustrates the blinding power
of hatred like the book of Esther. The events recorded
there take place in Persia, where many of the Jews were
living after the captivity. Haman, one of the king’s chief
men, had a burning hatred for the Jews. The only way
he could satisfy this hatred was to see the whole nation
destroyed. He plunged ahead in an evil plot, com-
pletely blind to the fact that the Jews would win and
that he himself would be destroyed.

Hatred is blinding people today too. Christian love

is not a shallow sentiment, a passing emotion that we
perhaps experience in a church service. Christian love
is a practical thing; it applies in the everyday affairs of
life. Just consider the “one another” statements in the
New Testament and you will see how practical it is to
love one another. Here are just a few (there are over
twenty such statements):

Wash one another’s feet (John 13:14). 
Prefer one another (Rom. 12:10). 
Be of the same mind one to another (Rom. 12:16).
Do not judge one another (Rom. 14:13). 
Receive one another (Rom. 15:7). 
Admonish one another (Rom. 15:14). 
Edify [build up] one another (1 Thess. 5:11). 
Bear one another’s burdens (Gal. 6:2). 
Confess your faults to one another (James 5:16).
Use hospitality one to another (1 Peter 4:9).
In short, to love other Christians means to treat

them the way God treats them—and the way God
treats us. Christian love that does not show itself in
action and in attitude is spurious (see 1 Cor. 13:4–7).

What happens to a believer who does not love the
brethren? We have already seen the first tragic result: he
lives in the darkness, though he probably thinks he is
living in the light (1 John 2:9). He thinks he sees, but
he is actually blinded by the darkness of hatred. This is
the kind of person who causes trouble in Christian
groups. He thinks he is a “spiritual giant,” with great
understanding, when actually he is a babe with very lit-
tle spiritual perception. He may read the Bible
faithfully and pray fervently, but if he has hatred in his
heart, he is living a lie.

The second tragic result is that such a believer
becomes a cause of stumbling (see 1 John 2:10). It is
bad enough when an unloving believer hurts himself (1
John 2:9), but when he starts to hurt others the situa-
tion is far more serious. It is serious to walk in the
darkness. It is dangerous to walk in the darkness when
stumbling blocks are in the way! An unloving brother
stumbles himself, and in addition he causes others to
stumble.

A man who was walking down a dark street one
night saw a pinpoint of light coming toward him in a
faltering way. He thought perhaps the person carrying
the light was ill or drunk, but as he drew nearer he
could see a man with a flashlight carrying a white cane.

“Why would a blind man be carrying a light?” the
man wondered, and then he decided to ask.

The blind man smiled. “I carry my light, not so I
can see, but so that others can see me. I cannot help
being blind,” he said, “but I can help being a stumbling
block.”

The best way to help other Christians not to stum-
ble is to love them. Love makes us stepping-stones;
hatred (or any of its “cousins,” such as envy or malice)
makes us stumbling blocks. It is important that
Christians exercise love in a local church, or else there
will always be problems and disunity. When we are
falling over each other, instead of lifting each other
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higher, we will never become a truly happy spiritual
family.

Apply this, for instance, to the delicate matter of
“questionable things” (Rom. 14—15). Since believers
come from different backgrounds, they do not always
agree. In Paul’s day, they differed on such matters as
diets and holy days. One group said it was unspiritual
to eat meat offered to idols. Another group wanted
strict observance of the Sabbath. There were several
facets to the problem, but basic to its solution was
“Love one another!” Paul put it this way: “Let us not,
therefore, judge one another anymore; but judge this,
rather, that no man put a stumbling block or an occa-
sion to fall in his brother’s way.… But if thy brother be
grieved with thy food, now walkest thou not in love”
(Rom. 14:13, 15 srb).

A third tragic result of hatred is that it retards a
believer’s spiritual progress (1 John 2:11). A blind
man—a person who is walking in darkness—can
never find his way! The only atmosphere that is con-
ducive to spiritual growth is the atmosphere of
spiritual light—of love. Just as the fruits and flowers
need sunshine, so God’s people need love if they are
going to grow.

The commandment “Love one another” becomes
new to us in our own day-by-day experience. It is not
enough for us to recognize that it is new in emphasis
and say, “Yes, love is important!” Nor is it enough for
us to see God’s love exemplified by Jesus Christ. We
must know this love in our own experience. The old
commandment “Love one another” becomes a new
commandment as we practice God’s love in daily life.

Thus far, we have seen the negative side of 1 John
2:9–11; now let’s look at the positive. If we practice
Christian love, what will the wonderful results be?

First of all, we will be living in the light—living in
fellowship with God and with our Christian brothers.

Second, we will not stumble or become stumbling
blocks to others.

And, third, we will grow spiritually and will
progress toward Christlikeness.

At this point, we should think about the contrast
between the ugly “works of the flesh” (Gal. 5:19–21)
and the beautiful fruit of the Spirit—“Love, joy, peace,
patience, gentleness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness,
and self-control” (Gal. 5:22–23). When we are walking
in the light, the “seed of the Word” (Luke 8:11) can
take root and bear fruit. And the first cluster the Spirit
produces is love!

But love does not live alone. Love produces joy!
Hatred makes a man miserable, but love always brings
him joy.

A Christian couple came to see a pastor because
their marriage was beginning to fall apart. “We’re both
saved,” the discouraged husband said, “but we just
aren’t happy together. There’s no joy in our home.” As
the pastor talked with them and they considered
together what the Bible has to say, one fact became
clear: both the husband and wife were nursing grudges.

Each recalled many annoying little things the other had
done!

“If you two really loved each other,” said the pastor,
“you wouldn’t file these hurts away in your hearts.
Grudges fester in our hearts like infected sores and poi-
son the whole system.”

Then he read, “[Love] thinketh no evil” (1 Cor.
13:5). He explained, “This means that love never
keeps records of things others do that hurt us. When
we truly love someone, our love covers their sins and
helps to heal the wounds they cause.” Then he read,
“And above all things have fervent love among your-
selves; for love shall cover the multitude of sins” (1
Peter 4:8 sco).

Before the couple left, the pastor counseled them:
“Instead of keeping records of the things that hurt,
start remembering the things that please. An unforgiv-
ing spirit always breeds poison, but a loving spirit that
sees and remembers the best always produces health.”

A Christian who walks in love is always experienc-
ing some new joy because the “fruit of the Spirit” is
love and joy. And when we blend “love” and “joy,” we
will have “peace”—and peace helps to produce
“patience.” In other words, walking in the light, walk-
ing in love, is the secret of Christian growth, which
nearly always begins with love.

Now, all of us must admit that we cannot generate
Christian love under our own power. By nature, we are
selfish and hateful. It is only as God’s Spirit floods our
hearts with love that we, in turn, can love one another.
“The love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the
Holy Ghost which is given unto us” (Rom. 5:5). The
Spirit of God makes the commandment “Love one
another” into a new and exciting day-by-day experi-
ence. If we walk in the light, God’s Spirit produces
love. If we walk in darkness, our own selfish spirit pro-
duces hatred.

The Christian life—the life that is real—is a beau-
tiful blending of “something old, something new.” The
Holy Spirit takes the “old things” and makes them
“new things” in our experience. When you stop to
think about it, the Holy Spirit never grows old! He is
always young! And He is the only Person on earth
today who was here centuries ago when Jesus lived,
taught, died, and rose again. He is the only One who
can take “old truth” and make it fresh and new in our
daily experience at this present time.

There are other exciting truths in the rest of John’s
letter, but if we fail to obey in this matter of love, the
rest of the letter may well be “darkness” to us. Perhaps
the best thing we can do, right now, is to search our
hearts to see if we hold anything against a brother, or if
someone has anything against us. The life that is real is
an honest life—and it is a life of doing, not merely say-
ing. It is a life of active love in Christ. This means
forgiveness, kindness, longsuffering. But it also means
joy and peace and victory.

The love life is the only life, because it is the life
that is real!
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CHAPTER FOUR
1 John 2:12–17

THE LOVE GOD HATES

Agroup of first graders had just completed a tour of
a hospital, and the nurse who had directed them
was asking for questions. Immediately a hand

went up.
“How come the people who work here are always

washing their hands?” a little fellow asked.
After the laughter had subsided, the nurse gave a

wise answer: “They are ‘always washing their hands’ for
two reasons. First, they love health; and second, they
hate germs.”

In more than one area of life, love and hate go hand
in hand. A husband who loves his wife is certainly
going to exercise a hatred for what would harm her. “Ye
that love the Lord, hate evil” (Ps. 97:10). “Let love be
without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil; cling to what is
good” (Rom. 12:9 nasb).

John’s epistle has reminded us to exercise love (1
John 2:7–11)—the right kind of love. Now it warns us
that there is a wrong kind of love, a love that God
hates. This is love for what the Bible calls “the world.”

There are four reasons why Christians should not
love “the world.”

Because of What the World Is
The New Testament word world has at least three dif-
ferent meanings. It sometimes means the physical
world, the earth: “God that made the world [our
planet] and all things therein” (Acts 17:24). It also
means the human world, mankind: “For God so loved
the world” (John 3:16). Sometimes these two ideas
appear together “He [Jesus] was in the world, and the
world [earth] was made by Him, and the world
[mankind] knew him not” (John 1:10).

But the warning “Love not the world!” is not about
the world of nature or the world of men. Christians
ought to appreciate the beauty and usefulness of the
earth God has made, since He “giveth us richly all
things to enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17). And they certainly
ought to love people—not only their friends, but even
their enemies.

This “world” named here as our enemy is an invis-
ible spiritual system opposed to God and Christ.

We use the word world in the sense of system in our
daily conversation. The TV announcer says, “We bring
you the news from the world of sports.” “The world of
sports” is not a separate planet or continent. It is an
organized system, made up of a set of ideas, people,
activities, purposes, and so forth. And “the world of
finance” and “the world of politics” are likewise systems
of their own. Behind what we see in sports or finance
is an invisible system that we cannot see, and it is the
system that “keeps things going.”

“The world,” in the Bible, is Satan’s system for

opposing the work of Christ on earth. It is the very
opposite of what is godly and holy and spiritual (1
John 2:16). “We know that we are of God, and the
whole world lies in the power of the evil one” (1 John
5:19 nasb). Jesus called Satan “the prince of this world”
(John 12:31). The devil has an organization of evil spir-
its (Eph. 6:11–12) working with him and influencing
the affairs of “this world.”

Just as the Holy Spirit uses people to accomplish
God’s will on earth, so Satan uses people to fulfill his
evil purposes. Unsaved people, whether they realize it
or not, are energized by “the prince of the power of the
air, the spirit that now worketh in the children of dis-
obedience” (Eph. 2:1–2).

Unsaved people belong to “this world.” Jesus called
them “the children of this world” (Luke 16:8). When
Jesus was here on earth, the people of “this world” did
not understand Him, nor do they now understand
those of us who trust Him (1 John 3:1). A Christian is
a member of the human world, and he lives in the
physical world, but he does not belong to the spiritual
world that is Satan’s system for opposing God. “If ye
were of the world [Satan’s system], the world would
love his own; but because ye are not of the world, but
I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world
hateth you” (John 15:18).

“The world,” then, is not a natural habitat for a
believer. The believer’s citizenship is in heaven (Phil.
3:20 nasb), and all his effective resources for living on
earth come from his Father in heaven.

The believer is somewhat like a scuba diver. The
water is not man’s natural habitat, for he is not
equipped for life in (or under) it. When a scuba diver
goes under, he has to take special equipment with him
so that he can breathe.

Were it not for the Holy Spirit’s living within us,
and the spiritual resources we have in prayer, Christian
fellowship, and the Word, we could never “make it”
here on earth. We complain about the pollution of
earth’s atmosphere—the atmosphere of “the world” is
also so polluted spiritually that Christians cannot
breathe normally!

But there is a second—and more serious—reason
why Christians must not love the world.

Because of What the World Does to Us (2:15–16)
“If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not
in him” (1 John 2:15).

Worldliness is not so much a matter of activity as of
attitude. It is possible for a Christian to stay away from
questionable amusements and doubtful places and still
love the world, for worldliness is a matter of the heart.
To the extent that a Christian loves the world system
and the things in it, he does not love the Father.

Worldliness not only affects your response to the
love of God; it also affects your response to the will of
God. “The world passeth away … but he that doeth
the will of God abideth forever” (1 John 2:17).

Doing the will of God is a joy for those living in the
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love of God. “If ye love me, keep my commandments.”
But when a believer loses his enjoyment of the Father’s
love, he finds it hard to obey the Father’s will.

When you put these two factors together, you have
a practical definition of worldliness: anything in a
Christian’s life that causes him to lose his enjoyment of
the Father’s love or his desire to do the Father’s will is
worldly and must be avoided. Responding to the
Father’s love (your personal devotional life), and doing
the Father’s will (your daily conduct)—these are two
tests of worldliness.

Many things in this world are definitely wrong, and
God’s Word identifies them as sins. It is wrong to steal
and to lie (Eph. 4:25, 28). Sexual sins are wrong (Eph.
5:1–3). About these and many other actions,
Christians can have little or no debate. But there are
areas of Christian conduct that are not so clear and
about which even the best Christians disagree. In such
cases, each believer must apply the test to his own life
and be scrupulously honest in his self-examination,
remembering that even a good thing may rob a believer
of his enjoyment of God’s love and his desire to do
God’s will.

A senior student in a Christian college was known
for his excellent grades and his effective Christian serv-
ice. He was out preaching each weekend, and God was
using him to win the souls and challenge Christians.

Then something happened: his testimony was no
longer effective, his grades began to drop, and even his
personality seemed to change. The president called him
in.

“There’s been a change in your life and your work,”
the president said, “and I wish you’d tell me what’s
wrong.”

The student was evasive for a time, but then he told
the story. He was engaged to a lovely Christian girl and
was planning to get married after graduation. He had
been called to a fine church and was anxious to move
his new bride into the parsonage and get started in the
pastorate.

“I’ve been so excited about it that I’ve even come to
the place where I don’t want the Lord to come back!”
he confessed. “And then the power dropped out of my
life.”

His plans—good and beautiful as they were—came
between him and the Father. He lost his enjoyment of
the Father’s love. He was worldly!

John pointed out that the world system uses three
devices to trap Christians: the lust (desire) of the flesh,
the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life (1 John 2:16).
These same devices trapped Eve back in the garden:
“And when the woman saw that the tree was good for
food [the lust of the flesh], and that it was pleasant to
the eyes [the lust of the eyes], and a tree to be desired
to make one wise [the pride of life], she took of the
fruit” (Gen. 3:6).

The lust of the flesh includes anything that appeals
to man’s fallen nature. “The flesh” does not mean “the
body.” Rather, it refers to the basic nature of unregen-

erate man that makes him blind to spiritual truth (1
Cor. 2:14). Flesh is the nature we receive in our physi-
cal birth; spirit is the nature we receive in the second
birth (John 3:5–6). When we trust Christ, we become
“partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). A
Christian has both the old nature (flesh) and the new
nature (Spirit) in his life. And what a battle these two
natures can wage (Gal. 5:17–23)!

God has given man certain desires, and these desires
are good. Hunger, thirst, weariness, and sex are not at
all evil in themselves. There is nothing wrong about
eating, drinking, sleeping, or begetting children. But
when the flesh nature controls them, they become sin-
ful “lusts.” Hunger is not evil, but gluttony is sinful.
Thirst is not evil, but drunkenness is a sin. Sleep is a
gift of God, but laziness is shameful. Sex is God’s pre-
cious gift when used rightly; but when used wrongly, it
becomes immorality.

Now you can see how the world operates. It appeals
to the normal appetites and tempts us to satisfy them
in forbidden ways. In today’s world we are surrounded
by all kinds of allurements that appeal to our lower
nature—and “the flesh is weak” (Matt. 26:41). If a
Christian yields to it, he will get involved in the “works
of the flesh.” (Gal. 5:19–21 gives us the ugly list.)

It is important that a believer remember what God
says about his old nature, the flesh. Everything God
says about the flesh is negative. In the flesh there is “no
good thing” (Rom. 7:18). The flesh profits “nothing”
(John 6:63). A Christian is to put “no confidence” in
the flesh (Phil. 3:3). He is to make “no provision” for
the flesh (Rom. 13:14 nasb). A person who lives for the
flesh is living a negative life.

The second device that the world uses to trap the
Christian is called “the lust of the eyes.” We sometimes
forget that the eyes can have an appetite! (Have you
ever said, “Feast your eyes on this”?)

The lust of the flesh appeals to the lower appetites
of the old nature, tempting us to indulge them in sin-
ful ways. The lust of the eyes, however, operates in a
more refined way. In view here are pleasures that grat-
ify the sight and the mind—sophisticated and
intellectual pleasures. Back in the days of the apostle
John, the Greeks and Romans lived for entertainments
and activities that excited the eyes. Times have not
changed very much! In view of television, perhaps
every Christian’s prayer ought to be “Turn away my
eyes from looking at vanity” (Ps. 119:37 nasb).

Achan (Josh. 7), a soldier, brought defeat to Joshua’s
army because of the lust of his eyes. God had warned
Israel not to take any spoils from the condemned city
of Jericho, but Achan did not obey. He explained:
“When I saw among the spoils a goodly Babylonish
garment, and two hundred shekels of silver, … then I
coveted them, and took them” (Josh. 7:21). The lust of
the eyes led him into sin, and his sin led the army into
defeat.

The eyes (like the other senses) are a gateway into
the mind. The lust of the eyes, therefore, can include
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intellectual pursuits that are contrary to God’s Word.
There is pressure to make Christians think the way the
world thinks. God warns us against “the counsel of the
ungodly.” This does not mean that Christians ignore
education and secular learning; it does mean they are
careful not to let intellectualism crowd God into the
background.

The third device is the “boastful pride of life”
(nasb). God’s glory is rich and full; man’s glory is vain
and empty. In fact, the Greek word for “pride” was
used to describe a braggart who was trying to impress
people with his importance. People have always tried to
outdo others in their spending and their getting. The
boastful pride of life motivates much of what such peo-
ple do.

Why is it that so many folks buy houses, cars, appli-
ances, or wardrobes that they really cannot afford?
Why do they succumb to the “travel now, pay later”
advertising and get themselves into hopeless debt tak-
ing vacations far beyond their means? Largely because
they want to impress other people—because of their
“pride of life.” They may want folks to notice how
affluent or successful they are.

Most of us do not go that far, but it is amazing what
stupid things people do just to make an impression.
They even sacrifice honesty and integrity in return for
notoriety and a feeling of importance.

Yes, the world appeals to a Christian through the
lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of
life. And once the world takes over in one of these
areas, a Christian will soon realize it. He will lose his
enjoyment of the Father’s love and his desire to do the
Father’s will. The Bible will become boring and prayer
a difficult chore. Even Christian fellowship may seem
empty and disappointing. It is not that there is some-
thing wrong with others, however—what’s wrong is the
Christian’s worldly heart.

It is important to note that no Christian becomes
worldly all of a sudden. Worldliness creeps up on a
believer; it is a gradual process. First is the friendship of
the world (James 4:4). By nature, the world and the
Christian are enemies. (“Marvel not, my brethren, if
the world hate you,” 1 John 3:13.) A Christian who is
a friend of the world is an enemy of God.

Next, the Christian becomes spotted by the world
(James 1:27). The world leaves its dirty marks on one
or two areas of his life. This means that gradually the
believer accepts and adopts the ways of the world.

When this happens, the world ceases to hate the
Christian and starts to love him! So John warned us,
“Love not the world!”—but too often our friendship
with the world leads to love. As a result, the believer
becomes conformed to the world (Rom. 12:2), and you
can hardly tell the two apart.

Among Christians, worldliness rears its ugly head
in many subtle and unrecognized forms. Sometimes
we tend to idolize great athletes, TV stars, or politi-
cal leaders who profess to be Christians—as if these
individuals were able to be of special help to

Almighty God. Or we cater to wealthy and “influen-
tial” persons in our local church, as if God’s work
would fold up without their good will or financial
backing. Many forms of worldliness do not involve
reading the wrong books and indulging in “carnal”
amusements.

Sad to say, being conformed to the world can lead a
Christian into being “condemned with the world” (1
Cor. 11:32). If a believer confesses and judges this sin,
God will forgive him, but if he does not confess, God
must lovingly chasten him. When a Christian is “con-
demned with the world,” he does not lose his sonship.
Rather, he loses his testimony and his spiritual useful-
ness. And in extreme cases, Christians have even lost
their lives (see 1 Cor. 11:29–30)!

The downward steps and their consequences are
illustrated in the life of Lot (Gen. 13:5–13; 14:8–14;
19). First Lot looked toward Sodom. Then he pitched
his tent toward Sodom in the well-watered plains of
Jordan. Then he moved into Sodom. And when
Sodom was captured by the enemy, Lot was captured
too. He was a believer (2 Peter 2:6–8), but he had to
suffer with the unbelieving sinners of that wicked city.
And when God destroyed Sodom, everything Lot lived
for went up in smoke! Lot was saved so as by fire and
lost his eternal reward (1 Cor. 3:12–15).

No wonder John warned us not to love the world!

Because of What a Christian Is (2:12–14)
This raises a practical and important question about
the nature of a Christian and how he keeps from get-
ting worldly.

The answer is found in the unusual form of address
used in 1 John 2:12–14. Note the titles used as John
addressed his Christian readers: “little children …
fathers … young men … little children.”

What was he referring to?
To begin with, “little children” (1 John 2:12) refers

to all believers. Literally, this word means “born ones.”
All Christians have been born into God’s family
through faith in Jesus Christ, and their sins have been
forgiven. The very fact that one is in God’s family, shar-
ing His nature, ought to discourage him from
becoming friendly with the world. To be friendly with
the world is treachery! “Friendship of the world is
enmity with God … whosoever therefore will be
[wants to be] a friend of the world is the enemy of
God” (James 4:4).

But something else is true: we begin as little chil-
dren—born ones—but we must not stay that way!
Only as a Christian grows spiritually does he overcome
the world.

John mentioned three kinds of Christians in a
local church family: fathers, young men, and little
children (1 John 2:12–14). The “fathers,” of course,
are mature believers who have an intimate personal
knowledge of God. Because they know God, they
know the dangers of the world. No Christian who has
experienced the joys and wonders of fellowship with
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God, and of service for God, will want to live on the
substitute pleasures this world offers.

The “young men” are the conquerors: they have
overcome the wicked one, Satan, who is the prince of
this world system. How did they overcome him?
Through the Word of God! “I have written unto you,
young men, because ye are strong, and the Word of
God abideth in you” (1 John 2:14). The “young men,”
then, are not yet fully mature, but they are maturing,
for they use the Word of God effectively. The Word is
the only weapon that will defeat Satan (Eph. 6:17).

The “little children” addressed in 1 John 2:13 are
not those addressed in 1 John 2:12; two different
Greek words are used. The word in 1 John 2:13 carries
the idea of “immature ones,” or little children still
under the authority of teachers and tutors. These are
young Christians who have not yet grown up in Christ.
Like physical children, these spiritual children know
their father, but they still have some growing to do.

Here, then, is the Christian family! All of them are
“born ones,” but some of them have grown out of
infancy into spiritual manhood and adulthood. It is the
growing, maturing Christian to whom the world does
not appeal. He is too interested in loving his Father and
in doing his Father’s will. The attractions of the world
have no allure for him. He realizes that the things of
the world are only toys, and he can say with Paul,
“When I became a man, I put away childish things” (1
Cor. 13:11).

A Christian stays away from the world because of
what the world is (a satanic system that hates and
opposes Christ), because of what the world does to us
(attracts us to live on sinful substitutes), and because of
what he (the Christian) is—a child of God.

Because of Where the World Is Going (2:17)
“The world is passing away!” (see 1 John 2:17).

That statement would be challenged by many men
today who are confident that the world—the system in
which we live—is as permanent as anything can be.
But the world is not permanent. The only sure thing
about this world system is that it is not going to be here
forever. One day the system will be gone, and the pleas-
ant attractions within it will be gone: all are passing
away. What is going to last?

Only what is part of the will of God!
Spiritual Christians keep themselves “loosely

attached” to this world because they live for something
far better. They are “strangers and pilgrims on the
earth” (Heb. 11:13). “For here have we no continuing
city, but we seek one to come” (Heb. 13:14). In Bible
times, many believers lived in tents because God did
not want them to settle down and feel at home in this
world.

John was contrasting two ways of life: a life lived for
eternity and a life lived for time. A worldly person lives
for the pleasures of the flesh, but a dedicated Christian
lives for the joys of the Spirit. A worldly believer lives
for what he can see, the lust of the eyes, but a spiritual

believer lives for the unseen realities of God (2 Cor.
4:8–18). A worldly minded person lives for the pride of
life, the vainglory that appeals to men, but a Christian
who does the will of God lives for God’s approval. And
he “abideth forever.”

Every great nation in history has become decadent
and has finally been conquered by another nation.
There is no reason why we should suppose that our
nation will be an exception. Some nineteen world civ-
ilizations in the past have slipped into oblivion. There
is no reason why we should think that our present civ-
ilization will endure forever. “Change and decay in all
around I see,” wrote Henry F. Lyte (1793–1847), and
if our civilization is not eroded by change and decay it
will certainly be swept away and replaced by a new
order of things at the coming of Christ, which could
happen at any time.

Slowly but inevitably, and perhaps sooner than even
Christians think, the world is passing away, but the
man who does God’s will abides forever.

This does not mean that all God’s servants will be
remembered by future generations. Of the multitudes
of famous men who have lived on earth, less than two
thousand have been remembered by any number of
people for more than a century.

Nor does it mean that God’s servants will live on in
their writings or in the lives of those they influenced.
Such “immortality” may be a fact, but it is equally true
of unbelievers such as Karl Marx, Voltaire, or Adolf
Hitler.

No, we are told here (1 John 2:17) that Christians
who dedicate themselves to doing God’s will—to obey-
ing God—“abide [remain] forever.” Long after this
world system—with its vaunted culture, its proud
philosophies, its egocentric intellectualism, and its
godless materialism—has been forgotten, and long
after this planet has been replaced by the new heavens
and the new earth, God’s faithful servants will
remain—sharing the glory of God for all eternity.

And this prospect is not limited to Moody,
Spurgeon, Luther, or Wesley and their likes— it is
open to each and every humble believer. If you are
trusting Christ, it is for you.

This present world system is not a lasting one. “The
fashion of this world passeth away” (1 Cor. 7:31).
Everything around us is changing, but the things that
are eternal never change. A Christian who loves the
world will never have peace or security because he has
linked his life with that which is in a state of flux. “He
is no fool,” wrote missionary martyr Jim Elliot, “who
gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot
lose.”

The New Testament has quite a bit to say about
“the will of God.” One of the “fringe benefits” of salva-
tion is the privilege of knowing God’s will (Acts 22:14).
In fact, God wants us to be “filled with the knowledge
of his will” (Col. 1:9). The will of God is not some-
thing that we consult occasionally like an encyclopedia.
It is something that completely controls our lives. The
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C.Truth—2:18–29

issue for a dedicated Christian is not simply, “Is it right
or wrong?” or “Is it good or bad?” The key issue is, “Is
this the will of God for me?”

God wants us to understand His will (Eph. 5:17),
not just know what it is. “He made known his ways
unto Moses, his acts unto the children of Israel” (Ps.
103:7). Israel knew what God was doing, but Moses
knew why He was doing it! It is important that we
understand God’s will for our lives and see the purposes
He is fulfilling.

After we know the will of God, we should do it
from the heart (Eph. 6:6). It is not by talking about the
Lord’s will that we please Him, but by doing what He
tells us (Matt. 7:21). And the more we obey God, the
better able we are to “find and follow God’s will”
(Rom. 12:2, Williams). Discovering and doing God’s
will is something like learning to swim: you must get in
the water before it becomes real to you. The more we
obey God, the more proficient we become in knowing
what He wants us to do.

God’s goal for us is that we will “stand … complete
in all the will of God” (Col. 4:12). This means to be
mature in God’s will.

A little child constantly asks his parents what is
right and what is wrong and what they want him to do
or not to do. But as he lives with his parents and expe-
riences their training and discipline, he gradually
discovers what their will for him is. In fact, a disci-
plined child can “read his father’s mind” just by
watching the parent’s face and eyes! An immature
Christian is always asking his friends what they think
God’s will is for him. A mature Christian stands com-
plete in the will of God. He knows what the Lord
wants him to do.

How does one discover the will of God? The
process begins with surrender: “Present your bodies a
living sacrifice … be not conformed to this world …
that ye may prove [know by experience] what is that
good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God” (Rom.
12:1–2). A Christian who loves the world will never
know the will of God in this way. The Father shares His
secrets with those who obey Him. “If any man will do
his will, he shall know of the doctrine” (John 7:17).
And God’s will is not a “spiritual cafeteria” where a
Christian takes what he wants and rejects the rest! No,
the will of God must be accepted in its entirety. This
involves a personal surrender to God of one’s entire life.

God reveals His will to us through His Word. “Thy
word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path”
(Ps. 119:105). A worldly believer has no appetite for
the Bible. When he reads it, he gets little or nothing
from it. But a spiritual believer, who spends time daily
reading the Bible and meditating on it, finds God’s will
there and applies it to his everyday life.

We may also learn God’s will through circum-
stances. God moves in wonderful ways to open and
close doors. We must test this kind of leading by the
Word of God—and not test the Bible’s clear teaching
by circumstances!

Finally, God leads us into His will through prayer
and the working of His Spirit in our hearts. As we pray
about a decision, the Spirit speaks to us. An “inner
voice” may agree with the leading of circumstances. We
are never to follow this “inner voice” alone: we must
always test it by the Bible, for it is possible for the flesh
(or for Satan) to use circumstances—or “feelings”—to
lead us completely astray.

To sum it up, a Christian is in the world physically
(John 17:11), but he is not of the world spiritually
(John 17:14). Christ has sent us into the world to bear
witness of Him (John 17:18). Like a scuba diver, we
must live in an alien element, and if we are not careful,
the alien element will stifle us. A Christian cannot help
being in the world, but when the world is in the
Christian, trouble starts!

The world gets into a Christian through his heart:
“Love not the world!” Anything that robs a Christian
of his enjoyment of the Father’s love, or of his desire to
do the Father’s will, is worldly and must be avoided.
Every believer, on the basis of God’s Word, must iden-
tify those things for himself.

A Christian must decide, “Will I live for the pres-
ent only, or will I live for the will of God and abide
forever?” Jesus illustrated this choice by telling about
two men. One built on the sand and the other on the
rock (Matt. 7:24–27). Paul referred to the same choice
by describing two kinds of material for building: tem-
porary and permanent (1 Cor. 3:11–15).

Love for the world is the love God hates. It is the
love a Christian must shun at all costs!

CHAPTER FIVE
1 John 2:18–29
TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES

I t makes no difference what you believe, just as long
as you are sincere!”

That statement expresses the personal philosophy
of many people today, but it is doubtful whether most
of those who make it have really thought it through. Is
“sincerity” the magic ingredient that makes something
true? If so, then you ought to be able to apply it to any
area of life, and not only to religion.

A nurse in a city hospital gives some medicine to a
patient, and the patient becomes violently ill. The
nurse is sincere but the medicine is wrong, and the
patient almost dies.

A man hears noises in the house one night and
decides a burglar is at work. He gets his gun and shoots
the “burglar,” who turns out to be his daughter! Unable
to sleep, she has gotten up for a bite to eat. She ends up
the victim of her father’s “sincerity.”

It takes more than “sincerity” to make something
true. Faith in a lie will always cause serious conse-
quences; faith in the truth is never misplaced. It does
make a difference what a man believes! If a man wants
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to drive from Chicago to New York, no amount of sin-
cerity will get him there if the highway is taking him to
Los Angeles. A person who is real builds his life on
truth, not superstition or lies. It is impossible to live a
real life by believing lies.

God has warned the church family (“little chil-
dren”) about the conflict between light and darkness
(1 John 1:1—2:6) and between love and hatred (1
John 2:7–17). Now He warns them about a third con-
flict: the conflict between truth and error. It is not
enough for a believer to walk in the light and to walk
in love; he must also walk in truth. The issue is
truth—or consequences!

Before John explained the tragic consequences of
turning from the truth, he emphasized the seriousness
of the matter. He did so by using two special terms:
“the last time” and “antichrist.” Both terms make it
clear that Christians are living in an hour of crisis and
must guard against the errors of the enemy.

“The last time” (or “the last hour”) is a term that
reminds us that a new age has dawned on the world.
“The darkness is past, and the true light now shineth”
(1 John 2:8). Since the death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ, God is doing a “new thing” in this world. All of
Old Testament history prepared the way for the work
of Christ on the cross. All history since that time is
merely preparation for “the end,” when Jesus will come
and establish His kingdom. There is nothing more that
God must do for the salvation of sinners.

You may ask, “But if it was ‘the last hour’ in John’s
day, why has Jesus not yet returned?”

This is an excellent question and Scripture gives us
the answer. God is not limited by time the way His
creatures are. God works in human time, but He is
above time (see 2 Peter 3:8).

“The last hour” began back in John’s day and has
been growing in intensity ever since. There were
ungodly false teachers in John’s day, and during the
intervening centuries they have increased both in num-
ber and in influence. “The last hour” or “the last times”
are phrases that describe a kind of time, not a duration
of time. “The latter times” are described in 1 Timothy
4. Paul, like John, observed characteristics of his time,
and we see the same characteristics today in even
greater intensity.

In other words, Christians have always been living
in “the last time”—in crisis days. It is therefore impor-
tant that you know what you believe and why you
believe it.

The second term, “antichrist,” is used in the Bible
only by John (1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; 2 John 7). It
describes three things: (1) a spirit in the world that
opposes or denies Christ; (2) the false teachers who
embody this spirit; and, (3) a person who will head up
the final world rebellion against Christ.

The “spirit of antichrist” (1 John 4:3) has been in
the world since Satan declared war on God (see Gen.
3). The “spirit of antichrist” is behind every false doc-
trine and every “religious” substitute for the realities

Christians have in Christ. As I mentioned in chapter 1
of this study, that prefix anti- actually has a dual mean-
ing. It can mean, in the Greek, both “against” Christ
and “instead of” Christ. Satan in his frenzy is fighting
Christ and His eternal truth, and he is substituting his
counterfeits for the realities found only in our Lord
Jesus.

The “spirit of antichrist” is in the world today. It
will eventually lead to the appearance of a “satanic
superman” whom the Bible calls “Antichrist” (capital
A). He is called “the man of sin” (or “lawlessness”) (2
Thess. 2:1–12).

This passage explains that there are two forces at
work in today’s world: truth is working through the
church by the Holy Spirit, and evil is working by the
energy of Satan. The Holy Spirit, in Christians, is hold-
ing back lawlessness; but when the church is removed
at the rapture (1 Thess. 4:13–18), Satan will be able to
complete his temporary victory and take over the
world. (John had more to say about this world ruler
and his evil system in the book of Revelation, particu-
larly 13:1–18; 16:13; and 19:20.)

Does it make any difference what you believe? It
makes all the difference in the world! You are living in
crisis days—in the last hour—and the spirit of
antichrist is working in the world! It is vitally impor-
tant that you know and believe the truth and be able to
detect lies when they come your way.

John’s epistle gives three outstanding marks of the
false teacher who is controlled by the “spirit of
antichrist.”

He Departs from the Fellowship (2:18–19)
“They went out from us, but they were not really of us;
for if they had been of us, they would have remained
with us” (1 John 2:19 nasb).

The word us refers, of course, to the fellowship of
believers, the church. Not everyone who is part of an
assembly of believers is necessarily a member of the
family of God!

The New Testament presents the church in a
twofold way: as one worldwide family and as local
units or assemblies of believers. There is a “universal” as
well as “local” aspect of the church. The whole world-
wide company of believers is compared with a body (1
Cor. 12) and with a building (Eph. 2:19–22). When a
sinner trusts Christ as Savior, he receives eternal life
and immediately becomes a member of God’s family
and a part of Christ’s spiritual body. He should then
identify himself with a local group of Christians (a
church) and start serving Christ (Acts 2:41–42). But
the point here is that a person can belong to a local
church and not be part of the true spiritual body of
Christ.

One of the evidences of true Christian life is a
desire to be with the people of God. “We know that we
have passed from death unto life, because we love the
brethren” (1 John 3:14). When people share the same
divine nature (2 Peter 1:4) and are indwelt by the same
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Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:14–16), they want to enjoy fel-
lowship and to share with one another. As we have
seen, fellowship means “to have in common.” When
people have spiritual realities in common, they want to
be together.

But the “counterfeit Christians” mentioned in 1
John 2 did not remain in the fellowship. They went
out. This doesn’t imply that “staying in the church”
keeps a person saved; rather, it indicates that remaining
in the fellowship is one evidence that a person is truly
a Christian. In His Parable of the Sower (Matt. 13:1–9,
18–23), Jesus makes it clear that only those who pro-
duce fruit are truly born again. It is possible to be close
to an experience of salvation, and even to have some
characteristics that would pass for “Christian,” and yet
not be a child of God. The people in view in 1 John 2
left the fellowship because they did not possess the true
life and the love of Christ was not in their hearts.

There are many unfortunate divisions among the
people of God today, but all true Christians have things
in common, regardless of church affiliation. They
believe that the Bible is the Word of God and that Jesus
is the Son of God. They confess that men are sinners
and that the only way one can be saved is through faith
in Christ. They believe that Christ died as man’s substi-
tute on the cross, and that He arose again from the
dead. They believe that the Holy Spirit indwells true
believers. Finally, they believe that one day in the
future Jesus will come again. Christians may differ on
other matters—church government, for example, or
modes of baptism—but they agree on the basic doc-
trines of the faith.

If you will investigate the history of the false cults
and antichristian religious systems in today’s world,
you will find that in most cases their founders started
out in a local church! They were “with us” but not “of
us,” so they went out “from us” and started their own
groups.

Any group, no matter how “religious,” that for
doctrinal reasons separates itself from a local church
that holds to the Word of God, must immediately be
suspect. Often these groups follow human leaders and
the books men have written, rather than Jesus Christ
and God’s Word. The New Testament (e.g., 2 Tim.
3—4; 2 Peter 2) makes it clear that it is dangerous to
depart from the fellowship.

He Denies the Faith (2:20–25; 4:1–6)
The key question for a Christian is, Who is Jesus
Christ? Is Christ merely “an Example,” “a good Man,”
or “a wonderful teacher,” or is He God come in the
flesh?

John’s readers knew the truth about Christ, or else
they would not have been saved. “You all know the
truth, because you have the Spirit of God, an unction,
and the Spirit teaches you all things” (see 1 John 2:20,
27). “Now if any man have not the Spirit of Christ he
is none of his” (Rom. 8:9).

False Christians in John’s day used two special

words to describe their experience: “knowledge” and
“unction.” They claimed to have a special unction
(anointing) from God that gave them a unique knowl-
edge. They were “illuminated” and therefore living on
a much higher level than anybody else. But John
pointed out that all true Christians know God and
have received the Spirit of God! And because they have
believed the truth, they recognize a lie when they meet
it.

The great assertion of the faith that sets a Christian
apart from others is this: Jesus Christ is God come in
the flesh (1 John 4:2).

Not all preachers and teachers who claim to be
Christian are really Christian in their belief (1 John
4:1–6). If they confess that Jesus Christ is God come in
the flesh, then they belong to the true faith. If they
deny Christ, then they belong to antichrist. They are in
and of the world, and are not, like true believers, called
out of the world. When they speak, the world (unsaved
persons) hears them and believes them. But the
unsaved world can never understand a true Christian.
A Christian speaks under the direction of the Spirit of
Truth; a false teacher speaks under the influence of the
spirit of error—the spirit of antichrist.

To confess that “Jesus Christ is God come in the
flesh” involves much more than simply to identify
Christ. The demons did this (Mark 1:24) but it did not
save them. True confession involves personal faith in
Christ—in who He is and what He has done. A con-
fession is not a mere intellectual “theological
statement” that you recite; it is a personal witness from
your heart of what Christ has done for you. If you have
trusted Christ and have confessed your faith, you have
eternal life (1 John 2:25). Those who cannot honestly
make this confession do not have eternal life, which is
an ultimately serious matter.

George Whitefield, a great British evangelist, was
speaking to a man about his soul. He asked the man,
“Sir, what do you believe?”

“I believe what my church believes,” the man
replied respectfully.

“And what does your church believe?”
“The same thing I believe.”
“And what do both of you believe?” the preacher

inquired again.
“We both believe the same thing!” was the only

reply he could get.
A man is not saved by assenting to a church creed.

He is saved by trusting Jesus Christ and bearing witness
to his faith (Rom. 10:9–10).

False teachers will often say, “We worship the
Father. We believe in God the Father, even though we
disagree with you about Jesus Christ.”

But to deny the Son means to deny the Father also.
You cannot separate the Father and the Son, since both
are one God. Jesus said, “I and my Father are one”
(John 10:30). He also made it clear that true believers
honor both the Father and the Son: “That all men
should honor the Son, even as they honor the Father.
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He that honoreth not the Son honoreth not the Father
which hath sent him” (John 5:23). If you say you “wor-
ship one God” but leave Jesus Christ out of your
worship, you are not worshipping as a true Christian.

It is important that you stay with the truth of God’s
Word. The Word (or message) Christians have “heard
from the beginning” is all you need to keep you true to
the faith. The Christian life continues just as it began:
through faith in the Bible’s message. A religious leader
who comes along with “something new,” something
that contradicts what Christians have “heard from the
beginning,” is not to be trusted. “Try the spirits,
whether they are of God” (1 John 4:1). Let the Word
abide in you (1 John 2:24), and abide in Christ (1 John
2:28); otherwise you will be led astray by the spirit of
antichrist. No matter what false teachers may promise,
you have the sure promise of eternal life (1 John 2:25).
You need nothing more!

If false teachers were content to enjoy themselves in
their own meetings, it would be bad enough; the
tragedy is that they try earnestly to convert others to
their antichristian doctrines. This is the third mark of a
man who has turned away from God’s truth.

He Tries to Deceive the Faithful (2:26–29)
It is interesting to observe that antichristian groups
rarely try to lead lost sinners to their false faith.
Instead, they spend much of their time trying to con-
vert professing Christians (and church members, at
that) to their own doctrines. They are out to “seduce”
the faithful.

The word seduce carries the idea of “being led
astray.” We have been warned that this would happen:
“Now the Spirit speaketh expressly, that in the latter
times some shall depart from the faith, giving heed to
seducing spirits, and doctrines of devils [teachings of
demons]” (1 Tim. 4:1).

Jesus called Satan the “father of lies” (John 8:44
niv). The devil’s purpose is to lead Christians astray by
teaching them false doctrines (2 Cor. 11:1–4, 13–15).
We should not accept everything a person tells us sim-
ply because he claims to believe the Bible, for it is
possible to “twist” the Bible to make it mean almost
anything (2 Cor. 4:1–2).

Satan is not an originator; he is a counterfeiter. He
imitates the work of God. For example, Satan has
counterfeit “ministers” (2 Cor. 11:13–15) who preach
a counterfeit gospel (Gal. 1:6–12) that produces coun-
terfeit Christians (John 8:43–44) who depend on a
counterfeit righteousness (Rom. 10:1–10). In the para-
ble of the tares (Matt. 13:24–30, 36–43), Jesus and
Satan are pictured as sowers. Jesus sows the true seed,
the children of God, but Satan sows “the children of
the wicked one.” The two kinds of plants, while grow-
ing, look so much alike that the servants could not tell
the difference until the fruit appeared! Satan’s chief
stratagem during this age is to plant the counterfeit
wherever Christ plants the true. And it is important
that you be able to detect the counterfeit and separate

the teachings of Christ from the false teachings of
antichrist.

How does a believer do this? By depending on the
teaching of the Holy Spirit. Each believer has experi-
enced the anointing (the “unction,” 1 John 2:20) of
the Spirit, and it is the Spirit who teaches him truth
(John 14:17; 15:26). False teachers are not led by the
Spirit of Truth; they are led by the spirit of error (1
John 4:3, 6).

The word anoint reminds us of the Old Testament
practice of pouring oil on the head of a person being
set apart for special service. A priest was anointed (Ex.
28:41), and so was a king (1 Sam. 15:1) or a prophet
(1 Kings 19:16). A New Testament Christian is
anointed, not with literal oil, but by the Spirit of
God—an anointing that sets him apart for his ministry
as one of God’s priests (1 Peter 2:5, 9). It is not neces-
sary for you to pray for “an anointing of the Spirit”; if
you are a Christian, you have already received this spe-
cial anointing. This anointing “abides in us” and
therefore does not need to be imparted to us.

We have seen that false teachers deny the Father
and the Son; they also deny the Spirit. The Spirit is the
Teacher God has given us (John 14:26), but these false
Christians want to be teachers themselves and lead oth-
ers astray. They try to take the place of the Holy Spirit!

We are warned against letting any man be our
teacher, for God has given us the Spirit to teach us His
truth. This does not deny the office of human teachers
in the church (Eph. 4:11–12), but it means that under
the guidance of the Spirit you must test the teaching of
men as you search the Bible for yourself (see Acts
17:11).

A missionary to the Native Americans was in Los
Angeles with a Native American friend who was a new
Christian. As they walked down the street, they passed
a man on the corner who was preaching with a Bible in
his hand. The missionary knew the man represented a
cult, but the Native American saw only the Bible. He
stopped to listen to the sermon.

“I hope my friend doesn’t get confused,” the mis-
sionary thought, and he began to pray. In a few
minutes the Native American turned away from the
meeting and joined his missionary friend.

“What did you think of the preacher?” the mission-
ary asked.

“All the time he was talking,” exclaimed the Native
American, “something in my heart kept saying, ‘Liar!
Liar!’”

That “something” in his heart was “Someone”—the
Holy Spirit of God! The Spirit guides us into the truth
and helps us to recognize error. This anointing of God
is “no lie,” because “the Spirit is truth” (1 John 5:6).

Why are some Christians led astray to believe false
teachings? Because they are not abiding in the Spirit.
The word abide occurs several times in this section of
1 John, and it would be helpful to review:

• False teachers do not abide (“continue”) in the
fellowship (1 John 2:19).
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• The word (message) we have heard should abide
in us (1 John 2:24).

• The anointing (the Holy Spirit) abides in us, and
we should abide in the Spirit (1 John 2:27).

• As we abide in the Word and in the Spirit, we
also abide in Christ (1 John 2:28).

We noticed this word abide earlier in John’s letter
too:

• If we say we abide in Christ, we should walk as
He walked (1 John 2:6).

• If we love our brother, we abide in the light (1
John 2:10).

• If the Word abides in us, we will be spiritually
strong (1 John 2:14).

• If we do the will of God, we shall abide forever (1
John 2:17).

“To abide” means to remain in fellowship; and “fel-
lowship” is the key idea in the first two chapters of this
epistle. From chapters 3 to 5, the emphasis is on son-
ship, or being “born of God.”

It is possible to be a child in a family and yet be out
of fellowship with one’s father and with other members
of the family. When our heavenly Father discovers that
we are out of fellowship with Him, He deals with us to
bring us back into the place of abiding. This process is
called “chastening”—child-training (Heb. 12:5–11).

A believer must allow the Spirit of God to teach
him from the Bible. One of the major functions of a
local church is the teaching of God’s Word (2 Tim. 2:2;
4:1–5). The Spirit gives the gift of teaching to certain
individuals in the fellowship (Rom. 12:6–7) and they
teach others, but what they teach must be tested (1
John 4:1–3).

There is a difference between deliberate deception
and spiritual ignorance. When Apollos preached in the
synagogue at Ephesus, his message was correct as far as
it went, but it was not complete. Priscilla and Aquila,
two mature believers in the congregation, took him
aside privately and instructed him in the full message
of Christ (Acts 18:24–28). A Christian who spends
time daily in the Bible and in prayer will walk in the
Spirit and have the discernment he needs.

The Spirit teaches us “of all things” (1 John 2:27,
italics mine). False teachers have a way of “riding a
hobby”—prophecy or sanctification or even diet—and
neglecting the whole message of the Bible. Jesus
implied that we are to live by “every word that pro-
ceedeth out of the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4, italics
mine). Paul was careful to preach “all the counsel of
God” (Acts 20:27, italics mine). “All Scripture is given
by inspiration of God and is profitable” (2 Tim. 3:16,
italics mine).

If you ignore or neglect any part of the Bible, you
invite trouble. You must read and study the whole
Book, and be able to rightly divide it (see 2 Tim. 2:15);
that is, you must handle it accurately (see nasb). You
should discern in the Bible what God says to different
people at different times; there are passages that apply
specifically to the Jews, or to the Gentiles, or to the

church (1 Cor. 10:32). You must be careful to distin-
guish between them. Though all of the Bible was
written for you, not all of it was written to you. False
teachers, however, pick (out of context) only what they
want, and often apply to believers today passages that
were given only for ancient Israel.

John’s second epistle gives further warning about
false teachers (2 John 7–11). A Christian who meddles
with these deceivers is in danger of losing his full
reward (2 John 8). You should not even say goodbye
(which literally means “God be with you”). You are not
to be rude or unkind, because that would not be
Christian, but you are not to let them into your home
to explain their views. Why? Because if you let them in,
two consequences may follow: First, they will plant the
seeds of false teaching in your mind, and Satan can
water and nourish these seeds to produce bitter fruit.
But even if this does not happen, by entertaining false
teachers in your home you are giving them entrance
into other homes! The deceiver will say to your neigh-
bor down the street, “Mr. and Mrs. Smith let me into
their home, and you know what good Christians they
are!”

John has now concluded his message on fellowship
and is about to begin his message on sonship. He has
pointed out the contrasts between light and darkness (1
John 1:1–2:6), love and hatred (1 John 2:7–17), and
truth and error (1 John 2:18–27). He has explained
that a real Christian lives a life of obedience (walking in
light, not darkness), love, and truth. It is impossible to
live in fellowship with God if you are disobedient or
hateful or untruthful. Any of these sins will lead you
out of reality and into pretense. You will have an “arti-
ficial” life instead of an “authentic” life.

First John 2:28 and 29 are a bridge from the fellow-
ship section into the sonship section (“born of God”);
in these verses John used three words that ought to
encourage us to live in fellowship with the Father, the
Son, and the Spirit.

• Abide. This is a word we have met twice before.
You must recognize the importance of abiding in
Christ. In fact, this has been the theme of the first two
chapters of this epistle. You abide in Christ by believ-
ing the truth, obeying the truth, and loving other
Christians—“the brethren.” Obedience—love—truth.
If you are a believer and find yourself out of fellowship
with God, it is because you have disobeyed His Word,
lacked love for a brother, or believed a lie. The solution
is to confess your sin instantly and to claim God’s for-
giveness (1 John 1:9).

• Appear. This is the first mention in this epistle of
the promised return of Christ. The book of Revelation
deals in detail with future events. The epistle (1 John
2:28–3:3; 4:17) merely mentions the return of Christ
and a coming day of judgment.

Not all Bible students are agreed as to the details of
future events, but evangelical Christians agree that
Christ is returning for His church (1 Thess. 4:13–18).
Though Christians will not then be judged for their
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III. THE TESTS OF TRUE SONSHIP: GOD IS LOVE
(3—5)

A.Obedience—3 

sins, they will be judged on the basis of their faithful-
ness in serving Christ (1 Cor. 3:10–15). Those who
have been faithful will receive rewards (1 Cor. 4:5), and
those who have not been faithful will lose rewards. This
event is called “the judgment seat of Christ” (Rom.
14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10); do not confuse it with the “Great
White Throne Judgment” of unsaved people at the end
of time (Rev. 20:11–15).

The fact that Jesus Christ may return at any
moment ought to be an incentive for us to live in fel-
lowship with Him and be obedient to His Word. For
this reason, John used a third word:

• Ashamed. Some Christians will be “ashamed
before him at his coming” (1 John 2:28). All believers
are “accepted,” but there is a difference between being
“accepted” and being “acceptable.” A disobedient child
who goes out and gets dirty will be accepted when he
comes home, but he will not be treated as though he
were acceptable. “Therefore also we have as our ambi-
tion … to be pleasing to Him” (2 Cor. 5:9 nasb). A
Christian who has not walked in fellowship with Christ
in obedience, love, and truth will lose his rewards; and
this will make him ashamed.

No matter in which direction a Christian looks, he
finds reason to obey God. If he looks back, he sees
Calvary, where Christ died for him. If he looks within,
he sees the Holy Spirit, who lives within and teaches
him the truth. If he looks around, he sees his Christian
brethren, whom he loves; he also sees a world lost in
sin, desperately needing his godly witness. And if he
looks ahead, he sees the return of Christ! “And every
man that hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even
as he is pure” (1 John 3:3). The return of Christ is a
great inspiration for godly living.

John has written about light and darkness, love and
hatred, and truth and error, and in 1 John 2:29 he
summed up the whole matter of Christian living in one
phrase—“doing righteousness.”

The life that is real is a life of doing, not simply
talking (“If we say,” 1 John 1:8—2:9) or giving mental
assent that a doctrine is correct. “Not every one that
saith unto me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter into the king-
dom of heaven, but he that doeth the will of my Father
which is in heaven” (Matt. 7:21, italics mine).
Christians do not simply believe the truth; they do it (1
John 1:6).

A person who professes to be a Christian, but who
does not live in obedience, love, and truth, is either
deceived or a deceiver. A child bears the nature of his
father, and a person who has been “born of God” will
reveal the characteristics of the heavenly Father.
“Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children”
(Eph. 5:1 nasb). “As obedient children, not fashioning
yourselves according to the former lusts in your igno-
rance: but as he which hath called you is holy, so be ye
holy” (1 Peter 1:14–15).

A Sunday school class seemed to be having constant
problems. The pastor and the superintendent met with
the teacher and officers, but made no apparent

progress. Then, one Sunday morning, the teacher of
the class came down the aisle during the closing hymn
of the service. “I suppose she wants to dedicate her life
to the Lord,” the pastor thought.

“Pastor,” she said, “I want to confess Christ as my
Savior. All these years I thought I was saved, but I
wasn’t. There was always something lacking in my life.
The class problems were my problems, but now they’ve
been solved. Now I know I’m saved.”

“Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; exam-
ine yourselves!” (2 Cor. 13:5 nasb). Does your life bear
the marks of obedience, love, and truth? Is your
Christian life something real—genuine—authentic?
Or is it counterfeit?

It is a question of truth—or consequences!
And if you do not face the truth, you must pay the

consequences!

CHAPTER SIX
1 John 3:1–10
THE PRETENDERS

The United States Treasury Department has a spe-
cial group of men whose job it is to track down
counterfeiters. Naturally, these men need to know

a counterfeit bill when they see it.
How do they learn to identify fake bills?
Oddly enough, they are not trained by spending

hours examining counterfeit money. Rather, they study
the real thing. They become so familiar with authentic
bills that they can spot a counterfeit by looking at it or,
often, simply by feeling it.

This is the approach in 1 John 3, which warns us
that in today’s world there are counterfeit Christians—
“children of the devil” (1 John 3:10). But instead of
listing the evil characteristics of Satan’s children, the
Scripture gives us a clear description of God’s children.
The contrast between the two is obvious.

The key verse of this chapter is 1 John 3:10: a true
child of God practices righteousness and loves other
Christians despite differences. First John 3:1–10 deals
with the first topic, and 1 John 3:11–24 takes up the
second.

Practicing righteousness and loving the brethren, of
course, are not new themes. These two important sub-
jects are treated in the first two chapters of this epistle,
but in 1 John 3 the approach is different. In the first
two chapters the emphasis was on fellowship: a
Christian who is in fellowship with God will practice
righteousness and will love the brethren. But in 1 John
3—5, the emphasis is on sonship: because a Christian
is “born of God,” he will practice righteousness and
will love the brethren.

“Born of God” is the idea that is basic to these
chapters (see 1 John 2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4, 18).

When you read 1 John 3:1–10 in the Authorized
Version, you may be startled by 1 John 3:6 and 9,
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which seem to contradict 1 John 1:8–9. The
Authorized translation of the verbs here is not accurate.
What the Greek text really says is “No one who abides
in Him practices sin; no one who practices sin has seen
Him or knows Him” (1 John 3:6). “No one who is
born of God practices sin … he cannot practice sin
because he is born of God” (1 John 3:9). To “practice”
sin is to sin consistently and as a way of life. It does not
refer to committing an occasional sin. It is clear that no
Christian is sinless (1 John 1:8–10), but God expects a
true believer to sin less, not to sin habitually.

Every great personality mentioned in the Bible
sinned at one time or another. Abraham lied about his
wife (Gen. 12:10–20). Moses lost his temper and dis-
obeyed God (Num. 20:7–13). Peter denied the Lord
three times (Matt. 26:69–75). But sin was not the set-
tled practice of these men. It was an incident in their
lives, totally contrary to their normal habits. And when
they sinned, they admitted it and asked God to forgive
them.

An unsaved person (even if he professes to be a
Christian but is a counterfeit) lives a life of habitual sin.
Sin—especially the sin of unbelief—is the normal
thing in his life (Eph. 2:1–3). He has no divine
resources to draw on. His profession of faith, if any, is
not real. This is the distinction in view in 1 John
3:1–10—a true believer does not live in habitual sin.
He may commit sin—an occasional wrong act—but he
will not practice sin—make a settled habit of it.

The difference is that a true Christian knows God.
A counterfeit Christian may talk about God and get
involved in “religious activities,” but he does not really
know God. The person who has been “born of God”
through faith in Christ knows God the Father, God the
Son, and God the Holy Spirit. And because he knows
them, he lives a life of obedience: he does not practice
sin.

John gave us three reasons for a holy life.

God the Father Loves Us (3:1–3)
God’s love for us is unique. First John 3:1 may be trans-
lated, “Behold, what peculiar, out-of-this-world kind
of love the Father has bestowed on us.” While we were
His enemies God loved us and sent His Son to die for
us!

The whole wonderful plan of salvation begins with
the love of God.

Many translators add a phrase to 1 John 3:1: “That
we should be called the sons of God, and we are.”
“Sons of God” is not simply a high-sounding name
that we bear; it is a reality! We are God’s children! We
do not expect the world to understand this thrilling
relationship, because it does not even understand God.
Only a person who knows God through Christ can
fully appreciate what it means to be called a child of
God.

First John 3:1 tells us what we are and 1 John 3:2
tells us what we shall be. The reference here, of course,
is to the time of Christ’s coming for His church. This

was mentioned in 1 John 2:28 as an incentive for holy
living, and now it is repeated.

God’s love for us does not stop with the new birth.
It continues throughout our lives and takes us right up
to the return of Jesus Christ! When our Lord appears,
all true believers will see Him and will become like
Him (Phil. 3:20–21). This means, of course, that they
will have new, glorified bodies, suited to heaven.

But the apostle did not stop here! He has told us
what we are and what we shall be. Now, in 1 John 3:3,
he told us what we should be. In view of the return of
Jesus Christ, we should keep our lives clean.

All this is to remind us of the Father’s love. Because
the Father loved us and sent His Son to die for us, we
are children of God. Because God loves us, He wants
us to live with Him one day. Salvation, from start to
finish, is an expression of the love of God. We are saved
by the grace of God (Eph. 2:8–9; Titus 2:11–15), but
the provision for our salvation was originated in the
love of God. And since we have experienced the love of
the Father, we have no desire to live in sin.

An unbeliever who sins is a creature sinning against
his Creator. A Christian who sins is a child sinning
against his Father. The unbeliever sins against law; the
believer sins against love.

This reminds us of the meaning of the phrase so
often repeated in the Bible: “the fear of the Lord.” This
phrase does not suggest that God’s children live in an
atmosphere of terror, “for God hath not given us the
spirit of fear” (2 Tim. 1:7). Rather, it indicates that
God’s children hold their Father in reverence and will
not deliberately disobey Him or try His patience.

A group of teenagers were enjoying a party, and
someone suggested that they go to a certain restaurant
for a good time.

“I’d rather you took me home,” Jan said to her date.
“My parents don’t approve of that place.”

“Afraid your father will hurt you?” one of the girls
asked sarcastically.

“No,” Jan replied, “I’m not afraid my father will
hurt me, but I am afraid I might hurt him.”

She understood the principle that a true child of
God, who has experienced the love of God, has no
desire to sin against that love.

God the Son Died for Us (3:4–8)
John turned here from the future appearing of Jesus (1
John 3:2) to His past appearing (1 John 3:5, where the
word manifest [kjv] means “appear”). John gave two
reasons why Jesus came and died: (1) to take away our
sins (1 John 3:4–6), and (2) to destroy the works of the
devil (1 John 3:7–8). For a child of God to sin indicates
that he does not understand or appreciate what Jesus
did for him on the cross.

Christ appeared to take away our sins (vv. 4–6).
There are several definitions of sin in the Bible:
“Whatsoever is not of faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23). “The
thought of foolishness is sin” (Prov. 24:9). “Therefore
to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to
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him it is sin” (James 4:17). “All unrighteousness is sin”
(1 John 5:17). But John’s epistle defines sin as lawless-
ness (1 John 3:4). It views sin as defilement (1 John
1:9—2:2), but here it views it as defiance.

The emphasis here is not on sins (plural), but on sin
(singular): “Whosoever practices sin.” Sins are the
fruit, but sin is the root.

That God is love does not mean He has no rules
and regulations for His family. “And hereby we do
know that we know him, if we keep his command-
ments” (1 John 2:3). “And whatsoever we ask, we
receive of him, because we keep his commandments,
and do those things that are pleasing in his sight” (1
John 3:22). “By this we know that we love the children
of God, when we love God and keep his command-
ments” (1 John 5:2).

God’s children are not in bondage to the Old
Testament law, for Christ has set us free and has given
us liberty (Gal. 5:1–6). But God’s children are not to
be lawless, either! They are “not without law to God,
but under the law to Christ” (1 Cor. 9:21).

Sin is basically a matter of the will. For us to assert
our will against God’s will is rebellion, and rebellion is
the root of sin. It is not simply that sin reveals itself in
lawless behavior, but that the very essence of sin is law-
lessness. No matter what his outward action may be, a
sinner’s inward attitude is one of rebellion.

Little Judy was riding in the car with her father. She
decided to stand up in the front seat. Her father com-
manded her to sit down and put on the seat belt, but
she declined. He told her a second time, and again she
refused.

“If you don’t sit down immediately, I’ll pull over
to the side of the road and spank you!” Dad finally
said, and at this the little girl obeyed. But in a few
minutes she said quietly, “Daddy, I’m still standing up
inside.”

Lawlessness! Rebellion! Even though there was con-
straint from the outside, there was still rebellion on the
inside, and this attitude is the essence of sin.

But after a person has become a child of God, born
again by faith in Jesus Christ, he cannot practice law-
lessness! For one thing, Jesus Christ was without sin,
and to abide in Him means to be identified with the
One who is sinless. And even more than that, Jesus
Christ died to take away our sins! If we know the per-
son of Christ, and if we have shared in the blessing of
His death, we cannot deliberately disobey God. The
whole work of the cross is denied when a professed
Christian practices deliberate sin. This is one reason
why Paul called such people “enemies of the cross of
Christ” (Phil. 3:18–19).

“Whosoever abideth in him does not practice sin”
(1 John 3:6). “Abide” was one of John’s favorite words.
To abide in Christ means to be in fellowship with
Him, to allow nothing to come between ourselves and
Christ. Sonship (being born of God) brings about our
union with Christ, but fellowship makes possible
our communion with Christ. It is this communion

(abiding) with Christ that keeps us from deliberately
disobeying His Word.

A person who deliberately and habitually sins is
proving that he does not know Christ and therefore
cannot be abiding in Him.

There is more in the death of Christ on the cross
than simply our salvation from judgment, as wonder-
ful as that is. Through His death, Christ broke the
power of the sin principle in our lives. The theme of
Romans 6—8 is this identification with Christ in His
death and resurrection. Christ not only died for me,
but I died with Christ! Now I can yield myself to Him
and sin will not have dominion over me.

Christ appeared to destroy the works of the devil
(vv. 7–8). The logic here is clear: if a man knows God,
he will obey God; if he belongs to the devil, he will
obey the devil. John accepted the reality of a personal
devil.

This enemy has many different names in Scripture:
Satan (adversary, enemy), the devil (accuser), Abaddon
or Apollyon (destroyer), the prince of this world, the
dragon, and so forth. Whatever name you call him,
keep in mind that his chief activity is to oppose Christ
and God’s people.

The contrast here is between Christ (who has no
sin, 1 John 3:5) and the devil (who can do nothing but
sin).

The origin of Satan is a mystery. Many scholars
believe he was once one of the highest angels, placed by
God over the earth and over the other angels, and that
he sinned against God and was cast down (Isa.
14:9–17; Ezek. 28:12–14).

Satan is not eternal, as is God, for he is a created
being. He was not created sinful. His present nature is
a result of his past rebellion. Satan is not like God: he
is not all-powerful, all-knowing, or everywhere present.
However, he is assisted by an army of spirit creatures
known as demons, who make it possible for him to
work in many places at one time (Eph. 6:10–12).

Satan is a rebel, but Christ is the obedient Son of
God. Christ was “obedient unto death, even the death
of the cross” (Phil. 2:8). Christ is God but was willing
to become a servant. Satan was a servant and wanted to
become God. From the beginning of his career, Satan
has been a sinner, and Christ came to destroy the works
of the devil.

“Destroy” (1 John 3:8) does not mean “annihilate.”
Satan is certainly still at work today! “Destroy,” here,
means “to render inoperative, to rob of power.” Satan
has not been annihilated, but his power has been
reduced and his weapons have been impaired. He is
still a mighty foe, but he is no match for the power of
God.

Jesus compared this world to a palace that contains
many valuable goods. A strong man is guarding this
palace (Luke 11:14–23). Satan is the strong man, and
his “goods” are lost men and women. The only way to
release the “goods” is to bind the strong man, and that
is just what Jesus did on the cross. Jesus, in coming to
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earth, invaded Satan’s “palace.” When He died, He
broke Satan’s power and captured his goods! Each time
a lost sinner is won to Christ, more of Satan’s “spoils”
are taken from him.

For many months after the close of World War II,
Japanese troops were discovered hidden in the caves and
jungles of the Pacific islands. Some of these stragglers
were living like frightened savages; they didn’t know the
war was over. Once they understood that it was no
longer necessary for them to fight, they surrendered.

Christians may rest in the truth that Satan is a
defeated enemy. He may still win a few battles here and
there, but he has already lost the war! Sentence has
been pronounced on him, but it will be awhile before
the punishment is meted out. A person who knows
Christ, and who has been delivered from the bondage
of sin through Christ’s death on the cross, has no desire
to obey Satan and live like a rebel.

“Little children, let no man deceive you!”
Counterfeit Christians were trying to convince true
believers that a person could be “saved” and still prac-
tice sin. John did not deny that Christians sin, but he
did deny that Christians can live in sin. A person who
can enjoy deliberate sin and who does not feel con-
victed or experience God’s chastening had better
examine himself to see whether or not he is really born
of God.

God the Holy Spirit Lives in Us (3:9–10)
“Whosoever is born of God does not practice sin!”

Why? Because he has a new nature within him, and
that new nature cannot sin. John called this new nature
God’s “seed.”

When a person receives Christ as his Savior,
tremendous spiritual changes take place in him. He is
given a new standing before God, being accepted as
righteous in God’s sight. This new standing is called
“justification.” It never changes and is never lost.

The new Christian is also given a new position: he
is set apart for God’s own purposes to live for His glory.
This new position is called “sanctification,” and it has
a way of changing from day to day. On some days we
are much closer to Christ and obey Him much more
readily.

But perhaps the most dramatic change in a new
believer is what we call “regeneration.” He is “born
again” into the family of God. (Re- means “again,” and
generation means “birth.”)

Justification means a new standing before God,
sanctification means being set apart to God, and regen-
eration means a new nature—God’s nature (see 2 Peter
1:4).

The only way to enter God’s family is by trusting
Christ and experiencing this new birth. “Whosoever
believeth that Jesus is the Christ is born of God” (1
John 5:1).

Physical life produces only physical life; spiritual
life produces spiritual life. “That which is born of the
flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is

spirit” (John 3:6). Christians have been born again,
“not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the
word of God, which liveth and abideth forever” (1
Peter 1:23). A Christian’s “spiritual parents,” so to
speak, are the Word of God and the Spirit of God. The
Spirit of God uses the Word of God to convict of sin
and to reveal the Savior.

We are saved by faith (Eph. 2:8–9), and “faith
cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God”
(Rom. 10:17). In the miracle of the new birth, the
Holy Spirit imparts new life—God’s life—to a believ-
ing sinner, and as a result the individual is born into
the family of God.

Just as physical children bear the nature of their
parents, so God’s spiritual children bear His nature.
The divine “seed” is in them. A Christian has an old
nature from his physical birth and a new nature from
his spiritual birth. The New Testament contrasts these
two natures and gives them various names:

The old nature produces sin, but the new nature
leads one into a holy life. A Christian’s responsibility
is to live according to his new nature, not the old
nature.

One way to illustrate this is by contrasting the
“outer man” with the “inner man” (2 Cor. 4:16). The
physical man needs food, and so does the inner, or spir-
itual man. “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by
every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God”
(Matt. 4:4). Unless a Christian spends time daily in
meditating on the Word of God, his inner man will
lack power.

A converted Native American explained, “I have
two dogs living in me—a mean dog and a good dog.
They are always fighting. The mean dog wants me to
do bad things, and the good dog wants me to do good
things. Do you want to know which dog wins? The one
I feed the most!”

A Christian who feeds the new nature from the
Word of God will have power to live a godly life. We
are to “make not provision for the flesh, to fulfill the
lusts thereof” (Rom. 13:14).

The physical man needs cleansing, and so does the
inner man. We wash our hands and face frequently. A
believer should look into the mirror of God’s Word
daily (James 1:22–25) and examine himself. He must
confess his sins and claim God’s forgiveness (1 John
1:9). Otherwise the inner man will become unclean,
and this uncleanness will breed infection and “spiritual
sickness.”

Unconfessed sin is the first step in what the Bible
calls “backsliding”—gradually moving away from a

Old Nature New Nature 

“our old man” (Rom.
6:6)

“the new man” (Col.
3:10)

“the flesh” (Gal. 5:24) “the Spirit” (Gal. 5:17)
“corruptible seed” (1

Peter 1:23)
“God’s seed” (1 John

3:9)
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close walk with Christ into a life filled with the alien
world in which we live.

God’s promise “I will heal your backslidings” (Jer.
3:22) implies that backsliding resembles physical sick-
ness. First is the secret invasion of the body by a disease
germ. Then infection follows and there is a gradual
decline: no pep, no appetite, no interest in normal
activities. Then comes the collapse!

Spiritual decline works in a similar way. First sin
invades us. Instead of fighting it, we yield to it (see James
1:14) and infection sets in. A gradual decline follows. We
lose our appetite for spiritual things, we become listless
and even irritable, and finally we collapse.

The only remedy is to confess and forsake our sin
and turn to Christ for cleansing and healing.

The inner man not only needs food and cleansing,
but he also needs exercise. “Exercise thyself … unto
godliness” (1 Tim. 4:7). A person who eats but does
not exercise will become overweight; a person who
exercises without eating will kill himself. There must be
proper balance.

“Spiritual exercise” for a believer, includes sharing
Christ with others, doing good works in Christ’s name,
and helping to build up other believers. Each Christian
has at least one spiritual gift, which he is to use for the
good of the church (1 Cor. 12:1–11). “As each one has
received a special gift, employ it in serving one another,
as good stewards of the manifold grace of God” (1
Peter 4:10 nasb).

Here is a vivid commentary on this whole process
of temptation and sin:

“Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being
tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted by evil,
and He Himself does not tempt anyone. But each one
is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his
own lust. Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth
to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth
death” (James 1:13–15 nasb).

Temptation appeals to our basic natural desires.
There is nothing sinful about our desires, but temp-
tation gives us an opportunity to satisfy these desires
in an evil way. It is not a sin to be hungry, but it is a
sin to satisfy hunger out of the will of God. This was
the first temptation Satan hurled at Jesus (Matt.
4:1–4).

The two terms, “carried away” and “enticed” (James
1:14), both relate to hunting or fishing: the putting of
bait in a trap or on a hook. The animal (or fish) comes
along and his natural desires attract him to the bait.
But in taking the bait, he gets caught in the trap, or
hooked. And the end is death.

Satan baits his traps with pleasures that appeal to
the old nature, the flesh. But none of his bait appeals
to the new divine nature within a Christian. If a
believer yields to his old nature, he will hanker for the
bait, take it, and sin. But if he follows the leanings of
his new nature, he will refuse the bait and obey God.
“This I say then, walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not ful-
fill the lust of the flesh” (Gal. 5:16).

Yielding to sin is the distinguishing mark of “the
children of the devil” (1 John 3:10). They profess, or
claim, one thing, but they practice another. Satan is a
liar and the father of lies (John 8:44), and his children
are like their father. “He that saith, ‘I know [God],’ and
keepeth not his commandments, is a liar, and the truth
is not in him” (1 John 2:4). The children of the devil
try to deceive God’s children into thinking that a per-
son can be a Christian and still practice sin. “Little
children, let no man deceive you; he that doeth righ-
teousness is righteous, even as he [God] is righteous” (1
John 3:7).

False teachers in John’s day taught that a Christian
did not have to worry about sin, because only the body
sinned and what the body did in no way affected the
spirit. Some of them went so far as to teach that sin is
natural to the body, because the body is sinful.

The New Testament exposes the foolishness of such
excuses for sin.

To begin with, “the old nature” is not the body. The
body itself is neutral: it can be used either by the old
sinful nature or by the new divine nature. “Therefore
do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you
obey its lusts, and do not go on presenting the mem-
bers of your body to sin as instruments of
unrighteousness; but present yourselves to God as
those [who are] alive from the dead, and your members
as instruments of righteousness to God” (Rom.
6:12–13 nasb).

How does a child of God go about overcoming the
desires of the old nature? He must begin each day by
yielding his body to God as a living sacrifice (Rom.
12:1). He must spend time reading and studying the
Word of God, “feeding” his new nature. He must take
time to pray, asking God to fill him with the Holy
Spirit and give him power to serve Christ and glorify
Him.

As he goes through the day, a believer must depend
on the power of the Spirit in the inner man. When
temptations come, he must immediately turn to Christ
for victory.

The Word of God in his heart will help to keep him
from sin if only he will turn to Christ. “Thy word have
I hid in mine heart, that I might not sin against thee”
(Ps. 119:11). If he does sin, he must instantly confess
to God and claim forgiveness. But it is not necessary
for him to sin. By yielding his body to the Holy Spirit
within him, he will receive the power he needs to over-
come the tempter.

A good practice is to claim God’s promise: “No
temptation has overtaken you but such as is common
to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to
be tempted beyond what you are able; but with the
temptation will provide the way of escape also, so that
you will be able to endure it” (1 Cor. 10:13 nasb).

A Sunday school teacher was explaining the
Christian’s two natures—the old and the new—to a
class of teenagers.

“Our old nature came from Adam,” he explained,
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“and our new nature comes from Christ, who is called
‘the Last Adam.’” He had the class read 1 Corinthians
15:45: “So also it is written, ‘The first man, Adam,
became a living soul.’ The Last Adam became a life-
giving spirit” (nasb).

“This means there are two ‘Adams’ living in me,”
said one of the teenagers.

“That’s right,” the teacher replied. “And what is the
practical value of this truth?”

The class was silent for a moment, and then a stu-
dent spoke up.

“This idea of the ‘two Adams’ really helps me in
fighting temptation,” he said. “When temptation
comes knocking at my door, if I send the first Adam
to answer, I’ll sin. But if I send the Last Adam, I’ll get
victory.”

A true believer does not practice sin; a counterfeit
believer cannot help but practice sin, because he does
not have God’s new nature within him. The true
believer also loves other Christians, which is discussed
in detail in 1 John 3:11–24.

But these words were not written so that you and I
might check on other people. They were inspired so
that we may examine ourselves. Each of us must answer
honestly before God:

1. Do I have the divine nature within me, or am I
merely pretending to be a Christian?

2. Do I cultivate this divine nature by daily Bible
reading and prayer?

3. Has any unconfessed sin defiled my inner man?
Am I willing to confess and forsake it?

4. Do I allow my old nature to control my thoughts
and desires, or does the divine nature rule me?

5. When temptation comes, do I “play with it,” or
do I flee from it? Do I immediately yield to the divine
nature within me?

The life that is real is honest with God about these
vital issues.

CHAPTER SEVEN
1 John 3:11–24
LOVE OR DEATH

John’s letter has been compared to a spiral staircase
because he kept returning to the same three top-
ics: love, obedience, and truth. Though these

themes recur, it is not true that they are merely repeti-
tious. Each time we return to a topic, we look at it
from a different point of view and are taken more
deeply into it.

We have already learned about our love for other
believers—“the brethren” (1 John 2:7–11)—but the
emphasis in 1 John 2 was on fellowship. A believer who
is “walking in the light” will evidence that fact by lov-
ing the brethren. In our present section, the emphasis
is on his relationship with other believers.

Christians love one another because they have all

been born of God, which makes them all brothers and
sisters in Christ.

Obedience and love are both evidences of sonship
and brotherhood. We have been reminded that a true
child of God practices righteousness (1 John 3:1–10),
and now we shall look into the matter of love for the
brethren (1 John 3:11–24). This truth is first stated in
the negative: “Whosoever doeth not righteousness is
not of God, neither he that loveth not his brother” (1
John 3:10).

A striking difference should be noted between the
earlier and the present treatment of love for the
brethren. In the section on fellowship (1 John
2:7–11), we are told that loving the brethren is a mat-
ter of light and darkness. If we do not love one
another, we cannot walk in the light, no matter how
loud our profession. But in this section on brother-
hood (1 John 3:11–24), the epistle probes much
deeper. We are told that loving the brethren is a mat-
ter of life and death. “He that loveth not his brother
abideth in death” (1 John 3:14).

When it comes to this matter of love, there are four
possible “levels of relationship,” so to speak, on which
a person may live: murder (1 John 3:11–12), hatred (1
John 3:13–15), indifference (1 John 3:16–17), and
Christian compassion (1 John 3:18–24).

The first two are not Christian at all, the third is less
than Christian, and only the last is compatible with
true Christian love.

Murder (3:11–12)
Murder, of course, is the lowest level on which one may
live in relationship to someone else. It is the level on
which Satan himself exists. The devil was a murderer
from the beginning of his fallen career (John 8:44), but
Christians have heard, from the beginning of their
experience, that they are to “love one another.” John
emphasized origins: “Go back to the beginning.” If our
spiritual experience originates with the Father, we must
love one another. But if it originates with Satan, we will
hate one another. “Let that therefore abide in you
which ye have heard from the beginning” (1 John
2:24).

Cain is an example of a life of hatred; we find the
record in Genesis 4:1–16. It is important to note that
Cain and Abel, being brothers, had the same parents,
and they both brought sacrifices to God. Cain is not
presented as an atheist; he is presented as a worshipper.
And this is the point: children of the devil masquerade
as true believers. They attend religious gatherings, as
Cain did. They may even bring offerings. But these
actions in themselves are not valid proof that a man is
born of God. The real test is his love for the brethren—
and here Cain failed.

Every man has a “spiritual lineage” as well as a phys-
ical, and Cain’s “spiritual father” was the devil. This
does not mean, of course, that Satan literally fathered
Cain. It means, rather, that Cain’s attitudes and actions
originated with Satan. Cain was a murderer and a liar
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like Satan (John 8:44). He murdered his brother, and
then he lied about it. “And the Lord said unto Cain,
Where is Abel thy brother? And he said, I know not”
(Gen. 4:9).

In contrast to this, God is love (1 John 4:8) and
truth (John 14:6; 1 John 5:6); therefore, those who
belong to God’s family practice love and truth.

The difference between Cain’s offering and Abel’s
offering was faith (Heb. 11:4), and faith is always based
on the revelation God has given (Rom. 10:17). It seems
clear that God must have given definite instructions
concerning how He was to be worshipped. Cain
rejected God’s Word and decided to worship in his own
way. This shows his relationship to Satan, for Satan is
always interested in turning people away from the
revealed will of God. The devil’s “Yea, hath God said?”
(Gen. 3:1) was the beginning of trouble for Cain’s par-
ents and for all mankind since.

We are not told by what outward sign the Lord
accepted Abel’s sacrifice and rejected Cain’s. It may be
that He sent fire from heaven to consume Abel’s sacri-
fice of an animal and its blood. But we are told the
results: Abel went away from the altar with God’s wit-
ness of acceptance in his heart, but Cain went away
angry and disappointed (Gen. 4:4–6). God warned
Cain that sin was crouching at the door like a danger-
ous beast (Gen. 4:7) but promised that if Cain would
obey God, he, like Abel, would enjoy peace.

Instead of heeding God’s warning, Cain listened to
Satan’s voice and plotted to kill his brother. His envy
had turned to anger and hatred. He knew that he was
evil and that his brother was righteous. Rather than
repent, as God commanded him to do, he decided to
destroy his brother.

Centuries later, the Pharisees did the same thing to
Jesus (Mark 15:9–10), and Jesus called them, too, chil-
dren of the devil (John 8:44).

Cain’s attitude represents the attitude of the present
world system (1 John 3:13). The world hates Christ
(John 15:18–25) for the same reason Cain hated Abel:
Christ shows up the world’s sin and reveals its true
nature. When the world, like Cain, comes face-to-face
with reality and truth, it can make only one of two
decisions: repent and change, or destroy the one who is
exposing it.

Satan is the “prince of this world” (John 14:30),
and he controls it through murder and lies. How hor-
rible to live on the same level as Satan!

A hunter took refuge in a cave during a rainstorm.
After he had dried out a bit, he decided to investigate
his temporary home and turned on his flashlight.
Imagine his surprise when he discovered he was sharing
the cave with an assortment of spiders, lizards, and
snakes! His exit was a fast one.

If the unsaved world could only see, it would real-
ize that it is living on the low level of murder and lies,
surrounded by that old serpent Satan and all his
demonic armies. Like Cain, the people of the world try
to cover up their true nature with religious rites, but

they lack faith in God’s Word. People who continue to
live on this level will eventually be cast into outer dark-
ness with Satan to suffer apart from God forever.

Hatred (3:13–15)
At this point, you are probably thinking, “But I have
never murdered anyone!” And to this statement, God
replies, “Yes, but remember that to a Christian hatred
is the same as murder” (1 John 3:15; cf. Matt. 5:22).
The only difference between Level 1 and Level 2 is the
outward act of taking life. The inward intent is the
same.

A visitor at the zoo was chatting with the keeper of
the lion house.

“I have a cat at home,” said the visitor, “and your
lions act just like my cat. Look at them sleeping so
peacefully! It seems a shame that you have to put those
beautiful creatures behind bars.”

“My friend,” the keeper laughed, “these may look
like your cat, but their disposition is radically different.
There’s murder in their hearts. You’d better be glad the
bars are there.”

The only reason some people have never actually
murdered anyone is because of the “bars” that have
been put up: the fear of arrest and shame, the penalties
of the law, and the possibility of death. But we are
going to be judged by “the law of liberty” (James 2:12).
The question is not so much, “What did you do?” but
“What did you want to do? What would you have done
if you had been at liberty to do as you pleased?” This is
why Jesus equated hatred with murder (Matt. 5:21–26)
and lust with adultery (Matt. 5:27–30).

This does not mean, of course, that hatred in the
heart does the same amount of damage, or involves the
same degree of guilt, as actual murder. Your neighbor
would rather you hate him than kill him! But in God’s
sight, hatred is the moral equivalent of murder, and if
left unbridled it leads to murder. A Christian has
passed from death to life (John 5:24), and the proof of
this is that he loves the brethren. When he belonged to
the world system, he hated God’s people, but now that
he belongs to God, he loves them.

These verses (1 John 3:14–15), like those that deal
with habitual sin in a believer (1 John 1:5–2:6), con-
cern a settled habit of life: a believer is in the practice
of loving the brethren, even though on occasion he
may be angry with a brother (Matt. 5:22–24).
Occasional incidents of anger do not nullify the prin-
ciple. If anything, they prove it true, because a believer
out of fellowship with his fellow Christians is a miser-
able person! His feelings make clear to him that
something is wrong.

Notice another fact: we are not told that murderers
cannot be saved. The apostle Paul himself took a hand
in the stoning of Stephen (Acts 7:57–60) and admitted
that his vote helped to put innocent people to death
(Acts 26:9–11; 1 Tim. 1:12–15). But in His grace God
saved Paul.

The issue here is not whether a murderer can
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become a Christian, but whether a man can continue
being a murderer and still be a Christian. The answer
is no. “And ye know that no murderer hath eternal life
abiding in him” (1 John 3:15). The murderer did not
once have eternal life and then lose it; he never had
eternal life at all.

The fact that you have never actually murdered
anyone should not make you proud or complacent.
Have you ever harbored hatred in your heart?

Hatred does the hater far more damage than it does
anyone else (Matt. 5:21–26). Jesus said that anger put
a man in danger of facing the local court. Calling a
brother an “empty-headed fool” put him in danger of
the Sanhedrin, the highest Jewish council. But calling
him a “cursed fool” put him in danger of eternal judg-
ment in hell. Hatred that is not confessed and forsaken
actually puts a man into a spiritual and emotional
prison (Matt. 5:25)!

The antidote for hatred is love. “Hateful and hating
one another” is the normal experience of an unsaved
person (Titus 3:3). But when a hateful heart opens to
Jesus Christ, it becomes a loving heart. Then instead of
wanting to “murder” others through hatred, one wants
to love them and share with them the message of eter-
nal life.

Evangelist John Wesley was stopped one night by a
highwayman who robbed the Methodist leader of all
his money. Wesley said to the man, “If the day should
come that you desire to leave this evil way and live for
God, remember that ‘the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses
from all sin.’”

Some years later, Wesley was stopped by a man after
a church service. “Do you remember me?” the man
asked. “I robbed you one night, and you told me that
the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses from all sin. I have
trusted Christ, and He has changed my life.”

Indifference (3:16–17)
But the test of Christian love is not simply failure to do
evil to others. Love also involves doing them good.
Christian love is both positive and negative. “Cease to
do evil; learn to do well” (Isa. 1:16–17).

Cain is our example of false love; Christ is the
example of true Christian love. Jesus gave His life for us
that we may experience truth. Every Christian knows
John 3:16, but how many of us pay much attention to
1 John 3:16? It is wonderful to experience the blessing
of John 3:16, but it is even more wonderful to share
that experience by obeying 1 John 3:16: Christ laid
down life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for
the brethren.

Christian love involves sacrifice and service. Christ
did not simply talk about His love; He died to prove it
(Rom. 5:6–10). Jesus was not killed as a martyr; He
willingly laid down His life (John 10:11–18; 15:13).
“Self-preservation” is the first law of physical life, but
“self-sacrifice” is the first law of spiritual life.

But God does not ask us to lay down our lives. He
simply asks us to help a brother in need. John wisely

turned from “the brethren” in 1 John 3:16 to the sin-
gular, “his brother,” in 1 John 3:17.

It is easy for us to talk about “loving the brethren”
and to neglect to help a single other believer. Christian
love is personal and active.

This is what Jesus had in mind in the parable of
the good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37). A lawyer
wanted to talk about an abstract subject: “Who is my
neighbor?” But Jesus focused attention on one man in
need, and changed the question to “To whom can I be
a neighbor?”

Two friends were attending a conference on evan-
gelism. During one of the sessions, Larry missed Pete.
At luncheon, when he saw Pete, he said, “I missed you
at the ten o’clock session. It was really terrific! Where
were you?”

“I was in the lobby talking to a bellhop about
Christ. I led him to the Lord,” said Pete.

There is nothing wrong with attending conferences,
but it is easy to forget the individual and his needs
while discussing generalities. The test of Christian love
is not in loud professions about loving the whole
church, but in quietly helping a brother who is in need.
If we do not even help a brother, it is not likely we
would “lay down our lives” for “the brethren.”

A man does not have to murder in order to sin;
hatred is murder in his heart. But a man need not even
hate his brother to be guilty of sin. All he has to do is
ignore him or be indifferent toward his needs. A
believer who has material goods and can relieve his
brother’s needs ought to do it. To “close the door of his
heart” on his brother is a kind of murder!

If I am going to help my brother, I must meet three
conditions. First, I must have the means necessary to
meet his need. Second, I must know that the need
exists. Third, I must be loving enough to want to share.

A believer who is too poor to help or who is igno-
rant of his brother’s need is not condemned. But a
believer who hardens his heart against his needy
brother is condemned. One reason Christians should
work is so that they may be able “to give to him that
needeth” (Eph. 4:28).

In these days of multiplied social agencies, it is easy
for Christians to forget their obligations. “So then,
while we have opportunity, let us do good to all people,
and especially to those who are of the household of the
faith” (Gal. 6:10 nasb).

This “doing good” need not be in terms of money
or material supplies. It may include personal service
and the giving of oneself to others. There are many
individuals in our churches who lack love and would
welcome friendship.

A young mother admitted in a testimony meeting
that she never seemed to find time for her own per-
sonal devotions. She had several little children to care
for, and the hours melted away.

Imagine her surprise when two of the ladies from
the church appeared at her front door.

“We’ve come to take over,” they explained. “You go
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into the bedroom and get started on your devotions.”
After several days of this kind of help, the young
mother was able to develop her devotional life so that
the daily demands on her time no longer upset her.

If we want to experience and enjoy the love of God
in our own hearts, we must love others, even to the
point of sacrifice. Being indifferent to a brother’s needs
means robbing ourselves of what we need even more:
the love of God in our hearts. It is a matter of love or
death!

Christian Love (3:18–24)
True Christian love means loving in deed and in truth.
The opposite of “in deed” is “in word,” and the oppo-
site of “in truth” is “in tongue.” Here is an example of
love “in word”: “If a brother or sister is without cloth-
ing and in need of daily food, and one of you says to
them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed and be filled,’ and yet
you do not give them what is necessary for their body,
what use is that?” (James 2:15–16 nasb).

To love “in word” means simply to talk about a
need, but to love “in deed” means to do something
about meeting it. You may think, because you have dis-
cussed a need, or even prayed about it, that you have
done your duty, but love involves more than words—it
calls for sacrificial deeds.

To love “in tongue” is the opposite of to love “in
truth.” It means to love insincerely. To love “in truth”
means to love a person genuinely from the heart and
not just from the tongue. People are attracted by gen-
uine love, but repelled by the artificial variety. One
reason why sinners were attracted to Jesus (Luke
15:1–2) was because they were sure He loved them sin-
cerely.

“But does it not cost a great deal for the believer to
exercise this kind of love?”

Yes, it does. It cost Jesus Christ His life. But the
wonderful benefits that come to you as by-products of
this love more than compensate for any sacrifice you
make. To be sure, you do not love others because you
want to get something in return, but the Bible princi-
ple “Give and it shall be given unto you” (Luke 6:38)
applies to love as well as to money.

John named three wonderful blessings that will
come to a believer who practices Christian love.

Assurance (vv. 19–20). A believer’s relationship
with others affects his relationship with God. A man
who is not right with his brother should go settle the
matter before he offers his sacrifice on the altar (see
Matt. 5:23–24). A Christian who practices love grows
in his understanding of God’s truth and enjoys a heart
filled with confidence before God.

A “condemning heart” is one that robs a believer of
peace. An “accusing conscience” is another way to
describe it. Sometimes the heart accuses us wrongly,
because it “is deceitful above all things, and desperately
wicked: who can know it?” (Jer. 17:9). The answer to
that question is, “God knows the heart!” More than
one Christian has accused himself falsely or been

harder on himself than necessary, but God will never
make such a mistake. A Christian who walks in love
has a heart open to God (“God is love”) and knows that
God never judges wrongly.

John may have remembered two incidents from
Jesus’ life on earth that illustrate this important princi-
ple. When Jesus visited Bethany, He stayed at the home
of Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38–42). Martha was
busy preparing the meal, but Mary sat at His feet and
listened to Him teach. Martha criticized both Mary
and Jesus, but Jesus knew Mary’s heart and defended
her.

The apostle Peter wept bitterly after he had denied
his Lord, and no doubt he was filled with remorse and
repentance for his sin. But Jesus knew that Peter had
repented, and after His resurrection the Lord sent a
special message to Peter that must have assured the hot-
headed fisherman that he was forgiven (Mark 16:7).
Peter’s heart may have condemned him, for he knew he
had denied the Lord three times, but God was greater
than his heart. Jesus, knowing all things, gave Peter just
the assurance he needed.

Be careful lest the devil accuse you and rob you of
your confidence (Rev. 12:10). Once you confess your
sin and it is forgiven, you need not allow it to accuse
you anymore. Peter was able to face the Jews and say,
“But ye denied the Holy One and the Just” (Acts 3:14)
because his own sin of denying Christ had been taken
care of and was forgiven and forgotten.

No Christian should treat sin lightly, but no
Christian should be harder on himself than God is.
There is a morbid kind of self-examination and self-
condemnation that is not spiritual. If you are
practicing genuine love for the brethren, your heart
must be right before God, for the Holy Spirit would
not “shed abroad” His love in you if there were habit-
ual sin in your heart. When you grieve the Spirit, you
“turn off ” the supply of God’s love (Eph. 4:30—5:2).

Answered prayer (vv. 21–22). Love for the
brethren produces confidence toward God, and confi-
dence toward God gives you boldness in asking for
what you need. This does not mean that you earn
answers to prayer by loving the brethren. Rather, it
means that your love for the brethren proves that you
are living in the will of God where God can answer
your prayer. “And whatsoever we ask, we receive of
him, because we keep his commandments” (1 John
3:22). Love is the fulfilling of God’s law (Rom.
13:8–10); therefore, when you love the brethren, you
are obeying His commandments and He is able to
answer your requests.

A believer’s relationship to the brethren cannot be
divorced from his prayer life. If husbands and wives are
not obeying God’s Word, for example, their prayers
will be hindered (1 Peter 3:7).

An evangelist had preached on the Christian home.
After the meeting a father approached him.

“I’ve been praying for a wayward son for years,” said
the father, “and God has not answered my prayers.”
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The evangelist read Psalm 66:18—“If I regard iniq-
uity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me.”

“Be honest with yourself and the Lord,” he said. “Is
there anything between you and another Christian that
needs to be settled?”

The father hesitated, then said, “Yes, I’m afraid
there is. I’ve harbored resentment in my heart against
another man in this church.”

“Then go make it right,” counseled the evangelist,
and he prayed with the man. Before the campaign was
over, the father saw his wayward son come back to the
Lord.

These verses do not, of course, give us all the con-
ditions for answered prayer, but they emphasize the
importance of obedience. One great secret of answered
prayer is obedience, and the secret of obedience is love.
“If ye love me, keep my commandments” (John
14:15). “If ye abide in me, and my words abide in you,
ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall be done unto
you.… If ye keep my commandments, ye shall abide in
my love” (John 15:7, 10).

It is possible, of course, to keep God’s command-
ments in a spirit of fear or servitude rather than in a
spirit of love. This was the sin of the elder brother in
the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:24–32). A
believer should keep His Father’s commandments
because this pleases Him. A Christian who lives to
please God will discover that God finds ways to please
His child. “Delight thyself also in the Lord, and he
shall give thee the desires of thine heart” (Ps. 37:4).
When our delight is in the love of God, our desires will
be in the will of God.

Abiding (vv. 23–24). When a scribe asked Jesus to
name the greatest commandment, He replied, “Thou
shalt love the Lord thy God.” Then He added a second
commandment: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thy-
self ” (Matt. 22:34–40). But God also gives us one
commandment that takes in both God and man:
“Believe in the name of His Son Jesus Christ, and love
one another” (1 John 3:23 nasb). Faith toward God
and love toward man sum up a Christian’s obligations.
Christianity is “faith which worketh by love” (Gal.
5:6).

Faith toward God and love toward men are two
sides of the same coin. It is easy to emphasize faith—
correct doctrine—and to neglect love. On the other
hand, some say doctrine is not important and that love
is our main responsibility. Both doctrine and love are
important. When a person is justified by faith, he
should know that the love of God is being shed abroad
in his heart (Rom. 5:1–5).

“Abiding in Christ” is a key experience for a believer
who wants to have confidence toward God and enjoy
answers to prayer. Jesus, in His message to the disciples
in the Upper Room (John 15:1–14) illustrated “abid-
ing.” He compared His followers to the branches of a
vine. So long as the branch draws its strength from the
vine, it produces fruit. But if it separates itself from the
vine, it withers and dies.

Jesus was not talking about salvation; He was
talking about fruit-bearing. The instant a sinner
trusts Christ, he enters into union with Christ, but
maintaining communion is a moment-by-moment
responsibility. Abiding depends on our obeying His
Word and keeping clean (John 15:3, 10).

As we have seen, when a believer walks in love, he
finds it easy to obey God, and therefore he maintains a
close communion with God. “If a man love me, he will
keep my words; and my Father will love him, and we
will come unto him and make our abode with him”
(John 14:23).

The Holy Spirit is mentioned by name in 1 John
for the first time in 3:24. John introduced us to the
Holy One (1 John 2:20) with emphasis on the
Spirit’s anointing and teaching ministry. (This paral-
lels John 14:26 and 16:13–14.) But the Holy One is
also the abiding Spirit (1 John 3:24; 4:13). When a
believer obeys God and loves the brethren, the
indwelling Holy Spirit gives him peace and confi-
dence. The Holy Spirit abides with him forever (John
14:16), but when the Spirit is grieved, He withdraws
His blessings.

The Holy Spirit is also the attesting Spirit (1 John
4:1–6), giving witness to those who are truly God’s
children. When a believer is abiding in Christ, the
Spirit guides him and warns him of false spirits that
would lead him astray.

He is also the authenticating Spirit (1 John 5:6–8),
bearing witness to the person and work of Jesus Christ.
This witness of the Spirit is mentioned in Romans
8:14–16.

Each member of the Triune Godhead is involved in
the “love life” of a believer. God the Father commands
us to love one another, God the Son gave His life on
the cross, the supreme example of love. And God the
Holy Spirit lives within us to provide the love we need
(Rom. 5:5). To abide in love is to abide in God, and to
abide in God is to abide in love. Christian love is not
something we “work up” when we need it. Christian
love is “shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost,”
and this is your constant experience as you abide in
Christ.

There are four levels on which a person may live.
He may choose the lowest level— Satan’s level—and
practice murder. Murderers “have their part in the lake
which burneth with fire and brimstone, which is the
second death” (Rev. 21:8).

Or, a person may choose the next level—hatred.
But hatred, in God’s sight, is the same as murder. A
man who lives with hatred is slowly killing himself, not
the other person! Psychiatrists warn that malice and
hatred cause all kinds of physical and emotional prob-
lems. In fact, one specialist has titled his book Love or
Perish!

The third level—indifference—is far better than
the first two, because the first two are not Christian at
all. A man who has constant hatred in his heart, or who
habitually murders, proves he has never been born of
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God. But it is possible to be a Christian and be indif-
ferent to the needs of others.

A man who murders belongs to the devil, like Cain.
A man who hates belongs to the world (1 John 3:13),
which is under Satan’s control. But a Christian who is
indifferent is living for the flesh, which serves Satan’s
purposes.

The only happy, holy way to live is on the highest
level, the level of Christian love. This is the life of joy
and liberty, the life of answered prayer. It assures you
confidence and courage in spite of the difficulties of
life.

Dr. Rene Spitz of New York made a study of chil-
dren in foundling homes to determine what effect love
and neglect had on them. The survey proved that chil-
dren who were neglected and unloved were much
slower in their development, and some of them even
died. Even in a physical sense, love is the very atmos-
phere of life and growth.

It is even more so in the spiritual sense.
In fact, it is a matter of love or death!

CHAPTER EIGHT
1 John 4:1–16
GETTING TO THE BOTTOM OF LOVE

For the third time, we are considering the subject of
love!

This does not mean John ran out of ideas and
had to repeat himself. It means that the Holy Spirit,
who inspired John, presents the subject once more,
from a deeper point of view.

First, love for the brethren has been shown as proof
of fellowship with God (1 John 2:7–11); then it has
been presented as proof of sonship (1 John 3:10–14).
In the earlier passage, love for the brethren is a matter
of light or darkness; in the second it is a matter of life
or death.

But in 1 John 4:7–16, we get down to the very
foundation of the matter. Here we discover why love is
such an important part of the life that is real. Love is a
valid test of our fellowship and our sonship because
“God is love.” Love is part of the very being and nature
of God. If we are united to God through faith in
Christ, we share His nature. And since His nature is
love, love is the test of the reality of our spiritual life.

A navigator depends on a compass to help him
determine his course. But why a compass? Because it
shows him his directions. And why does the compass
point north? Because it is so constituted that it
responds to the magnetic field that is part of the earth’s
makeup. The compass is responsive to the nature of the
earth.

So with Christian love. The nature of God is love.
And a person who knows God and has been born of
God will respond to God’s nature. As a compass natu-
rally points north, a believer will naturally practice love

because love is the nature of God. This love will not be
a forced response; it will be a natural response. A
believer’s love for the brethren will be proof of his son-
ship and fellowship.

Three times in this section John encouraged us to
love one another (1 John 4:7, 11–12). He supported
these admonitions by giving us three foundational facts
about God.

What God Is: “God Is Love” (4:7–8)
This is the third of three expressions in John’s writings
that help us understand the nature of God: “God is
spirit” (John 4:24 nasb); “God is light” (1 John 1:5);
and “God is love.” None of these is a complete revela-
tion of God, of course, and it is wrong to separate
them.

God is spirit as to His essence; He is not flesh and
blood. To be sure, Jesus Christ now has a glorified body
in heaven, and one day we shall have bodies like His
body. But being by nature spirit, God is not limited by
time and space the way His creatures are.

God is light. This refers to His holy nature. In the
Bible, light is a symbol of holiness, and darkness is a
symbol of sin (John 3:18–21; 1 John 1:5–10). God
cannot sin because He is holy. Because we have been
born into His family, we have received His holy nature
(1 Peter 1:14–16; 2 Peter 1:4).

God is love. This does not mean that “love is God.”
And the fact that two people “love each other” does not
mean that their love is necessarily holy. It has accurately
been said that “love does not define God, but God
defines love.” God is love and God is light; therefore,
His love is a holy love, and His holiness is expressed in
love. All that God does expresses all that God is. Even
His judgments are measured out in love and mercy
(Lam. 3:22–23).

Much that is called “love” in modern society bears
no resemblance or relationship to the holy, spiritual
love of God. Yet we see banners saying “God is love!”
displayed at many festivals, particularly where young
people are “doing their own thing”—as if one could
dignify immorality by calling it “love.”

Christian love is a special kind of love. First John
4:10 may be translated: “In this way is seen the true
love.” There is a false love, and this kind of love God
must reject. Love that is born out of the very essence of
God must be spiritual and holy, because “God is spirit”
and “God is light.” This true love is “poured out within
our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to
us” (Rom. 5:5 nasb).

Love, therefore, is a valid test of true Christian
faith. Since God is love, and we have claimed a per-
sonal relationship with God, we must of necessity
reveal His love in how we live. A child of God has been
“born of God,” and therefore he shares God’s divine
nature. Since “God is love,” Christians ought to love
one another. The logic is unanswerable!

Not only have we been “born of God,” but we also
“know God.” In the Bible, the word know has a much
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deeper meaning than simply intellectual acquaintance
or understanding. For example, the verb “know” is
used to describe the intimate union of husband and
wife (Gen. 4:1). To know God means to be in a deep
relationship to Him—to share His life and enjoy His
love. This knowing is not simply a matter of under-
standing facts; it is a matter of perceiving truth (see 1
John 2:3–5).

We must understand “he that loveth not knoweth
not God” (1 John 4:8) in this light. Certainly many
unsaved people love their families and even sacrifice for
them. And no doubt many of these same people have
some kind of intellectual understanding of God. What,
then, do they lack? They lack a personal experience of
God. To paraphrase 1 John 4:8, “The person who does
not have this divine kind of love has never entered into
a personal, experiential knowledge of God. What he
knows is in his head, but it has never gotten into his
heart.”

What God is determines what we ought to be. “As
he is, so are we in this world” (1 John 4:17). The fact
that Christians love one another is evidence of their fel-
lowship with God and their sonship from God, and it
is also evidence that they know God. Their experience
with God is not simply a once-for-all crisis; it is a daily
experience of getting to know Him better and better.
True theology (the study of God) is not a dry, imprac-
tical course in doctrine—it is an exciting day-by-day
experience that makes us Christlike!

A large quantity of radioactive material was stolen
from a hospital. When the hospital administrator
notified the police, he said, “Please warn the thief
that he is carrying death with him, and that the
radioactive material cannot be successfully hidden.
As long as he has it in his possession, it is affecting
him disastrously!”

A person who claims he knows God and is in union
with Him must be personally affected by this relation-
ship. A Christian ought to become what God is, and
“God is love.” To argue otherwise is to prove that one
does not really know God!

What God Did: “He Sent His Son” (4:9–11)
Because God is love, He must communicate—not only
in words but in deeds. True love is never static or inac-
tive. God reveals His love to mankind in many ways.
He has geared all of creation to meeting men’s needs.
Until man’s sin brought creation under bondage, man
had on earth a perfect home in which to love and serve
God.

God’s love was revealed in the way He dealt with
the nation of Israel. “The Lord did not set his love
upon you, nor choose you, because ye were more in
number than any people; for ye were the fewest of all
people. But because the Lord loved you … hath the
Lord brought you out with a mighty hand” (Deut.
7:7–8).

The greatest expression of God’s love is in the death
of His Son. “But God demonstrates His own love

toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ
died for us” (Rom. 5:8 nasb).

The word manifested means “to come out in the
open, to be made public.” It is the opposite of “to hide,
to make secret.” Under the old covenant, God was hid-
den behind the shadows of ritual and ceremony (Heb.
10:1); but in Jesus Christ “the life was manifested” (1
John 1:2). “He that hath seen me,” said Jesus, “hath
seen the Father” (John 14:9).

Why was Jesus Christ manifested? “And you know
that he was manifested to take away our sins” (1 John
3:5). “For this purpose the Son of God was manifested,
that he might destroy the works of the devil” (1 John
3:8). Where did Jesus take away our sins and destroy
(render inoperative) the works of the devil? At the
cross! God manifested His love at the cross when He
gave His Son as a sacrifice there for our sins.

This is the only place in the epistle where Jesus is
called God’s only begotten Son. The title is used in
John’s gospel (John 1:14). It means “unique, the only
one of its kind.” The fact that God sent His Son into
the world is one evidence of the deity of Jesus Christ.
Babies are not sent into the world from some other
place; they are born into the world. As the perfect Man,
Jesus was born into the world, but as the eternal Son,
He was sent into the world.

But the sending of Christ into the world and His
death on the cross were not prompted by man’s love for
God. They were prompted by His love for man. The
world’s attitude toward God is anything but love!

Two purposes are given for Christ’s death on the
cross: that we might live through Him (1 John 4:9) and
that He might be the propitiation for our sins (1 John
4:10). His death was not an accident; it was an
appointment. He did not die as a weak martyr, but as
a mighty conqueror.

Jesus Christ died that we might live “through him”
(1 John 4:9), “for him” (2 Cor. 5:15), and “with him”
(1 Thess. 5:9–10). A sinner’s desperate need is for life,
because he is “dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1). It
is something of a paradox that Christ had to die so that
we may live! We can never probe the mystery of His
death, but this we know: He died for us (Gal. 2:20).

The death of Christ is described as a “propitia-
tion.” John has used this word before (1 John 2:2), so
there is no need to study it in detail again. We should
remember that propitiation does not mean that men
must do something to appease God or to placate His
anger. Propitiation is something God does to make it
possible for men to be forgiven. “God is light,” and
therefore He must uphold His holy law. “God is love,”
and therefore He wants to forgive and save sinners.
How can God forgive sinners and still be consistent
with His holy nature? The answer is the cross. There
Jesus Christ bore the punishment for sin and met the
just demands of the holy law. But there, also, God
reveals His love and makes it possible for men to be
saved by faith.

It is important to note that the emphasis is on the
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death of Christ, not on His birth. The fact that Jesus
was “made flesh” (John 1:14) is certainly an evidence of
God’s grace and love, but the fact that He was “made
sin” (2 Cor. 5:21) is underscored for us. The example
of Christ, the teachings of Christ, the whole earthly life
of Christ, find their true meaning and fulfillment in
the cross.

For the second time, believers are exhorted to “love
one another” (1 John 4:11). This exhortation is a com-
mandment to be obeyed (1 John 4:7), and its basis is
the nature of God. “God is love; we know God; there-
fore, we should love one another.” But the exhortation
to love one another is presented as a privilege as well as
a responsibility: “If God so loved us, we ought also to
love one another” (1 John 4:11). We are not saved by
loving Christ; we are saved by believing on Christ
(John 3:16). But after we realize what He did for us on
the cross, our normal response ought to be to love Him
and to love one another.

It is important that Christians progress in their
understanding of love. To love one another simply out
of a sense of duty is good, but to love out of apprecia-
tion (rather than obligation) is even better.

This may be one reason why Jesus established the
Lord’s Supper, the Communion service. When we
break the bread and share the cup, we remember His
death. Few men, if any, want their deaths remembered!
In fact, we remember the life of a loved one and try to
forget the sadness of his death. Not so with Christ. He
commands us to remember His death: “This do in
remembrance of me”!

We should remember our Lord’s death in a spiritual
way, not merely sentimentally. Someone has defined
sentiment as “feeling without responsibility.” It is easy
to experience solemn emotions at a church service and
yet go out to live the same defeated life. True spiritual
experience involves the whole man. The mind must
understand spiritual truth; the heart must love and
appreciate it, and the will must act on it. The deeper we
go into the meaning of the cross, the greater will be our
love for Christ and the greater our active concern for
one another.

We have discovered what God is and what God has
done, but a third foundation fact takes us even deeper
into the meaning and implications of Christian love.

What God Is Doing: “God Abides in Us” (4:12–16)
At this point it would be good for us to review what
John has been saying about the basic truth that “God
is love.”

This truth is revealed to us in the Word, but it was
also revealed on the cross, where Christ died for us.
“God is love” is not simply a doctrine in the Bible; it is
an eternal fact clearly demonstrated at Calvary. God
has said something to us, and God has done something
for us.

But all this is preparation for the third great fact:
God does something in us! We are not merely students
reading a book, or spectators watching a deeply mov-

ing event. We are participants in the great drama of
God’s love!

In order to save money, a college drama class pur-
chased only a few scripts of a play and cut them up into
the separate parts. The director gave each player his
individual part in order and then started to rehearse the
play. But nothing went right. After an hour of missed
cues and mangled sequences, the cast gave up.

At that point, the director sat the actors all on the
stage and said: “Look, I’m going to read the entire play
to you, so don’t any of you say a word.” He read the
entire script aloud, and when he was finished, one of
the actors said: “So that’s what it was all about!”

And when they understood the entire story, they
were able to fit their parts together and have a success-
ful rehearsal.

When you read 1 John 4:12–16, you feel like say-
ing, “So that’s what it’s all about!” Because here we
discover what God had in mind when He devised His
great plan of salvation.

To begin with, God’s desire is to live in us. He is not
satisfied simply to tell us that He loves us, or even show
us that He loves us.

It is interesting to trace God’s dwelling places as
recorded in the Bible. In the beginning, God had fel-
lowship with man in a personal, direct way (Gen.
3:8), but sin broke that fellowship. It was necessary
for God to shed the blood of animals to cover the sins
of Adam and Eve so that they might come back into
His fellowship.

One of the key words in the book of Genesis is
walked. God walked with men, and men walked with
God. Enoch (Gen. 5:22), Noah (Gen. 6:9), and
Abraham walked with God (Gen. 17:1; 24:40).

But by the time of the events recorded in Exodus, a
change had taken place: God did not simply walk with
men, He lived, or dwelt, with them. God’s command-
ment to Israel was, “And let them make me a sanctuary;
that I may dwell among them” (Ex. 25:8). The first of
those sanctuaries was the tabernacle. When Moses ded-
icated it, the glory of God came down and moved into
the tent (Ex. 40:33–35).

God dwelt in the camp, but He did not dwell in the
bodies of the individual Israelites.

Unfortunately, the nation sinned and God’s glory
departed (1 Sam. 4:21). But God used Samuel and
David to restore the nation; and Solomon built God a
magnificent temple. When the temple was dedicated,
once again the glory of God came to dwell in the land
(1 Kings 8:1–11).

But history repeated itself, and Israel disobeyed
God and was taken into captivity. The gorgeous temple
was destroyed. One of the prophets of the captivity,
Ezekiel, saw the glory of God depart from it (Ezek. 8:4;
9:3; 10:4; 11:22–23).

Did the glory ever return? Yes—in the Person of
God’s Son, Jesus Christ! “And the Word became flesh,
and tabernacled among us, and we beheld His glory”
(John 1:14, literal translation). The glory of God

1 John 4

995



dwelt on earth in the body of Jesus Christ, for His
body was the temple of God (John 2:18–22). But
wicked men nailed His body to a cross. They crucified
“the Lord of glory” (1 Cor. 2:8). All this was part of
God’s thrilling plan, and Christ arose from the dead,
returned to heaven, and sent His Holy Spirit to dwell
in men.

The glory of God now lives in the bodies of God’s
children. “Or do you not know that your body is a
temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you
have from God, and that you are not your own?” (1
Cor. 6:19 nasb). The glory of God departed from the
tabernacle and the temple when Israel disobeyed God,
but Jesus has promised that the Spirit will abide in us
forever (John 14:16).

With this background, we can better understand
what 1 John 4:12–16 is saying to us. God is invisible (1
Tim. 1:17), and no man can see Him in His essence.
Jesus is “the image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15). By
taking on Himself a human body, Jesus was able to
reveal God to us. But Jesus is no longer here on earth.
How, then, does God reveal Himself to the world?

He reveals Himself through the lives of His chil-
dren. Men cannot see God, but they can see us. If we
abide in Christ, we will love one another, and our love
for one another will reveal God’s love to a needy world.
God’s love will be experienced in us and then will be
expressed through us.

That important little word abide (or “dwell” kjv) is
used six times in 1 John 4:12–16. It refers to our per-
sonal fellowship with Jesus Christ. To abide in Christ
means to remain in spiritual oneness with Him, so that
no sin comes between us. Because we are “born of
God,” we have union with Christ, but it is only as we
trust Him and obey His commandments that we have
communion with Him. Much as a faithful husband
and wife “abide in love” though they may be separated
by miles, so a believer abides in God’s love. This abid-
ing is made possible by the indwelling of the Holy
Spirit (1 John 4:13).

Imagine the wonder and the privilege of having
God abide in you! The Old Testament Israelite would
look with wonder at the tabernacle or temple, because
the presence of God was in that building. No man
would dare to enter the Holy of Holies, where God was
enthroned in glory! But we have God’s Spirit living in
us! We abide in this love, and we experience the abid-
ing of God in us. “If a man love me, he will keep my
words; and my Father will love him, and we will come
unto him, and make our abode with him” (John
14:23).

God’s love is proclaimed in the Word (“God is
love”) and proved at the cross. But here we have some-
thing deeper: God’s love is perfected in the believer.
Fantastic as it may seem, God’s love is not made perfect
in angels, but in sinners saved by His grace. We
Christians are now the tabernacles and temples in
which God dwells. He reveals His love through us.

Dr. G. Campbell Morgan, famous British preacher,

had five sons, all of whom became ministers of the
gospel. One day a visitor in their home dared to ask a
personal question: “Which of you six is the best
preacher?”

Their united answer was “Mother!”
Of course, Mrs. Morgan had never preached a for-

mal sermon in a church, but her life was a constant
sermon on the love of God. The life of a Christian who
abides in God’s love is a potent witness for God in the
world. Men cannot see God, but they can see His love
moving us to deeds of helpfulness and kindness.

Three different witnesses are suggested in these
verses: (1) The witness of the believer that Jesus Christ
is God’s Son (1 John 4:15); (2) the witness in the
believer by the Spirit (1 John 4:13); and (3) the witness
through the believer that God is love and that He sent
His Son to die for the world (1 John 4:14).

These witnesses cannot be separated. The world
will not believe that God loves sinners until they see
His love at work in His children’s lives.

A Salvation Army worker found a derelict woman
alone on the street and invited her to come into the
chapel for help, but the woman refused to move. The
worker assured her, “We love you and want to help
you. God loves you. Jesus died for you.” But the
woman did not budge.

As if on divine impulse, the Army lassie leaned over
and kissed the woman on the cheek, taking her into her
arms. The woman began to sob, and like a child, was
led into the chapel, where she ultimately trusted
Christ.

“You told me that God loved me,” she said later,
“but it wasn’t till you showed me that God loved me
that I wanted to be saved.”

Jesus did not simply preach the love of God; He
proved it by giving His life on the cross. He expects His
followers to do likewise. If we abide in Christ, we will
abide in His love. If we abide in His love, we must
share this love with others. Whenever we share this
love, it is proof in our own hearts that we are abiding
in Christ. In other words, there is no separation
between a Christian’s inner life and his outer life.

Abiding in God’s love produces two wonderful
spiritual benefits in the life of a believer: (1) he grows
in knowledge, and (2) he grows in faith (1 John 4:16).
The more we love God, the more we understand the
love of God. And the more we understand His love,
the easier it is for us to trust Him. After all, when you
know someone intimately and love him sincerely, you
have no problem putting your confidence in him.

A man standing in the greeting card section of a
store was having trouble picking out a card. The clerk
asked if she could help, and he said, “Well, it’s our for-
tieth wedding anniversary, but I can’t find a card that
says what I want to say. You know, forty years ago it
wouldn’t have been any problem picking out a card,
because back then I thought I knew what love was. But
we love each other so much more today, I just can’t find
a card that says it!”
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This is a growing Christian’s experience with God.
As he abides in Christ and spends time in fellowship
with Him, he comes to love God more and more. He
also grows in his love for other Christians, for the lost,
and even for his enemies. As he shares the Father’s love
with others, he experiences more of the Father’s love
himself. He understands the Father’s love better and
better.

“God is love,” then, is not simply a profound bibli-
cal statement. It is the basis for a believer’s relationship
with God and with his fellow man. Because God is
love, we can love. His love is not past history; it is pres-
ent reality. “Love one another” begins as a
commandment (1 John 4:7), then it becomes a privi-
lege (1 John 4:11). But it is more than a
commandment or a privilege. It is also the thrilling
consequence and evidence of our abiding in Christ (1
John 4:12). Loving one another is not something we
simply ought to do; it is something we want to do.

Some practical applications grow out of this basic
truth:

First, the better we know God’s love, the easier it
will be to live as a Christian. Bible knowledge alone
does not take the place of personal experience of God’s
love. In fact, it can be a dangerous substitute if we are
not careful.

Helen came home from a youth retreat greatly
enthused over what she had learned.

“We had some terrific sessions on how to have per-
sonal devotions,” she told her sister Joyce. “I plan to
have my devotions every single day.”

A week later, while Joyce was running the vacuum
cleaner, she heard Helen screaming, “Do you have to
make all that noise? Don’t you know I’m trying to have
my devotions?” And the verbal explosion was followed
by the slamming of a door.

Helen still had to learn that personal devotions are
not an end in themselves. If they do not help us love
God and love one another, they are accomplishing lit-
tle. The Bible is a revelation of God’s love, and the
better we understand His love, the easier it should be
for us to obey Him and love others.

A second consideration is that unless we love the
lost, our verbal witness to them will be useless. The
gospel message is a message of love. This love was both
declared and demonstrated by Jesus Christ. The only
way we can effectively win others is to declare the
gospel and demonstrate it in how we live. Too much
“witnessing” today is a mere mouthing of words.
People need an expression of love.

One reason why God permits the world to hate
Christians is so that Christians may return love for the
world’s hatred. “Blessed are you when people insult you
and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil
against you because of Me.… But I say to you, love
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you”
(Matt. 5:11, 44 nasb).

“Pastor, the Bible tells us to love our neighbors, but
I doubt that anybody could love my neighbors,” Mrs.

Barton said at the close of a Sunday school lesson. “I’ve
tried to be nice to them, but it just doesn’t work.”

“Perhaps ‘being nice to them’ isn’t the real answer,”
the pastor explained. “You know, it’s possible to be nice
to people with the wrong motive.”

“You mean as though you’re trying to buy them
off?”

“Something like that. I think you and I had better
pray that God will give you a true spiritual love for
your neighbors. If you love them in a Christian way,
you’ll not be able to do them any damage,” the pastor
pointed out.

It took some weeks, but Mrs. Barton grew in her
love for her neighbors, and she also found herself grow-
ing in her own spiritual life.

“My neighbors haven’t changed a whole lot,” she
told the prayer group, “but my attitude toward them
has really changed. I used to do things for them to try
to win their approval. But now I do things for Jesus’
sake, because He died for them—and it makes all the
difference in the world!”

In this paragraph of his letter, John has taken us to
the very foundation of Christian love. But he still had
more to teach us. In the next section, he dealt with our
own personal love for God and how God perfects that
love in us.

These two aspects of Christian love cannot be sep-
arated from one another: if we love God, we will love
one another; and if we love one another, we will grow
in our love for God.

And both statements are true because “God is love.”

CHAPTER NINE
1 John 4:17—5:5
LOVE, HONOR, AND OBEY

The prospective bridegroom was extremely nervous
as he and his fiancée were discussing their wedding
plans with their pastor.

“I’d like to see a copy of the wedding vows,” the
young man said, and the pastor handed him the serv-
ice. He read it carefully, handed it back, and said,
“That won’t do! There’s nothing written in there about
her obeying me!”

His fiancée smiled, took his hand, and said,
“Honey, the word obey doesn’t have to be written in a
book. It’s already written in love in my heart.”

This is the truth in view in this portion of 1 John.
Up to this point, the emphasis has been on Christians
loving one another; but now we turn to a deeper—and
more important—topic: a believer’s love for the
Father. We cannot love our neighbor or our brother
unless we love our heavenly Father. We must first love
God with all our hearts; then we can love our neigh-
bor as ourselves.

The key word in this section is perfect. God wants
to perfect in us His love for us and our love for Him.
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The word perfect carries the idea of maturity and com-
pleteness. A believer is not only to grow in grace and
knowledge (2 Peter 3:18), but he is also to grow in his
love for the Father. He does this in response to the
Father’s love for him.

How much does God love us? Enough to send His
Son to die for us (John 3:16). He loves His children in
the same way as He loves Christ (John 17:23). And
Jesus tells us that the Father wants the love with which
He loved the Son to be in His children (John 17:26).

In other words, the Christian life is to be a daily
experience of growing in the love of God. It involves a
Christian’s coming to know his heavenly Father in a
much deeper way as he grows in love.

It is easy to fragment the Christian life and become
preoccupied with individual pieces instead of the total
picture. One group may emphasize “holiness” and urge
its members to get victory over sin. Another may stress
“witnessing” or “separation from the world.” But each
of these emphases is really a by-product of something
else: a believer’s growing love for the Father. Mature
Christian love is the great universal need among God’s
people.

How can a believer know that his love for the
Father is being perfected? This paragraph of 1 John
suggests four evidences.

Confidence (4:17–19)
Two brand-new words came into John’s vocabulary
here: fear and torment. And this is written to believers!
Is it possible that Christians can actually live in fear and
torment? Yes, unfortunately, many professed believers
experience both fear and torment day after day. And
the reason is that they are not growing in the love of
God.

The word boldness can mean “confidence” or “free-
dom of speech.” It does not mean brazenness or
brashness. A believer who experiences perfecting love
grows in his confidence toward God. He has a reveren-
tial fear of God, not a tormenting fear. He is a son who
respects his Father, not a prisoner who cringes before a
judge.

We have adopted the Greek word for fear into our
English vocabulary: phobia. All sorts of phobias are
listed in psychology books; for instance, acrophobia—
“fear of heights” and hydrophobia—“fear of water.”
John was writing about krisisphobia—“fear of judg-
ment.” John has already mentioned this solemn truth
in 1 John 2:28, and now he dealt with it again.

If people are afraid, it is because of something in the
past that haunts them, or something in the present that
upsets them, or something in the future that they feel
threatens them. Or it may be a combination of all
three. A believer in Jesus Christ does not have to fear
the past, present, or future, for he has experienced the
love of God, and this love is being perfected in him day
by day.

“It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this
the judgment” (Heb. 9:27). But a Christian does not

fear future judgment, because Christ has suffered his
judgment for him on the cross. “Truly, truly I say to
you, he who hears My word, and believes Him who
sent Me, has eternal life, and does not come into judg-
ment, but has passed out of death into life” (John 5:24
nasb). “Therefore there is now no condemnation for
those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1 nasb). For a
Christian, judgment is not future; it is past. His sins
have been judged already at the cross, and they will
never be brought against him again.

The secret of our boldness is “As he is, so are we in
this world” (1 John 4:17). We know that “we shall be
like him” when He returns (1 John 3:1–2), but that
statement refers primarily to the glorified bodies believ-
ers will receive (Phil. 3:20–21). Positionally, we are
right now “as he is.” We are so closely identified with
Christ, as members of His body, that our position in
this world is like His exalted position in heaven.

This means that the Father deals with us as He deals
with His own beloved Son. How, then, can we ever be
afraid?

We do not have to be afraid of the future, because
our sins were judged in Christ when He died on the
cross. The Father cannot judge our sins again without
judging His Son, for “as He is, so are we in this world.”

We do not have to be afraid of the past, because
“He first loved us.” From the very first, our relationship
to God was one of love. It was not that we loved Him,
but that He loved us (see 1 John 4:10). “For if while we
were enemies we were reconciled to God through the
death of His Son, much more, having been reconciled,
we shall be saved by His life” (Rom. 5:10 nasb). If God
loved us when we were outside the family, disobeying
Him, how much more does He love us now that we are
His children!

We do not need to fear the present because “perfect
love casteth out fear” (1 John 4:18). As we grow in the
love of God, we cease to be fearful of what He will do.

Of course there is a proper “fear of God,” but it is
not the kind of fear that produces torment. “For you
have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear
again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons
by which we cry out, ‘Abba! Father!’” (Rom. 8:15 nasb)
“For God hath not given us a spirit of fear; but of
power, and of love, and of a sound mind” (2 Tim. 1:7).

Fear is actually the beginning of torment. We tor-
ment ourselves as we contemplate what lies ahead.
Many people suffer acutely when they contemplate a
visit to the dentist. Think of how an unsaved person
must suffer as he contemplates the day of judgment.
But since a Christian has boldness in the day of judg-
ment, he can have boldness as he faces life today, for
there is no situation of life today that begins to com-
pare with the terrible severity of the day of judgment.

God wants His children to live in an atmosphere of
love and confidence, not fear and torment. We need
not fear life or death, for we are being perfected in the
love of God. “Who will separate us from the love of
Christ? Will tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or
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famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? … But in all
these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him
who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death,
nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things pres-
ent, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor
depth, nor any other created thing, will be able to sep-
arate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus
our Lord” (Rom. 8:35, 37–39 nasb).

Imagine! Nothing in all creation—present or
future—can come between us and God’s love!

The perfecting of God’s love in our lives is usually a
matter of several stages. When we were lost, we lived in
fear and knew nothing of God’s love. After we trusted
Christ, we found a perplexing mixture of both fear and
love in our hearts. But as we grew in fellowship with
the Father, gradually the fear vanished, and our hearts
were controlled by His love alone. An immature
Christian is tossed between fear and love; a mature
Christian rests in God’s love.

A growing confidence in the presence of God is one
of the first evidences that our love for God is maturing.
But confidence never stands alone; it always leads to
other moral results.

Honesty (4:20–21)
Here it is for the seventh time: “If a man say …”!

We have met this important phrase several times,
and each time we knew what was coming: a warning
against pretending.

Fear and pretense usually go together. In fact, they
were born together when the first man and woman
sinned. No sooner did Adam and Eve sense their guilt
than they tried to hide from God and cover their
nakedness. But neither their coverings nor their excuses
could shelter them from God’s all-seeing eye. Adam
finally had to admit, “I heard thy voice in the garden,
and I was afraid” (Gen. 3:10).

But when our hearts are confident toward God,
there is no need for us to pretend, either to God or to
other people. A Christian who lacks confidence with
God will also lack confidence with God’s people. Part
of the torment that fear generates is the constant worry,
“How much do others really know about me?” But
when we have confidence with God, this fear is gone,
and we can face both God and men without worry.

“How many members do you have in your
church?” a visitor asked the pastor.

“Somewhere near a thousand,” the pastor replied.
“That certainly is a lot of people to try to please!”

the visitor exclaimed.
“Let me assure you, my friend, that I have never

tried to please all my members, or even some of them,”
the pastor said with a smile. “I aim to please one
Person—the Lord Jesus Christ. If I am right with Him,
then everything should be right between me and my
people.”

An immature Christian who is not growing in his
love for God may think he has to impress others with
his “spirituality.” This mistake turns him into a liar! He

is professing something that he is not really practicing;
he is playing a role instead of living a life.

Perhaps the best example of this sin is seen in the
experience of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5). They sold
a piece of property and brought part of the money to
the Lord, but they gave the impression that they were
bringing all the money. The sin of this couple was not
in taking money from God, for Peter made it clear that
the disposal of the money was up to them (Acts 5:4).
Their sin was hypocrisy. They were trying to make peo-
ple think they were more generous and spiritual than
they really were.

Pretending is one of the favorite activities of little
children, but it is certainly not a mark of maturity in
adults. Adults must know themselves and be them-
selves, fulfilling the purposes for which Christ saved
them. Their lives must be marked by honesty.

Spiritual honesty brings peace and power to the
person who practices it. He does not have to keep a
record of the lies he has told, and he is not using his
energy to cover up. Because he lives in open honesty
with the Father, he can live in honesty with other peo-
ple. Love and truth go together. Because he knows God
loves him and accepts him (even with all his faults), he
is not trying to impress others. He loves God, and
therefore he loves his fellow Christians.

Jerry’s grades were far below his usual performance
and, on top of that, his health seemed to be failing. His
new roommate was concerned about him and finally
persuaded him to talk to the campus psychologist.

“I can’t figure myself out,” Jerry admitted. “Last
year I was sailing through school, and this year it is like
fighting a war.”

“You’re not having trouble with your new room-
mate, are you?” the counselor asked.

Jerry did not reply right away, and this gave the
counselor a clue.

“Jerry, are you concentrating on living your life as a
good student, or on trying to impress your new room-
mate with your abilities?”

“Yeah, I guess that’s it,” Jerry answered with a sigh
of relief. “I’ve worn myself out acting and haven’t had
enough energy left for living.”

Confidence toward God and honesty with others
are two marks of maturity that are bound to show up
when our love for God is being perfected.

Joyful Obedience (5:1–3)
Not simply obedience—but joyful obedience! “His
commandments are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3
nasb).

Everything in creation—except man—obeys the
will of God. “Fire, and hail; snow, and vapor; stormy
wind fulfilling his word” (Ps. 148:8). In the book of
Jonah, you see the winds and waves, and even the fish,
obeying God’s commands, but the prophet persisted in
disobeying. Even a plant and a little worm did what
God commanded. But the prophet stubbornly wanted
his own way.
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Disobedience to God’s will is a tragedy—but so is
reluctant, grudging obedience. God does not want us
to disobey Him, but neither does He want us to obey
out of fear or necessity. What Paul wrote about giving
also applies to living: “not grudgingly or under com-
pulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Cor. 9:7
nasb).

What is the secret of joyful obedience? It is to rec-
ognize that obedience is a family matter. We are serving
a loving Father and helping our brothers and sisters in
Christ. We have been born of God, we love God, and
we love God’s children. And we demonstrate this love
by keeping God’s commandments.

A woman visited a newspaper editor’s office, hoping
to sell him some poems she had written.

“What are your poems about?” the editor asked.
“They’re about love!” gushed the poetess.
The editor settled back in his chair and said, “Well,

read me a poem. The world could certainly use a lot
more love!”

The poem she read was filled with moons and Junes
and other sticky sentiments, and it was more than the
editor could take.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “but you just don’t know what
love is all about! It’s not moonlight and roses. It’s sitting
up all night at a sickbed, or working extra hours so the
kids can have new shoes. The world doesn’t need your
brand of poetical love. It needs some good old-fash-
ioned practical love.”

D. L. Moody often said, “Every Bible should be
bound in shoe leather.” We show our love to God, not
by empty words but by willing works. We are not slaves
obeying a master; we are children obeying a Father.
And our sin is a family affair.

One of the tests of maturing love is our personal
attitude toward the Bible, because in the Bible we find
God’s will for our lives revealed. An unsaved man con-
siders the Bible an impossible book, mainly because he
does not understand its spiritual message (1 Cor. 2:14).
An immature Christian considers the demands of the
Bible to be burdensome. He is somewhat like a little
child who is learning to obey, and who asks, “Why do
I have to do that?” or “Wouldn’t it be better to do this?”

But a Christian who experiences God’s perfecting
love finds himself enjoying the Word of God and truly
loving it. He does not read the Bible as a textbook, but
as a love letter.

The longest chapter in the Bible is Psalm 119, and
its theme is the Word of God. Every verse but two (Ps.
119:122, 132) mentions the Word of God in one form
or another, as “law,” “precepts,” “commandments,”
and so forth. But the interesting thing is that the
psalmist loves the Word of God and enjoys telling us
about it! “O how love I thy law!” (Ps. 119:97). He
rejoices in the law (Ps. 119:14, 162) and delights in it
(Ps. 119:16, 24). It is honey to his taste (Ps. 119:103).
In fact, he turns God’s law into a song: “Thy statutes
have been my songs in the house of my pilgrimage”
(Ps. 119:54).

Imagine turning statutes into songs. Suppose the
local symphony presented a concert of the traffic code
set to music! Most of us do not consider laws a source
of joyful song, but this is the way the psalmist looked
at God’s law. Because he loved the Lord, he loved His
law. God’s commandments were not grievous and bur-
densome to him. Just as a loving son or daughter
happily obeys his father’s command, so a Christian
with perfecting love joyfully obeys God’s command.

At this point, we can review and understand the
practical meaning of “maturing love” in our daily lives.
As our love for the Father matures, we have confidence
and are no longer afraid of His will. We also are honest
toward others and lose our fear of being rejected. And
we have a new attitude toward the Word of God: it is
the expression of God’s love, and we enjoy obeying it.
Confidence toward God, honesty toward others, and
joyful obedience are the marks of perfecting love and
the ingredients that make up a happy Christian life.

We can see, too, how sin ruins all this. When we
disobey God we lose our confidence toward Him. If we
do not immediately confess our sin and claim His for-
giveness (1 John 1:9), we must start pretending in
order to cover up. Disobedience leads to dishonesty,
and both turn our hearts away from the Word of God.
Instead of reading the Word with joy to discover the
Father’s will, we ignore the Word or perhaps read it in
a routine way.

The burden of religion (man trying to please God
in his own strength) is a grievous one (see Matt. 23:4),
but the yoke that Christ puts on us is not burdensome
at all (Matt. 11:28–30). Love lightens burdens. Jacob
had to work for seven years to win the woman he loved,
but the Bible tells us that “they seemed unto him a few
days, for the love he had to her” (Gen. 29:20).
Perfecting love produces joyful obedience.

Victory (5:4–5)
The Greek goddess of victory was Nike, which also
happens to be the name of a United States aerial mis-
sile. Both of them are named for the Greek word nike
(NEE-kay), which simply means victory. But what
does victory have to do with maturing love?

Christians live in a real world and are beset with
formidable obstacles. It is not easy to obey God. It is
much easier to drift with the world, disobey Him, and
“do your own thing.”

But the Christian is “born of God.” This means he
has the divine nature within him, and it is impossible
for this divine nature to disobey God. “For whatever
is born of God overcomes the world” (1 John 5:4
nasb). If the old nature is in control of us, we disobey
God, but if the new nature is in control, we obey
God. The world appeals to the old nature (1 John
2:15–17) and tries to make God’s commandments
seem burdensome.

Our victory is a result of faith, and we grow in faith
as we grow in love. The more you love someone, the
easier it is to trust him. The more our love for Christ is
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perfected, the more our faith in Christ is perfected too,
because faith and love mature together.

The word overcome was a favorite with John; he
used it in 1 John 2:13–14 with reference to overcom-
ing the devil. He used it seven times in Revelation to
describe believers and the blessings they receive (Rev.
2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21). He was not describing a
special class of believers. Rather, he was using the word
overcomer as a name for the true Christian. Because we
have been born of God, we are overcomers.

We are told that a soldier in the army of Alexander
the Great was not acting bravely in battle. When he
should have been pressing ahead, he was lingering
behind.

The great general approached him and asked,
“What is your name, soldier?”

The man replied, “My name, sir, is Alexander.”
The general looked him straight in the eye and said

firmly, “Soldier, get in there and fight—or change your
name!”

What is our name? “Children of God—the born-
again ones of God.” Alexander the Great wanted his
name to be a symbol of courage; our name carries with
it assurance of victory. To be born of God means to
share God’s victory.

This is a victory of faith, but faith in what? Faith in
Jesus Christ, the Son of God! The person who over-
comes the world is the one “who believes that Jesus is
the Son of God” (1 John 5:5 nasb). It is not faith in
ourselves, but faith in Christ, that gives us the victory.
“In the world ye shall have tribulation, but be of good
cheer; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).

Identification with Christ in His victory reminds us
of the several times we have read “as he is” in John’s let-
ter. “As he is, so are we in this world” (1 John 4:17). We
should walk in the light “as he is in the light” (1 John
1:7). If we claim to abide in Him, then we should con-
duct ourselves as He conducted Himself (1 John 2:6).
His children are to be on earth what He is in heaven. It
is only necessary for us to claim this wonderful position
by faith—and to act on it.

When Jesus Christ died, we died with Him. Paul
said, “I have been crucified with Christ” (Gal. 2:20
nasb). When Christ was buried, we were buried with
Him. And when He arose, we arose with Him.
“Therefore we have been buried with Him through
baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from
the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too
might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4 nasb).

When Christ ascended to heaven, we ascended with
Him and are now seated with Him in heavenly places
(Eph. 2:6). And when Christ returns, we shall share
His exaltation. “When Christ, who is our life, is
revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in
glory” (Col. 3:4 nasb).

All these verses describe our spiritual position in
Christ. When we claim this position by faith, we share
His victory. When God raised Jesus from the dead, He
“seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly places,

far above all rule and authority and power and domin-
ion, and every name that is named.… And He put all
things in subjection under His feet” (Eph. 1:20–22
nasb). This means that, positionally, each child of God
is privileged to sit far above all his enemies!

Where a man sits determines how much authority
he may exercise. The man who sits in the general man-
ager’s chair has a restricted sphere of authority; the man
who sits in the vice president’s chair exercises more
control. But the man behind the desk marked “presi-
dent” exercises the most authority. No matter where he
may be in the factory or office, he is respected and
obeyed because of where he sits. His power is deter-
mined by his position, not by his personal appearance
or the way he feels.

So with a child of God: his authority is determined
by his position in Christ. When he trusted Christ, he
was identified with Him by the Holy Spirit and made
a member of His body (1 Cor. 12:12–13). His old life
has been buried and he has been raised to a new life of
glory. In Christ, he is sitting on the very throne of the
universe!

A Civil War veteran used to wander from place to
place, begging a bed and bite to eat and always talking
about his friend “Mr. Lincoln.” Because of his injuries,
he was unable to hold a steady job. But as long as he
could keep going, he would chat about his beloved
president.

“You say you knew Mr. Lincoln,” a skeptical
bystander retorted one day. “I’m not so sure you did.
Prove it!”

The old man replied, “Why, sure, I can prove it. In
fact, I have a piece of paper here that Mr. Lincoln him-
self signed and gave to me.”

From his old wallet, the man took out a much-
folded piece of paper and showed it to the man.

“I’m not much for reading,” he apologized, “but I
know that’s Mr. Lincoln’s signature.”

“Man, do you know what you have here?” one of
the spectators asked. “You have a generous federal pen-
sion authorized by President Lincoln. You don’t have to
walk around like a poor beggar! Mr. Lincoln has made
you rich!”

To paraphrase what John wrote, “You Christians
do not have to walk around defeated, because Jesus
Christ has made you victors! He has defeated every
enemy, and you share His victory. Now, by faith, claim
His victory.”

The key, of course, is faith, but this has always been
God’s key to victory. The great men and women
named in Hebrews 11 all won their victories “by
faith.” They simply took God at His word and acted
on it, and He honored their faith and gave them vic-
tory. Faith is not simply saying that what God says is
true; true faith is acting on what God says because it is
true. Someone has said that faith is not so much
believing in spite of evidence, but obeying in spite of
consequence.

Victorious faith is the result of maturing love. The
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better we come to know and love Jesus Christ, the eas-
ier it is to trust Him with the needs and battles of life.
It is important that this maturing love become a regu-
lar and a practical thing in our daily lives.

How does a believer go about experiencing this
kind of love and the blessings that flow from it?

To begin with, this kind of love must be cultivated.
It is not the result of a hit-or-miss friendship! A previ-
ous study pointed out that a believer slips back into the
world by stages:

1. Friendship with the world (James 4:4)
2. Spotted by the world (James 1:27)
3. Loving the world (1 John 2:15–17)
4. Conformed to the world (Rom. 12:2) 

Our relationship to Jesus Christ, in a similar way,
grows by stages.
We must cultivate friendship with Christ. Abraham
was “the friend of God” (James 2:23) because he
separated himself from the world and did what God
told him. His life was not perfect, but when he
sinned, he confessed and went right back to walking
with God.

This friendship will begin to influence our lives.
As we read the Word and pray, and as we fellowship
with God’s people, Christian graces will start to show
up in us. Our thoughts will be cleaner, our conversa-
tion more meaningful, our desires more wholesome.
But we will not be suddenly and totally changed; it will
be a gradual process.

Our friendship with Christ and our becoming
like Him will lead to a deeper love for Christ. On
the human level, friendship often leads to love. On the
divine level, friendship with Christ ought to lead to
love. “We love Him because He first loved us” (1 John
4:19). The Word of God reveals His love to us, and the
indwelling Spirit of God makes this love more and
more real to us. Furthermore, this love is worked out in
our lives in daily obedience. Christian love is not a
passing emotion; it is a permanent devotion, a deep
desire to please Christ and to do His will.

The more we know Him the better we love Him,
and the better we love Him the more we become
like Him—“conformed to the image of His Son”
(Rom. 8:29). Of course we will not be completely con-
formed to Christ until we see Him (1 John 3:1–3), but
we are to begin the process now.

What an exciting way to live! As God’s love is per-
fected in us, we have confidence toward Him and do
not live in fear. Because fear is cast out, we can be hon-
est and open; there is no need to pretend. And because
fear is gone, our obedience to His commands is born
out of love, not terror. We discover that His command-
ments are not burdensome. Finally, living in this
atmosphere of love, honesty, and joyful obedience, we
are able to face the world with victorious faith and to
overcome instead of being overcome.

The place to begin is not in some daring, dramatic
experience. The place to begin is in the quiet, personal

place of prayer. Peter wanted to give his life for Jesus,
but when he was asked to pray, Peter went to sleep
(Luke 22:31–33, 39–46). A believer who begins the
day reading the Word, meditating on it, and worship-
ping Christ in prayer and praise will experience this
perfecting love.

When it begins, he will know it—and others will
know it. His life will be marked by confidence, hon-
esty, joyful obedience, and victory.

CHAPTER TEN
1 John 5:6–21
WHAT DO YOU KNOW FOR SURE?

Nothing is certain but death and taxes.” Benjamin
Franklin wrote those words in 1789. Of course,
a wise man like Franklin knew that many other

things are also certain. The Christian also knows that
there are many certainties. Of spiritual truth,
Christians are not afraid to say, “We know!” In fact,
the word know occurs thirty-nine times in John’s
brief letter, eight times in this closing chapter.

Man has a deep desire for certainty, and he will even
dabble in the occult in his effort to find out something
for sure. A businessman having dinner with his pastor
said to him, “Do you see those offices across the street?
In them sit some of the most influential business lead-
ers in this town. Many of them used to come over here
regularly to consult a fortune-teller. She isn’t here any-
more, but a few years ago you could count up the
millions of dollars in this room as men waited to con-
sult her.”

The life that is real is built on the divine certain-
ties that are found in Jesus Christ. The world may
accuse the Christian of being proud and dogmatic,
but this does not keep him from saying, “I know!” In
these closing verses of John’s letter we find five
Christian certainties on which we can build our lives
with confidence.

Jesus Is God (5:6–10)
In 1 John 5:1–5, emphasis is placed on trusting Jesus
Christ. A person who trusts Christ is born of God
and is able to overcome the world. To believe that
Jesus Christ is the Son of God is basic to Christian
experience.

But how do we know that Jesus Christ is God?
Some of His contemporaries called Him a liar and a
deceiver (Matt. 27:63). Others have suggested He was
a religious fanatic, a madman, or perhaps a Jewish
patriot who was sincere but sadly mistaken. The people
to whom John was writing were exposed to a popular
false teaching that Jesus was merely a man on whom
“the Christ” had come when Jesus was baptized. On
the cross, “the Christ” left Jesus (“My God, my God,
why hast thou forsaken me?”), and so He died like any
other human being.
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John’s epistle refutes this false teaching. It presents
three infallible witnesses to prove that Jesus is God.

First witness—the water. Jesus came “by water
and blood.” The water refers to His baptism in
Jordan, when the Father spoke from heaven and said,
“This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased”
(Matt. 3:13–17). At the same time the Spirit
descended like a dove and rested on Him. This was
the Father’s attestation of His Son at the beginning of
Jesus’ ministry.

Second witness—the blood. But the Father gave
further witness as the time drew near for Jesus to die.
He spoke audibly to Jesus from heaven, and said, “I
have both glorified it [My name], and will glorify it
again” (John 12:28). Furthermore, the Father wit-
nessed in miracle power when Jesus was on the cross:
the supernatural darkness, the earthquake, and the
rending of the temple veil (Matt. 27:45, 50–53). No
wonder the centurion cried out, “Truly this was the
Son of God!” (Matt. 27:54)

Jesus did not receive “the Christ” at His baptism
and lose it at the cross. On both occasions, the Father
witnessed to the deity of His Son.

Third witness—the Spirit. The Spirit was given to
bear witness to Christ (John 15:26; 16:14). We can
trust the Spirit’s witness because “the Spirit is truth.”
We were not present at the baptism of Christ or at His
death, but the Holy Spirit was present. The Holy Spirit
is the only Person active on earth today who was pres-
ent when Christ was ministering here. The witness of
the Father is past history, but the witness of the Spirit
is present experience. The first is external, the second is
internal—and both agree.

How does the Spirit witness within the heart of a
believer? “For you have not received a spirit of slavery
leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of
adoption as sons by which we cry out, ‘Abba! Father!’
The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are
children of God” (Rom. 8:15–16 nasb). His witness is
our inner confidence that we belong to Christ—not a
confidence that we “work up” for ourselves, but a con-
fidence that God gives us.

The Spirit also witnesses to us through the Word.
As we read God’s Word, He speaks to us and teaches us.
This is not true of an unsaved man (1 Cor. 2:14); it is
true only of a believer.

A Christian feels “at home” with God’s people
because the Spirit dwells in him. This is another way
the Spirit bears witness.

The law required two or three witnesses for a mat-
ter to be settled (Deut. 19:15). The Father witnessed at
the baptism and at the cross, and the Spirit witnesses
today within the believer. The Spirit, the water, and the
blood settle the matter: Jesus is God.

(Most scholars agree that 1 John 5:7 of the
Authorized Version does not belong in the letter, but
omitting it does not affect the teaching at all.)

We receive the witness of men, so why should we
reject the witness of God?

People often say, “I wish I could have faith!” But
everybody lives by faith! All day long, people trust one
another. They trust the doctor and the pharmacist;
they trust the cook in the restaurant; they even trust
the fellow driving in the other lane on the highway. If
we can trust men, why can we not trust God? And not
to trust Him is to make Him a liar!

Jesus is God: this is the first Christian certainty, and
it is foundational to everything else.

Believers Have Eternal Life (5:11–13)
The key word in 1 John 5:6–10 is witness, sometimes
translated “record” or “testifieth.” God gave witness to
His Son, but He has also given witness to His sons—to
individual believers. We know that we have eternal life!
Not only is there the witness of the Spirit within; but
there is the witness of the Word of God. “These things
I have written to you who believe in the name of the
Son of God, so that you may know that you have eter-
nal life” (1 John 5:13 nasb).

Eternal life is a gift; it is not something that we earn
(John 10:27–29; Eph. 2:8–9). But this gift is a
Person—Jesus Christ. We receive eternal life not only
from Christ, but in Christ. “He who has the Son has the
life” (1 John 5:12 nasb). Not just “life” but “the life”—
the life “which is life indeed” (1 Tim. 6:19 nasb).

This gift is received by faith. God has gone on
record in His Word as offering eternal life to those
who will believe on Jesus Christ. Millions of
Christians have proved that God’s record is true. Not
to believe it is to make God a liar. And if God is a liar,
nothing is certain.

God wants His children to know that they belong
to Him. John was inspired by the Spirit to write his
gospel to assure us that “Jesus is the Christ, the Son of
God” (John 20:31). He wrote this epistle so that we
may be sure that we are the children of God (1 John
5:13).

It would be helpful at this point to review the char-
acteristics of God’s children:

• “Everyone also who practices righteousness is
born of Him” (1 John 2:29 nasb).

• “No one who is born of God practices sin” (1
John 3:9 nasb).

• “We know that we have passed out of death into
life, because we love the brethren” (1 John 3:14
nasb).

• “Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from
God; and everyone who loves is born of God
and knows God” (1 John 4:7 nasb).

• “For whatsoever is born of God overcometh the
world” (1 John 5:4).

If you bear these “birthmarks,” you can say with
confidence that you are a child of God.

When Sir James Simpson, the discoverer of chloro-
form, was on his deathbed, a friend asked him, “Sir,
what are your speculations?”

Simpson replied, “Speculations! I have no specula-
tions! ‘For I know whom I have believed, and am
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persuaded that he is able to keep that which I have com-
mitted unto him against that day.’”

God Answers Prayer (5:14–15)
It is one thing to know that Jesus is God and that we
are God’s children, but what about the needs and prob-
lems of daily life? Jesus helped people when He was
here on earth; does He still help them? Earthly fathers
take care of their children; does the heavenly Father
respond when His children call on Him?

Christians have confidence in prayer, just as they
have confidence as they await the judgment (1 John
2:28; 4:17). As we have seen, the word confidence
means “freedom of speech.” We can come to the Father
freely and tell Him our needs.

Of course, there are conditions we must meet.
First, we must have a heart that does not con-

demn us (1 John 3:21–22). Unconfessed sin is a
serious obstacle to answered prayer (Ps. 66:18). It is
worth noting that differences between a Christian
husband and his wife can hinder their prayers (1
Peter 3:1–7). If there is anything between us and any
other Christian, we must settle it (Matt. 5:23–25).
And unless a believer is abiding in Christ, in love and
obedience, his prayers will not be answered (John
15:7).

Second, we must pray in God’s will. “Thy will be
done” (Matt. 6:10). “Prayer is a mighty instrument,
not for getting man’s will done in heaven, but for get-
ting God’s will done on earth,” wrote Robert Law.
George Mueller, who fed thousands of orphans with
food provided in answer to prayer, said, “Prayer is not
overcoming God’s reluctance. It is laying hold of God’s
willingness.”

There are times when we can only pray, “Not my
will but thine be done,” because we simply do not
know God’s will in a matter. But most of the time we
can determine God’s will by reading the Word, listen-
ing to the Spirit (Rom. 8:26–27), and discerning the
circumstances around us. Our very faith to ask God for
something is often proof that He wants to give it (Heb.
11:1).

There are many promises in the Bible that we can
claim in prayer. God has promised to supply our needs
(Phil. 4:19)—not our greeds! If we are obeying His will
and really need something, He will supply it in His way
and in His time.

“But if it is God’s will for me to have a thing,
then why should I pray about it?” Because prayer is
the way God wants His children to get what they
need. God not only ordains the end, but He also
ordains the means to the end—prayer. And the more
you think about it, the more wonderful this arrange-
ment becomes. Prayer is really the thermometer of
the spiritual life. God has ordained that I maintain a
close walk with Him if I expect Him to meet my
needs.

John did not write, “we shall have the requests,”
but, “we know that we have the requests” (1 John 5:15

nasb, italics mine). The verb is present tense. We may
not see the answer to a prayer immediately, but we have
inner confidence that God has answered. This confi-
dence, or faith, is “the evidence of things not seen”
(Heb. 11:1). It is God witnessing to us that He has
heard and answered.

What breathing is to a physical man, prayer is to
a spiritual man. If we do not pray, we “faint” (Luke
18:1). Prayer is not only the utterance of the lips; it
is also the desire of the heart. “Pray without ceas-
ing” (1 Thess. 5:17) does not mean that a Christian
is always saying an audible prayer. We are not heard
for our “much speaking” (Matt. 6:7). No, “Pray
without ceasing” suggests the attitude of the heart
as well as the words of the lips. A Christian who has
his heart fixed on Christ and is trying to glorify
Him is praying constantly even when he is not con-
scious of it.

Famous preacher Charles Spurgeon was working
hard on a message but was unable to complete it. It
grew late and his wife said, “Why don’t you go to bed.
I’ll wake you up early and you can finish your sermon
in the morning.”

Spurgeon dozed off and in his sleep began to preach
the sermon that was giving him so much trouble! His
wife wrote down what he said and the next morning
gave her preacher-husband the notes.

“Why, that’s exactly what I wanted to say!”
exclaimed the surprised preacher. The message had
been in his heart; it had simply needed expression. So
with prayer: if we are abiding in Christ, the very desires
of our heart are heard by God whether we voice them
or not.

The pages of the Bible and the pages of history
are filled with reports of answered prayer. Prayer is
not spiritual self-hypnosis. Nor do we pray because it
makes us feel better. We pray because God has com-
manded us to pray and because prayer is the
God-appointed means for a believer to receive what
God wants to give him. Prayer keeps a Christian in
the will of God, and living in the will of God keeps
a Christian in the place of blessing and service. We
are not beggars; we are children coming to a wealthy
Father who loves to give His children what they
need.

Though He was God in the flesh, Jesus depended
on prayer. He lived on earth, as we must, in depend-
ence on the Father. He arose early in the morning to
pray (Mark 1:35), though He had been up late the
night before healing the multitudes. He sometimes
spent all night in prayer (Luke 6:12). In the garden of
Gethsemane, He prayed with “strong crying and tears”
(Heb. 5:7). On the cross He prayed three times. If the
sinless Son of God needed to pray, how much more do
we?

The most important thing about prayer is the will
of God. We must take time to ascertain what God’s will
is in a matter, especially searching in the Bible for
promises or principles that apply to our situation.
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Once we know the will of God, we can pray with con-
fidence and then wait for Him to reveal the answer.

Christians Do Not Practice Sin (5:16–19)
“We know that no one who is born of God sins” (1
John 5:18 nasb). “No one who is born of God prac-
tices sin” (1 John 3:9 nasb). Occasional sins are not
here in view, but habitual sins, the practice of sin.
Because a believer has a new nature (“God’s seed,” 1
John 3:9), he has new desires and appetites and is not
interested in sin.

A Christian faces three enemies, all of which want
to lead him into sin: the world, the flesh, and the devil.

The world “lies in the power of the evil one” (1
John 5:19 nasb), Satan—the god of this age (2 Cor.
4:3–4, literal translation) and the prince of this world
(John 14:30). He is the spirit who works in the chil-
dren of disobedience (Eph. 2:2).

Satan has many devices for leading a believer into
sin. He tells lies, as he did to Eve (Gen. 3; 2 Cor.
11:1–3), and when men believe his lies they turn away
from and disobey God’s truth. Or, Satan may inflict
physical suffering, as he did with Job and Paul (2 Cor.
12:7–9). In David’s case, Satan used pride as his
weapon and urged David to number the people and in
this way defy God (1 Chron. 21). Satan is like a serpent
who deceives (Rev. 12:9) and a lion who devours (1
Peter 5:8–9). He is a formidable enemy.

Then there is the problem of the flesh, the old
nature with which we were born and that is still with
us. True, we have a new nature (the divine seed, 1 John
3:9) within us, but we do not always yield to our new
nature.

The world is our third enemy (1 John 2:15, 17). It
is easy for us to yield to the desires of the flesh, the
desires of the eyes, and the pride of life! The atmos-
phere around us makes it hard for us to keep our minds
pure and our hearts true to God.

Then how does a believer keep from sinning?
First John 5:18 gives the answer: Jesus Christ keeps

the believer so that the enemy cannot get his hands on
him. “He [Christ] who was born of God keeps him
[the believer], and the evil one does not touch him”
(nasb). The Authorized Version here gives the impres-
sion that a believer keeps himself from sin, but this is
not what the verse says. Of course, it is true that a
Christian must keep himself in the love of God (Jude
21), but it is not true that a Christian must depend on
himself to overcome Satan.

Peter’s experience with Satan helps us to understand
this truth.

“Simon, Simon,” said Jesus, “behold, Satan has
demanded permission to sift you like wheat; but I have
prayed for you, that your faith may not fail; and you,
when once you have turned again, strengthen your
brothers” (Luke 22:31–32 nasb).

To begin with, Satan cannot touch any believer
without God’s permission. Satan wanted to sift all the
disciples, and Jesus gave him permission. But Jesus

prayed especially for Peter, and His prayer was
answered. Peter’s faith did not ultimately fail, even
though his courage failed. Peter was restored and
became a mighty and effective soul-winner.

Whenever Satan attacks us, we can be sure that
God gave him permission. And if God gave him per-
mission He will also give us power to overcome,
because God will never permit us to be tested above
our strength (1 Cor. 10:13).

One of the characteristics of “spiritual young men”
is their ability to overcome the evil one (1 John
2:13–14). Their secret? “The word of God abides in
you” (1 John 2:14 nasb). Part of the armor of God is
the sword of the Spirit (Eph. 6:17), and this sword
overcomes Satan.

When a believer sins, he can confess his sin and be
forgiven (1 John 1:9). But a believer dare not play with
sin, because sin is lawlessness (1 John 3:4, where “trans-
gression of the law” means “lawlessness”). A person
who practices sin proves that he belongs to Satan (1
John 3:7–10). Furthermore, God warns that sin can
lead to physical death!

“All unrighteousness is sin,” but some sin is worse
than other sin. All sin is hateful to God, and should be
hateful to a believer; but some sin is punished with
death. John told us (1 John 5:16–17) about the case of
a brother (a believer) whose life was taken because of
sin.

The Bible mentions people who died because of
their sin. Nadab and Abihu, the two sons of Aaron the
priest, died because they deliberately disobeyed God
(Lev. 10:1–7). Korah and his clan opposed God and
died (Num. 16). Achan was stoned because he dis-
obeyed Joshua’s orders from God at Jericho (Josh.
6—7). A man named Uzzah touched the ark and God
killed him (2 Sam. 6).

“But those are Old Testament examples!” someone
may argue. “John was writing to New Testament
believers who live under grace!”

To whom much is given, much shall be required. A
believer today has a far greater responsibility to obey
God than did the Old Testament saints. We have a
complete Bible, we have the full revelation of God’s
grace, and we have the Holy Spirit living within us to
help us obey God. But there are cases in the New
Testament of believers who lost their lives because they
disobeyed God.

Ananias and Sapphira lied to God about their offer-
ing, and they both died (Acts 5:1–11). Some believers
at Corinth died because of the way they had acted at
the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:30). And 1 Corinthians
5:1–5 suggests that a certain offender would have died
had he not repented and confessed his sin (2 Cor.
2:6–8).

If a believer does not judge, confess, and forsake
sin, God must chasten him. This process is described in
Hebrews 12:1–13, which suggests that a person who
does not subject himself to the Father will not live
(Heb. 12:9). In other words, first God “spanks” his
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rebellious children, and if they do not yield to His will,
He may remove them from the world lest their disobe-
dience lead others astray and bring further disgrace to
His name.

“The sin unto death” is not some one specific sin.
Rather, it is a kind of sin—it is the sort of sin that leads
to death. With Nadab and Abihu, it was their pre-
sumption in taking the priest’s office and entering the
Holy of Holies. In the case of Achan it was covetous-
ness. Ananias and Sapphira were guilty of hypocrisy
and even of lying to the Holy Spirit.

If a Christian sees a brother committing sin, he
should pray for him (1 John 5:16), asking that he con-
fess his sin and return to fellowship with the Father.
But if in his praying, he does not sense that he is ask-
ing in God’s will (as instructed in 1 John 5:14–15),
then he should not pray for the brother. “Therefore,
pray not thou for this people, neither lift up cry nor
prayer for them, neither make intercession to me; for I
will not hear thee” (Jer. 7:16).

James 5:14–20 somewhat parallels 1 John 5:16–17.
James described a believer who is sick, possibly because
of his sin. He sends for the elders, who come to him
and pray for him. The prayer of faith heals him, and if
he has sinned his sins are forgiven. “The prayer of
faith” is prayer in the will of God, as described in 1
John 5:14–15. It is “praying in the Holy Spirit” (Jude
20 nasb).

Christians do not deliberately practice sin. They
have the divine nature within; Jesus Christ guards
them, and they do not want God’s discipline.

The Christian Life Is the Real Life (5:20–21)
Jesus Christ is the true God. We know Him who is
true, and we are in Him who is true. We have “the real
thing”!

“We know that our real life is in the true One, and
in His Son, Jesus Christ. This is the real God and this
is real, eternal life” (1 John 5:20, Phillips). Reality has
been the theme throughout John’s letter, and now we
are reminded of it again.

John was probably writing to believers in the city of
Ephesus, a city given over to the worship of idols. The
temple of Diana, one of the wonders of the ancient
world, was located in Ephesus, and the making and
selling of idols was one of the chief occupations of the
people there (Acts 19:21–41). Surrounded by idolatry,
Christians there were under tremendous pressure to
conform.

But “we know that there is no such thing as an idol
in the world, and that there is no God but one” (1 Cor.
8:4 nasb). That is, “an idol has no real existence”
(nasb, marg.). The tragedy of idolatry is that a dead
image can do a worshipper no good because it is not
genuine. Hebrew writers in the Old Testament called
idols “nothings, vain things, vapors, emptiness.” An
idol is a lifeless, useless substitute for the real thing.

The Psalms contain caustic indictments of idolatry
(Ps. 115:1–8; 135:15–18). To human vision, an idol

looks real—eyes, ears, mouth, nose, hands, feet—but
these are but useless imitations of the real thing. The
eyes are blind, the ears are deaf, the mouth is silent, the
hands and feet are paralyzed. But the real tragedy is
that “those who make them will become like them,
everyone who trusts in them” (Ps. 115:8 nasb). We
become like the god we worship!

This is the secret of the life that is real. Because we
have met the true God, through His Son Jesus Christ,
we are in contact with reality. Our fellowship is with a
God who is genuine. As we have seen, the word real
means “the original as opposed to a copy” and “the
authentic as opposed to an imitation.” Jesus Christ is
the true Light (John 1:9), and true Bread (John 6:32),
and true Vine (John 15:1), and Truth itself (John
14:6). He is the Original; everything else is a copy. He
is authentic; everything else is only an imitation.

Christians live in an atmosphere of reality. Most
unsaved people live in an atmosphere of pretense and
sham. Christians have been given spiritual discernment
to know the true from the false, but the unsaved do not
have this understanding. Christians do not simply
choose between good and bad; they choose between
true and false. An idol represents that which is false and
empty; and a person who lives for idols will himself
become false and empty.

Few people today bow to idols of wood and
metal. Nevertheless, other idols capture their atten-
tion and affection. Covetousness, for example, is
idolatry (Col. 3:5). A man may worship his bank-
book or his stock portfolio just as fervently as a
so-called heathen worships his ugly idol. “Thou shalt
worship the Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou
serve” (Matt. 4:10). The thing we serve is the thing
we worship! Whatever controls our lives and “calls
the signals” is our god.

This explains why God warns us against the sin of
idolatry. Not only is it a violation of His command-
ment (Ex. 20:1–6), but it is a subtle way for Satan to
take control of us. When “things” take God’s place in
our lives, we are guilty of idolatry. This means we are
living for the unreal instead of for the real.

To a man of the world, the Christian life is unreal
and the worldly life is real. This is because a man of
the world lives by what he sees and feels (things) and
not by what God says in His Word. An idol is a tem-
poral thing, Jesus Christ is eternal God. “For the
things which are seen are temporal, but the things
which are not seen are eternal” (2 Cor. 4:18 nasb,
italics mine).

Like Moses, a Christian endures “as seeing him
who is invisible” (Heb. 11:27). Faith is “the evi-
dence of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). Noah had
never seen a flood, yet by faith he “saw” it coming
and did what God told him to do. Abraham “saw” a
heavenly city and country by faith, and was willing
to forsake his own earthly home to follow God. All
of the great heroes of faith named in Hebrews 11
accomplished what they did because they “saw the
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invisible” by faith. In other words, they were in
contact with reality.

The world boasts of its enlightenment, but a
Christian walks in the real light, because God is light.
The world talks about love, but it knows nothing of the
real love that a Christian experiences because “God is
love.” The world displays its wisdom and learning, but
a Christian lives in truth because “the Spirit is truth.”
God is light, love, and truth, and these together make
a life that is real.

“But it makes no difference what a man believes so
long as he is sincere!”

This popular excuse hardly needs refutation. Does
it make any difference what the pharmacist believes, or
the surgeon, or the chemist? It makes all the difference
in the world!

Shed a tear for Jimmy Brown; 
Poor Jimmy is no more. 
For what he thought was H2O*

Was H2SO4!†

A Christian has “turned to God from idols to serve
the living and true God” (1 Thess. 1:9). Idols are dead,
but Christ is the living God. Idols are false, but Christ
is the true God. This is the secret of the life that is real!

So John’s admonition, “Keep yourselves from
idols,” can be paraphrased, “Watch out for the imita-
tion and the artificial and be real!”

* Water 
† Sulphuric acid
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I. INTRODUCTION (1–3)
CHAPTER ONE
2 John

A FAITHFUL FAMILY

The apostate teachers not only invaded the
churches, but they also tried to influence Christian
homes. Titus faced this problem in Crete (Titus

1:10–11) and Timothy faced it in Ephesus (2 Tim.
3:6). As goes the home, so goes the church and the
nation; thus the family is an important target in Satan’s
war against truth.

This brief letter was written to a godly mother and
her children. Some Bible students have concluded that
“the elect lady” refers to a local church and that “her
children” are the believers fellowshipping in the
church. “Thy elect sister” (2 John 13) would then refer
to a sister church that was sending Christian greetings.

While it is true that John does address a group in
this letter (note the plural in 2 John 6, 8, 10, 12), it is
also true that he addresses an individual (2 John 1, 4–5,
13). Perhaps the solution is that a Christian assembly
was meeting in this home, along with the family of the
“elect lady,” so that John had both the family and the
congregation in mind (see Rom. 16:5; 1 Cor. 16:19;
Col. 4:15; Philem. 2). He was concerned that this
godly woman not permit anything false to come into
her house (2 John 10) or into the assembly.

The dominant feelings in this little epistle are those
of friendship and joy, even though these are mixed with
concern and warning. If you and I are to keep our
homes true to Christ, then we must have the same
characteristics as this family to which John wrote.

We Must Know the Truth (1–3)
John used the word truth four times in this salutation,
so it is an important word. Basically, it means “reality”
as opposed to mere appearance, the ultimate that is the
basis for all that we see around us. Jesus Christ is “the
truth” (John 14:6) and God’s Word is “truth” (John
17:17). God has revealed truth in the person of His
Son and in the pages of His Word. He has given us “the
Spirit of Truth” to teach us and to enable us to know
truth (John 14:16–17; 16:13).

But the truth is not only an objective revelation
from the Father, but also a subjective experience in our
personal lives. We cannot only know the truth, but we
can “love in the truth” and live “for the truth’s sake.”
The truth “lives in us, and shall be with us forever.”
This means that “knowing the truth” is much more
than giving assent to a body of doctrines, though that
is important. It means that the believer’s life is con-
trolled by a love for the truth and a desire to magnify
the truth.

John opened his letter on this note of “truth”
because there were false teachers abroad who were
spreading error. He called them deceivers and
antichrists (2 John 7). John was not one to say that all

religious teachings are true in one way or another, and
that we should not be critical just as long as people are
sincere. To John, there was a great difference, in fact, a
deadly difference, between truth and error, and he
would not tolerate error.

Since the truth will be with us forever, we certainly
ought to get acquainted with it now and learn to love
it. Of course, all truth centers in Jesus Christ, the eter-
nal Son of God, with whom we shall live forever (John
14:1–6). It is wonderful to contemplate the fact that
we shall spend eternity surrounded by truth, growing
in our knowledge of truth, and serving the God of
truth.

How did this elect lady and her children come to
know the truth and become children of God? Through
the grace and mercy of God (2 John 3). God is rich in
mercy and grace (Eph. 2:4, 7), and He has channeled
His mercy and grace to us in Jesus Christ. We are not
saved by God’s love, but by God’s grace, which is “love
that paid a price” (Eph. 2:8–9). God loves the whole
world, yet the whole world is not saved. Only those
who receive His abundant grace experience salvation
from sin.

When you receive grace and mercy from God, you
experience His peace. “Therefore, being justified
[declared righteous] by faith, we have peace with God
through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). God is not
at war with lost sinners; it is sinners who are at war
with God (Rom. 5:10; 8:7). God has been reconciled
to sinners because of Christ’s work on the cross. Now
sinners must repent and be reconciled to God by faith
in Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 5:14–21).

It is significant that at the very outset of his second
letter John affirmed the deity of Jesus Christ. He did so
by joining “the Lord Jesus Christ” with “God the
Father.” Suppose 2 John 3 read “from God the Father,
and from the prophet Amos.” You would immediately
respond, “Amos must not be joined with the Father’s
name in that fashion! It makes it appear that Amos is
equal with God!”

But that is exactly why John joined the Father and
the Son together: they are equally God! And then, to
make certain that his readers did not miss the empha-
sis, John added “the Son of the Father.” It is impossible
to separate the two. If God is the Father, then He must
have a Son; Jesus Christ is that Son. “Whosoever deni-
eth the Son, the same hath not the Father” (1 John
2:23).

Many false teachers argue, “But Jesus is the ‘son of
God’ in the same way all of us are God’s sons, made in
the image of God! When Jesus claimed to be God’s
Son, He was not really claiming to be God.” But when
Jesus said to the Jews, “I and My Father are One,” they
threatened to stone Him! Why? Because He had blas-
phemed! “Because that thou, being a man, makest
thyself God” (John 10:30–33). They knew what He
meant when He called Himself the “Son of God” and
claimed equality with God.

The Christian faith stands or falls on the doctrine
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II. PRACTICING THE TRUTH (4–6)

of the deity of Jesus Christ. If He is only man, then He
cannot save us, no matter how gifted or unique He
might be. If He is not God come in human flesh, then
the Christian faith is lies—not truth—and John
opened this letter with the wrong emphasis.

The great American statesman Daniel Webster was
dining in Boston with a group of distinguished men,
some of whom had Unitarian leanings. (The
Unitarians deny the Trinity and the deity of both the
Son and the Spirit.) When the subject of religion came
up at the table, Webster boldly affirmed his belief in
the deity of Jesus Christ and his confidence in His
work of atonement.

“But Mr. Webster,” said one man, “can you com-
prehend how Christ could be both God and man?”

“No, sir, I cannot comprehend it,” Webster replied.
“If I could comprehend Him, He would be no greater
than myself. I feel that I need a superhuman Savior!”

If our homes and churches are to be true to Christ
and oppose the false teachers, we must know the truth.
How do we learn the truth? By carefully studying God’s
Word and allowing the Spirit to teach us; by listening
to others who are true to the faith; and then by practic-
ing what we learn. We must not only learn the truth
with our minds, but we must also love the truth in our
hearts and live the truth by our wills. Our total persons
must be yielded to the truth.

How important it is for parents to teach their chil-
dren to love the truth! While we thank God for Sunday
schools and Christian day schools, in the final analysis,
it is the home that must instill in children a love for
truth and the knowledge of God’s truth.

We Must Walk in the Truth (4–6)
To “walk in the truth” means to obey it, to permit it to
control every area of our lives. This paragraph opens
and closes with an emphasis on obedience, walking in
the truth. It is much easier to study the truth, or even
argue about the truth, than it is to practice it! In fact,
sometimes zealous Christians disobey the truth in the
very way they try to defend it.

When I was pastoring in Chicago, a strange young
man often stood on the sidewalk in front of the church,
passing out leaflets that denounced many evangelical
leaders who were my friends. Of course, we could not
stop him from distributing literature, so I instructed
our people to take as many copies as he would give
them and then destroy them!

One of our men decided to “shadow” the young
man one evening, and he saw him walk to the nearby
park, sit down under a tree, and light up a cigarette! Yet
just a few minutes before, the young man had been
shouting in front of the church, “I’m a fighting funda-
mentalist, and I’m not ashamed of it!” My guess is that
most of the fundamentalists I know would have been
ashamed of him. He thought he was promoting truth
and opposing error, yet he was not walking in the truth
himself. By his actions and belligerent attitude, he was
denying the truth he sought to defend.

The apostle’s joy (v. 4a). John’s joy was that the
elect lady’s children were walking in truth. John did not
know all of them, however; the literal translation is
“some of thy children.” Somewhere in his travels, John
had met some of her children and learned of their obe-
dient walk with the Lord. “I have no greater joy than
to hear that my children walk in truth” (3 John 4). We
have no reason to believe that John was hinting that
others of the children had gone astray after the false
teachers. If by “children” John was including the mem-
bers of the “house church,” then it is possible that some
of them had left the fellowship and joined with the
deceivers.

It certainly brings great joy to the Father when He
sees His children obeying His Word. I know personally
what it means to the pastor when the church family is
submissive to the Word and doing the will of God. Few
things break the heart of a pastor like a disobedient and
rebellious member who will not submit to the author-
ity of God’s Word.

When the great Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon
was a lad, he lived with his grandfather who pastored a
church in Stambourne, England. A church member
named Roads used to sit in the local pub and drink
beer and smoke, and this practice grieved the pastor
very much.

One day young Charles said to his grandfather, “I’ll
kill old Roads, that I will! I shall not do anything bad,
but I’ll kill him though, that I will!”

What did young Spurgeon do? He confronted
Roads in the pub with these words: “What doest thou
here, Elijah? Sitting with the ungodly, and you a mem-
ber of a church and breaking your pastor’s heart. I’m
ashamed of you! I wouldn’t break my pastor’s heart, I’m
sure!”

It was not long before Roads showed up at the pas-
tor’s home, confessing his sins and apologizing for his
behavior. Young Spurgeon had “killed him” indeed!

The apostle’s argument (v. 4b). He argued that
God has commanded us to walk in truth and love. The
word commandment is used five times in these few
verses. God’s commandments focus “the truth” on spe-
cific areas of life. “The truth” can be vague and general
if we are not careful, but “the commandments” make
that truth specific and binding.

Note that the commandments are given by “the
Father.” Each commandment is an expression of love
and not simply law. The will of God is the revelation of
God’s heart (Ps. 33:11), not just His mind.
Consequently, obedience to His Word should be a rev-
elation of our love, not an expression of fear. “For this
is the love of God, that we keep his commandments:
and his commandments are not grievous” (1 John 5:3).

The false teachers try to make God’s command-
ments appear harsh and difficult and then they offer
their converts “true” freedom (2 Peter 2:19). But the
greatest freedom is in obedience to God’s perfect will.
No believer who loves God would ever consider His
commandments to be harsh and unbearable.
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III. PROTECTING THE TRUTH (7–11)

The apostle’s appeal (vv. 5–6). John wanted the
elect lady and her family to love one another and this
appeal applies to us as well. “A new commandment I
give unto you, ‘That ye love one another’” (John
13:34). But John wrote that it was not a new com-
mandment (see 1 John 2:7–11). Is this a contradiction?

The commandment “Love one another” is certainly
not new in time, because even Old Testament Jews
were instructed to love their neighbors (Lev. 19:18, 34)
and the strangers within their gates (Deut. 10:19). But
with the coming of God’s Son to earth, this command-
ment is new in emphasis and in example. Jesus Christ
gave new emphasis to brotherly love, and He exempli-
fied it in His own life. It is also new in experience, for
we have the Holy Spirit of God living within, enabling
us to obey. “But the fruit of the Spirit is love” (Gal.
5:22; cf. Rom. 5:5).

Is it possible to command love? Yes, when you
understand what Christian love really is. Many people
have the mistaken idea that Christian love is a feeling,
a special kind of “religious emotion” that makes us
reach out and accept others. Certainly emotion is
involved, but basically, Christian love is an act of the
will. It simply means treating other people the same
way God treats you! In fact, it is possible to love people
that we really do not “like.”

We may not be able to will our affections at all
times, but we can will our attitudes and actions. When
people are rude to us, we can be kind in return. When
people persecute us, we can pray for them and, when
the opportunity comes, do good to them. If we fol-
lowed our feelings, we would probably retaliate! But if
we ask the Spirit to control our wills, then we can act
toward them as Jesus would have acted, in Christian
love.

John went on to explain that love and obedience
must go together (2 John 6). It is impossible to divorce
our relationship with God from our relationship with
people. If we say that we love God, but we hate our
brother, then we can be sure that we do not really love
God (1 John 4:20). If we obey God, then His love is
perfected in us, and we have no problem loving our
brother (1 John 2:3–5).

As you review this paragraph, you note three
themes that blend: truth, love, and obedience. It is by
believing the truth—in Christ and in the Word—that
we are saved. The evidence of that salvation is love and
obedience, but love and obedience are strengthened as
we grow in our knowledge of truth. We speak the truth
in love (Eph. 4:15) and we obey God’s commandments
because we love Him. Obedience enables us to learn
more truth (John 7:17), and the more truth we learn,
the more we love Jesus Christ who is truth!

Instead of living in a “vicious circle,” we live in a
“victorious circle” of love, truth, and obedience!

We Must Abide in the Truth (7–11)
From encouraging truth, John turned to opposing
error. He joined his voice with Peter’s to warn that

there are deceivers in the world. The word deceiver
implies much more than teaching false doctrine. It also
includes leading people into wrong living. John has
already made it clear that truth and life go together.
What we believe determines how we behave. Wrong
doctrine and wrong living always go together.

Where did these false teachers come from origi-
nally? “For many deceivers have gone out into the
world” (literal translation). They went out from the
church! At one time, they professed to believe “the faith
which was once delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3), but
they turned from that faith and abandoned the truth
and the church. “They went out from us, but they were
not of us” (1 John 2:19). “Also of your own selves shall
men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away dis-
ciples after them” (Acts 20:30).

It takes constant spiritual vigilance to protect a fam-
ily or a local church from the insidious attacks of false
teachers. One very successful pastor told me, “If I took
my eyes off this work for twenty-four hours and
stopped praying, it would be invaded before we knew
it.” He was not emphasizing his own importance
(though godly pastors are essential to spiritual
churches) but the importance of diligence and vigi-
lance.

Note that there are many deceivers! Why? Second
Peter 2:2 gives the answer: “And many shall follow their
pernicious ways.” I think it was Mark Twain who said
that a lie runs around the world while truth is putting
on her shoes. Fallen human nature wants to believe lies
and resist God’s truth. We have already learned from 2
Peter 2 the devious methods the apostates use to seduce
unwary and unstable people. No wonder they are suc-
cessful!

These deceivers are also “antichrists” (see 1 John
2:18–29). The Greek prefix anti means both “instead
of” and “against.” These teachers are against Christ
because they deny that He is indeed God come in the
flesh (see 1 John 4:1–6). They not only deny the truth
about Christ, but they give their converts a “substitute
Christ” who is not the Christ of the Christian faith.
The first question you want to ask any teacher,
preacher, or author is, “What do you think about
Christ? Is He God come in the flesh?” If he hesitates,
or if he denies that Jesus is God come in the flesh, then
you can be sure you have a false teacher.

I was preaching at Carrubers Close Mission in
Edinburgh, Scotland, and before the meeting started, a
young man came up to me. Without even introducing
himself, he said, “Do you believe in the Virgin Birth of
Jesus Christ?” I replied emphatically that I did, and
that I preached that Jesus Christ was the Son of God
come in the flesh. While I did not appreciate his arro-
gant manner, I did appreciate his concern that the man
in the pulpit was “abiding in the truth.”

To abide in the truth means to remain true to the
basic doctrines of the Christian faith. The false teach-
ers had departed from the truth and from the church
fellowship and, therefore, they were dangerous. John
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IV. CONCLUSION (12–13)

pointed out three dangers the church and its members
face because of deceivers in the world.

The danger of going back (v. 8). This is the dan-
ger of losing what has already been gained. Look to
yourselves means “Beware! Take heed!” The false teach-
ers offer something you do not have, when in reality
they take away what you already have!

Satan is a thief and so are his helpers. John wanted
his readers to receive “a full reward,” which is his equiv-
alent of 2 Peter 1:11, an abundant entrance into the
eternal kingdom. What a tragedy it is when God’s ser-
vants labor faithfully to build up a church, and then
the work is destroyed by false teaching. No wonder
Paul wrote to the Galatian assemblies, “I am afraid of
[for] you, lest I have bestowed upon you labor in vain”
(Gal. 4:11).

“Do not lose the things we accomplished” is the
way Kenneth Wuest translates 2 John 8. Church mem-
bers need to respect the work of faithful pastors and
teachers and do everything to protect it and extend it.
God’s servants must one day give an account of their
ministries, and they want to do it “with joy and not
with grief ” (Heb. 13:17). When the church goes back-
ward, losing what it has gained, then it also will lose
part of the reward at the judgment seat of Christ. It is
essential that we hold fast to the truth of the Word of
God!

The danger of going ahead (v. 9). The danger
here is that of going beyond the limits of the Word of
God and adding to it. The word translated “transgress”
means “to run ahead too far, to pass beyond the
assigned limits.” It is false progress! The apostates like
to make us believe that they are “progressive” while the
church is “in a rut.” They invite us to join them
because they have something “new and exciting” to
share. But their “progress” is such that they abandon
the doctrine that Jesus Christ is the Son of God come
in the flesh.

Fifty years ago, the American press was filled with
news about “the fundamentalist-modernist contro-
versy.” Those who were true to the faith were opposing
“modernism” in the mainline denominations and seek-
ing to bring the schools and the leadership of these
denominations back to historic Christianity. The “pro-
gressive” group called themselves “modernists,” when
actually there was nothing “modern” about their
denials of Christian doctrine. These denials are as old
as the church itself! One of their leaders, Dr. Harry
Emerson Fosdick, said in one of his sermons,
“Fundamentalism is still with us but mostly in the
backwaters.” If he were alive today, he would not make
that statement; today the largest Sunday schools,
churches, seminaries, and missionary agencies are fun-
damental in doctrine.

If a person does not abide in the true doctrine, then
he does not have either the Father or the Son. It is
impossible to honor the Father and ignore the Son (or
call Him a mere man) at the same time. “That all men
should honor the Son, even as they honor the Father.

He that honoreth not the Son honoreth not the Father
which hath sent him” (John 5:23). “Progressive theol-
ogy” that denies Christ is not progressive at all; it is
regressive—all the way back to Genesis 3:1, “Yea, hath
God said?”

In giving this warning, however, John was not
condemning “progress” as such. “The Lord has yet
more light to shine forth from His Word.” God gave
us the Holy Spirit to teach us and to lead us into new
understanding and application of the truth (John
16:12–16), and we must constantly grow (2 Peter
3:18).

But if our “learning” leads us away from the funda-
mental doctrines of the person and work of Jesus
Christ, then we are on dangerous ground.

The danger of going with (vv. 10–13). John
warned the family (and the church in their house) not
to accept false teachers who visited them, wanting to
fellowship with them or perhaps enjoy hospitality.
Hospitality was a very important Christian ministry in
that day, because there were very few inns where trav-
elers could safely stay, especially Christians who wanted
to keep away from the evil influences of the world.
Christians were admonished to open their homes to
visitors (Rom. 12:13; 1 Tim. 3:2; 5:3–10; Heb. 13:2; 1
Peter 4:8–10).

It was also true that traveling pastors and teachers
needed homes to stay in (3 John 5–8). Believers who
showed hospitality to these servants of God were “fel-
lowhelpers to the truth,” but believers who assisted
false teachers were only sharing in their evil works. The
doctrine of Jesus Christ is a test of truth, a basis for fel-
lowship, and a bond for mutual cooperation.

Certainly this principle applies today. Often, pro-
fessed Christians appear on our TVs, wanting to sell us
something. We must exercise discernment. If they do
not agree with the true doctrine of Christ, not only
must we not let them in, but we must not even say
“good-bye,” which means “God be with you.”

Why was John so adamant about this? Because he
did not want any of God’s children to: (1) give a false
teacher the impression that his heretical doctrine was
acceptable; (2) become infected because of association
and possible friendship; and (3) give the false teacher
ammunition to use at the next place he stopped. If I
entertain a cultist, for example, he will only say to the
neighbors, “There’s no reason why you shouldn’t let me
in. After all, Pastor Wiersbe let me in and we had a
wonderful talk!” My disobedience could very well lead
to somebody else’s destruction.

Let me make it clear that John was not saying only
born-again people should enter our houses!
“Friendship evangelism” around the table is a wonder-
ful way to win people to Christ. Christians need to be
neighborly and hospitable. The apostle is admonishing
us not to receive or encourage false teachers who repre-
sent antichristian groups, people who have left the
church and are now trying to seduce others away from
the truth. You can be sure that apostates use every
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opportunity they can to secure the endorsement of true
Christians.

There is a tradition about the apostle John that
illustrates his position concerning false doctrine. When
he was living in Ephesus, one day he went to the pub-
lic baths, and there he saw Cerinthus, the leader of a
heretical sect. John ran from the buildings lest they
should fall down as a judgment from God! Cerinthus
taught that Jesus was the natural son of Joseph and
Mary, not God come in the flesh.

John’s closing words (2 John 12–13) are almost

identical to the farewell in 3 John, and they require no
explanation. They do, however, express the importance
of Christian fellowship and the joy that it should bring
to our hearts (see 1 John 1:4). It is wonderful to receive
letters, but even more wonderful to receive God’s peo-
ple into our homes and hearts.

This little epistle, written to a Christian mother and
her family (and perhaps the church in their house), is a
perfect gem of sacred correspondence. But we must not
forget the major thrust of the letter: be alert! There are
many deceivers in the world!
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I. GAIUS, A BELOVED BELIEVER (1–8)

CHAPTER ONE
3 John

IT’S THE TRUTH

The battle for truth and against apostasy is fought
not only in the home (2 John) but especially in the
local church, and that is where 3 John comes in.

This little letter (the shortest New Testament epistle in
the original Greek) gives us a glimpse into an early
assembly, its people, and its problems. As you read this
brief letter, you find yourself saying, “Times have not
changed very much!” We have similar people and prob-
lems today!

One of the key words in this letter is witness (3
John 3, “testified”; 3 John 6, 12, “report, bear record,
record”). It means not only the words that we say but
the lives that we live. Each Christian is a witness, either
a good one or a bad one. We are either helping the
truth (3 John 8) or hindering it.

This letter was addressed to Gaius, one of the lead-
ers of the assembly. But John also discussed two other
men in these verses—Diotrephes and Demetrius.
Wherever there are people, there are problems—and
the potential for solving problems. Each of us must
honestly face the question, “Am I a part of the problem
or a part of the answer?”

Consider the three men involved in this letter and
note the kinds of Christians they were.

Gaius the Encourager (1–8)
There is no question that the apostle John dearly loved
this man! He called him “the well beloved” in his greet-
ing, and “beloved” in 3 John 5. It is unlikely that these
were merely formal terms, like our “Dear Mr. Jones.”
(We may not even know Mr. Jones personally!) Third
John 4 suggests that Gaius may have been one of John’s
converts, and, of course, those we lead to faith in
Christ are especially precious to us. However, the
beloved apostle looked on all the believers as his “little
children” (1 John 2:1, 12, 18), so we must not press
this too far.

If Gaius were a member of a church that I pastored,
I would certainly have no trouble loving him! Consider
the personal qualities of this excellent man.

Spiritual health (v. 2). John may be hinting here
that his dear friend was not well and that John was
praying for restored health: “I want you to be as
healthy in body as you are in soul!” If this is the case,
then it is evidence that it is possible to be spiritually
healthy and physically sick. However, this kind of a
greeting was very common in that day, so we must not
build too much on it.

However, it is clear that Gaius was a man whose
“spiritual health” was evident to all. “Though our out-
ward man perish, yet the inward man is renewed day by
day” (2 Cor. 4:16). Physical health is the result of
nutrition, exercise, cleanliness, proper rest, and the dis-

ciplined order of a balanced life. Spiritual health is the
result of similar factors. We must nourish ourselves
with the Word, and then “work out” that nourishment
in godly exercise (1 Tim. 4:6–7). We must keep our-
selves clean (2 Cor. 7:1) and avoid the contamination
and pollution that is in the world (2 Peter 1:4; James
1:27). While exercise and service are important, it is
also important that we rest in the Lord and gain new
strength through fellowship with Him (Matt.
11:18–30). A balanced life is a healthy and happy life,
a life that honors God.

A good testimony (vv. 3–4). Gaius was recognized
as a man who obeyed the Word of God and “walked in
truth” (see 2 John 4). Some of the brethren had made
several visits to John, and they had joyfully reported
that Gaius was a glowing example of what a Christian
ought to be. In my own pastoral experience, I must
confess that I have often been a bit “on edge” when
people have said to me, “Is Mrs. ___ a member of your
church?” Or, even worse, “I know one of your mem-
bers quite well!” John never had to fear when Gaius’
name came up!

What made Gaius such a good testimony? God’s
truth. The truth was “in him” and enabled him to walk
in obedience to God’s will. Gaius read the Word, med-
itated on it, delighted in it, and then practiced it in his
daily life (see Ps. 1:1–3). What digestion is to the body,
meditation is to the soul. It is not enough merely to
hear the Word or read the Word. We must inwardly
“digest it” and make it part of our inner persons (see 1
Thess. 2:13).

It is clear that Gaius’ entire life was wrapped up in
the truth. True living comes from the living truth. Jesus
Christ, the truth (John 14:6), is revealed in the Word,
which is God’s truth (John 17:17). The Holy Spirit is
also truth (1 John 5:6), and He teaches us the truth.
The Spirit of God uses the Word of God to reveal the
Son of God, and then to enable us to obey the will of
God and “walk in truth.”

Practical ministry (vv. 5–8). Gaius was also a “fel-
lowhelper to the truth” (3 John 8). In practical ways, he
assisted those who were ministering the Word. We have
no indication that Gaius himself was a preacher or
teacher, but he opened his heart and home to those
who were.

We have learned from John’s second letter the
importance of Christian hospitality in that day. John
warned “the elect lady” against entertaining false teach-
ers (2 John 7–11), but in this letter he commended
Gaius for showing hospitality to the true ministers of
the Word. Gaius was an encouragement, not only to
the brethren in general, but especially to “strangers”
who came to fellowship with the church and to minis-
ter (see Heb. 13:2).

In this day of fear and violence, it is not easy to wel-
come strangers into our homes. Of course, in the early
church, traveling ministers carried letters of recom-
mendation from their own assemblies (Rom. 16:1); so
it is important that we know something about the
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II. DIOTREPHES, A PROUD BELIEVER (9–10)

people we plan to entertain. However, it does take faith
and love. As much as my wife and I enjoy sharing our
home, we must confess that there have been times
when bidding our guests goodbye brought a sense of
happy relief! For the most part, however, our guests
have truly been “angels unawares” whose presence was
a blessing in our home.

Gaius not only opened his home, but he also
opened his heart and his hand to give financial help to
his guests. The phrase bring forward on their journey
means “to assist on their journey.” This could have
included providing money and food as well as washing
and mending clothing (see 1 Cor. 16:6; Titus 3:13).
After all, our faith must be proved by our works (James
2:14–16), and our love must be expressed by deeds, not
just words (1 John 3:16–18).

What is the motivation for this kind of practical
ministry to the saints? First of all, it honors God. The
phrase after a godly sort in 3 John 6 means “worthy of
God, as befits God.” We are never more “godlike” than
when we are sacrificing to serve others. “That ye might
walk worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing” (Col. 1:10).
Since these itinerant ministers were representing the
name of the Lord, any ministry to them was really a
service to Jesus Christ (Matt 10:40; 25:34–10).

A second motive is that the support of God’s ser-
vants is a witness to the lost (3 John 7). Keep in mind
that there were many wandering teachers in that day,
sharing their ideas and begging for money. While the
Lord Jesus taught definitely that God’s servants deserve
support (Luke 10:7), the standard in the New
Testament is that this support comes from God’s peo-
ple. “Taking nothing of the Gentiles” means that these
itinerant workers would not solicit help from the
unsaved. Abraham had this same policy (Gen.
14:21–24), though he did not force his associates to
adopt his policy. Many pastors make it clear, when the
offering is being received, that they are not asking any-
thing from the unbelievers in the congregation.

When God’s people adequately support God’s ser-
vants, it is a powerful testimony to the lost. But when
ministers, churches, and other religious organizations
go about soliciting from unsaved people and various
businesses, it makes Christianity look cheap and com-
mercial. This does not mean that God’s servants should
refuse a voluntary gift from an unconverted person, as
long as the person understands that the gift will not
purchase salvation. Even then, we must be very cau-
tious. The king of Sodom’s offer was voluntary, but
Abraham rejected it (Gen. 14:17–24)!

The third motivation for serving is obedience to
God. “We therefore ought to receive such” (3 John 8).
This ministry of hospitality and support is not only an
opportunity, but also an obligation. Galatians 6:6–10
makes it clear that those who receive spiritual blessings
from the minister of the Word ought to share with him
in material blessings; 1 Corinthians 9:7–11 further
explains this principle. As a deacon expressed it to me
in the first church I pastored, “You pay your board

where you get your food!” It is unbiblical for church
members to send their tithes and offerings all over the
world and neglect to support the ministry of their own
local church.

John gave a fourth motivation in 3 John 8: “That
we might be fellowhelpers to the truth.” Gaius not only
received the truth and walked in the truth, but he was
a “jointworker” who helped to further the truth. We do
not know what his spiritual gifts were or how he served
in the congregation, but we do know that Gaius helped
extend and defend the truth by assisting those who
taught and preached it.

In my itinerant ministry, I have stayed in many
homes and been encouraged in my work. The host and
hostess may not have been especially gifted people, but
their ministry of gracious hospitality enabled me to
exercise my gifts in the church. Whatever blessings
came in the ministry will certainly be credited to their
accounts (Phil. 4:17)!

It is one thing to fight apostasy and refuse to enter-
tain false teachers but quite another thing to open our
homes (and wallets) to promote the truth. We need
both the negative and the positive. We need more peo-
ple like Gaius who are spiritually healthy, obedient to
the Word, and sharing what they have for the further-
ance of the truth. But, alas, not everybody is a Gaius!
We turn now to an entirely different kind of Christian.

Diotrephes the Dictator (9–10)
It seems like many churches have members who insist
on “being boss” and having their own way. I must con-
fess that sometimes it is the pastor who assumes
dictatorial powers and forgets that the word minister
means “a servant.” But sometimes it is an officer, per-
haps a longtime member of the church who thinks he
or she has “seniority rights.”

Our Lord’s disciples often argued over which of
them would be the greatest in the kingdom (Matt.
18:1ff.). Jesus had to remind them that their model for
ministry was not the Roman official who “lorded it
over” people, but the Savior Himself who came as a
humble servant (Phil. 2:1ff.). During my many years of
ministry, I have seen the model for ministry change,
and the church is suffering because of it. It appears that
the “successful minister” today is more like a Madison
Avenue tycoon than a submissive servant. In his hand
he holds a wireless telephone, not a towel; in his heart
is selfish ambition, not a love for lost souls and for
God’s sheep.

Diotrephes was motivated by pride. Instead of giv-
ing the preeminence to Jesus Christ (Col. 1:18), he
claimed it for himself. He had the final say-so about
everything in the church, and his decisions were deter-
mined by one thing: “What will this do for
Diotrephes?” He was most unlike John the Baptist who
said, “He [Jesus Christ] must increase, but I must
decrease” (John 3:30). The Greek verb indicates that it
was the constant attitude of Diotrephes to promote
himself.
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III. DEMETRIUS, AN EXEMPLARY BELIEVER (11–12)

IV. CONCLUSION (13–14)

Whenever a church has a resident dictator in its
membership there are bound to be problems, because
people who are spiritually minded will not tolerate that
kind of leadership. The Holy Spirit is grieved when the
members of the body are not permitted to exercise their
gifts because one member must have his own way. At
the Judgment Seat of Christ, we will discover how
many hearts have been broken and churches destroyed
because of the arrogant “ministries” of people like
Diotrephes. Consider what this man was doing.

He would not receive John (v. 9). It is incredible
to think that a church leader (Diotrephes may have
been an elder) would not have fellowship with one of
our Lord’s own apostles! How much Diotrephes could
have learned from John! But Jesus Christ was not pre-
eminent in his life, therefore Diotrephes could afford
to treat the aged apostle this way.

Why did Diotrephes reject John? The obvious rea-
son seems to be that John challenged the man’s right to
be dictator in the church. John was a threat to
Diotrephes, because John had the authority of an apos-
tle. John knew the truth about Diotrephes and was
willing to make it known. Satan was at work in the
church because Diotrephes was operating on the basis
of pride and self-glorification, two of the devil’s chief
tools. If John appeared on the scene, Satan would be
the loser.

He lied about John (v. 10a). The phrase prating
against us with malicious words means “bringing false
and empty charges against us.” What Diotrephes was
saying about John was sheer nonsense, but there are
people who love to hear such talk and who will believe
it! Apparently, Diotrephes had made these accusations
against John at one of the church meetings when John
was not present to defend himself. But John warned
that the day would soon come when he would settle
accounts with Diotrephes the dictator.

Christians must be careful not to believe everything
that they read or hear about God’s servants, particularly
those servants who have a wide ministry and are well
known. I have quit reading certain publications
because all they print are undocumented accusations
about people whose ministries God is blessing in a sin-
gular way. I mentioned a certain publication to a friend
of mine one day, and he said, “Yes, I know the editor
quite well. He’s like a blotter: he takes everything in
and gets it backward!” We would all do well to filter
these reports through Philippians 4:8.

He rejected John’s associates (v. 10b). Diotrephes
would not even receive the other brethren because they
were in fellowship with John! It was “guilt by associa-
tion.” It is impossible to practice this kind of
“separation” with any degree of consistency, because
nobody can always know all that he needs to know
about what his brother is doing! If I refuse to fellowship
with you because you have fellowshipped with some-
body I disapprove of, how do I know the extent of your
fellowship? How can I keep track of what you have
done? A person would need a computer and a full-time

staff if he ever hoped to do a good job of keeping his
associations pure!

Scripture makes it clear that we should have no fel-
lowship with apostates (we studied this in 2 Peter), and
that we must refrain from entangling alliances with
unbelievers (2 Cor. 6:14ff.). We must also avoid those
whose doctrinal position is contrary to Scripture (Rom.
16:17–19). This does not mean that we cooperate only
with those believers who interpret Scripture exactly as
we do, because even good and godly people disagree on
some matters such as church government or prophecy.
All true Christians can agree on the fundamental doc-
trines of the faith and, in love, give latitude for
disagreement on other matters.

However, to break personal fellowship with a
brother because I disagree with his circle of friends is,
to me, going beyond Scripture. Diotrephes rejected
John, and then rejected the believers associated with
John! But he went even further.

He disciplined those who disagreed with him (v.
10c). The church members who received John’s associ-
ates were dismissed from the church! Again, it was guilt
by association. Diotrephes had neither the authority nor
the biblical basis for throwing these people out of the
church, but he did it. Even “religious dictators” have to
be careful lest the opposition become too strong!

The New Testament does teach church discipline,
and these instructions ought to be obeyed. But church
discipline is not a weapon for a dictator to use to pro-
tect himself. It is a tool for a congregation to use to
promote purity and glorify God. It is not a pastor
“throwing weight around” or a church board acting like
a police court. It is the Lord exercising spiritual author-
ity through a local church in order to rescue and restore
an erring child of God.

Church “dictators” are dangerous people but, fortu-
nately, they are easy to recognize. They like to talk
about themselves and what they have “done for the
Lord.” They also have the habit of judging and con-
demning those who disagree with them. They are
experts in putting labels on other Christians and classi-
fying them into neat little categories of their own
intention. They base their fellowship on personalities,
not the doctrines that are fundamental to the faith. The
tragedy is that these “dictators” actually believe that
they are serving God and glorifying Jesus Christ.

It has been my experience that most of the distress
and division in local churches, and between churches,
has resulted from personalities more than anything
else. If only we would return to the New Testament
principle of making the person and work of Jesus
Christ our test for fellowship, rather than associations
and interpretations of nonessential doctrines. But peo-
ple like Diotrephes will always have their enthusiastic
followers because many sincere but immature and
untaught believers prefer to follow such leaders.

Demetrius the Exemplar (11–14)
According to the dictionary, an exemplar is “an ideal, a

3 John

1018



model, an example worthy to be imitated.” Demetrius
was that kind of a Christian. John warned his readers
not to imitate Diotrephes. “If you want to imitate an
example, then follow Demetrius!”

But is it right for us to imitate human leaders? Yes,
if they in turn are imitating Jesus Christ. “Brethren, be
followers together of me, and mark them which walk
so as ye have us for an example” (Phil. 3:17). “Be ye fol-
lowers of me, even as I also am of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1).
You and I cannot see God, but we can see God at work
in the lives of His children. The godly life and dedi-
cated service of another believer is always an
encouragement and a stimulus to me. By our good
example, we can “consider one another to provoke
unto love and to good works” (Heb. 10:24).

Demetrius was a man worth imitating because he
had a “good report” (witness) from the church fellow-
ship. All the members knew him, loved him, and
thanked God for his consistent life and ministry. While
it is a dangerous thing when “all men shall speak well
of you” (Luke 6:26), it is a wonderful thing when all
the believers in a local church can agree to commend
your life and testimony. If all men, saved and lost, good
and evil, speak well of us, it may mean that we are com-
promising and masquerading.

But Demetrius not only had a good witness from
the believers in the church; he also had a good witness
from the Word (truth) itself. Like Gaius, Demetrius
walked in the truth and obeyed the Word of God. This
does not mean that either of these men was perfect, but
it does mean that they were consistent in their lives,
seeking to honor the Lord.

Both the church and the Word bore witness to
Demetrius’ Christian life, and so did the apostle John
himself. (This meant that Demetrius would be in trou-
ble with Diotrephes!) The beloved apostle knew
firsthand that Demetrius was a man of God, and John
was not ashamed to confess it.

John had warned that he was going to visit the
church and confront Diotrephes (3 John 10), and no
doubt both Gaius and Demetrius would stand with
John in opposing the “dictator.” They were the kind of
men who would support the truth and submit them-
selves to authentic spiritual authority. Because they
followed the truth, they could safely be imitated by
other believers.

The conclusion of the letter (3 John 13–14) is sim-
ilar to the conclusion of 2 John, and perhaps was a
standard way to end letters in John’s day. The apostle
planned to visit the church “shortly” (soon), which cer-
tainly was a warning to Diotrephes and an
encouragement to Gaius and Demetrius. The beloved
John had “many things” to discuss with the assembly
and its leaders, things he would rather deal with per-
sonally rather than by means of a letter.

“Peace be to thee” (3 John 14) must have been a
benediction of real encouragement to Gaius! No doubt
his own heart and mind were distressed because of the
division in the church and the unspiritual way
Diotrephes was abusing its members. George Morrison
of Glasgow wrote, “Peace is the possession of adequate
resources.” The believer can enjoy the “peace of God”
because he has adequate resources in Jesus Christ (Phil.
4:6–7, 13, 19).

John was careful to send greetings from the believ-
ers in the assembly with which he was associated at that
time. “The friends send their greeting” (niv). What a
blessing it is to have Christian friends! When Paul
arrived near Rome, some of the brethren went to meet
him, “whom when Paul saw, he thanked God and took
courage” (Acts 28:15). Both Paul and John were not
only soul winners, but also friend-makers. Diotrephes
was so dictatorial that he had fewer and fewer friends,
but John had more and more friends as he shared the
love of Christ.

“Greet the friends by name” (nasb). The aged apos-
tle did not want to write a long letter; besides, he was
planning a visit. Paul sometimes ended his letters with
a list of personal greetings (see Rom. 16), but John did
not do this, at least in this letter. He wanted to have
Gaius convey his greetings to his friends personally and
individually, as though John were doing it himself.
John was not concerned about a church only, but also
the individuals within that church.

It is interesting to contrast these two little letters
and to see the balance of truth that John presented.
Second John was written to a godly woman about her
family, while 3 John was written to a godly man about
his church. John warned “the elect lady” about false
teachers from the outside, but he warned Gaius about
dictatorial leaders inside the fellowship. The false
teachers in 2 John would appeal to love so that they
might deny truth, while Diotrephes would appeal to
truth as, in a most unloving way, he would attack the
brethren.

How important it is to walk “in truth and love” (2
John 3) and hold the truth in love (Eph. 4:15)! To
claim to love the truth and yet hate the brethren is to
confess ignorance of what the Christian life is all
about.

When God’s people love Him, the truth, and one
another, then the Spirit of God can work in that assem-
bly to glorify Jesus Christ. But when any member of that
assembly, including the pastor, becomes proud and tries
to have “the preeminence,” then the Spirit is grieved and
He cannot bless. The church may outwardly appear suc-
cessful, but inwardly it will lack the true unity of the
Spirit that makes for a healthy fellowship.

What we need are more people like Gaius and
Demetrius—and fewer like Diotrephes!
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I. INTRODUCTION (1–2)

CHAPTER ONE
Jude 1–7

A CALL TO ARMS!

S ince the author of this epistle was the brother of
James, this would make him the half brother of
our Lord Jesus Christ (see Mark 6:3). Our Lord’s

brothers in the flesh did not believe in Him while He
was ministering (John 7:5). But after the resurrection,
James was converted (see 1 Cor. 15:7), and we have
every reason to believe that Jude was also saved at that
time. Acts 1:14 informs us that “his brethren” were part
of the praying group that was awaiting the Holy Spirit;
1 Corinthians 9:5 states that “the brethren of the Lord”
were known in the early church.

So much for the identification of the author. Why
did Jude write this letter? To warn his readers that the
apostates were already on the scene! Peter had prophe-
sied that they would come (2 Peter 2:1–3; 3:3ff.), and
his prophecy had been fulfilled. Apparently Jude wrote
to the same believers who had received Peter’s letters,
intending to stir them up and remind them to take
Peter’s warnings to heart. You will discover a number of
parallels between Jude and 2 Peter as you study this fas-
cinating but neglected letter.

He wrote to “exhort” them (Jude 3). In the Greek
language, this word was used to describe a general giv-
ing orders to the army; hence the atmosphere of this
letter is “military.” Jude had started to write a quiet
devotional letter about salvation, but the Spirit led him
to put down his harp and sound the trumpet! The epis-
tle of Jude is a call to arms.

The Army (1–2)
The Captain of the army is Jesus Christ, and the sol-
diers He commands are people who share a “common
salvation” through faith in Him. Jude called them
saints (Jude 3), which simply means “set-apart ones.”
He addressed them as sanctified, which, again, means
“set apart.” (Some manuscripts read “beloved in God
the Father.”) Perhaps there is an echo here of 1 Peter
1:2 where all three Persons of the Godhead are seen to
be involved in our salvation.

Certainly salvation begins in the heart of God and
not in the will of man (Rom. 9:16).

The mysteries of God’s sovereign electing grace are
beyond us in this life and will never be understood
until we enter His glorious presence. For that reason,
we are wise not to make them the basis for arguments
and divisions. “The secret things belong unto the Lord
our God” (Deut. 29:29).

Second Thessalonians 2:13–14 makes it clear that
the same God who chose us also set us apart by the
Spirit and then called us by the gospel to trust in Jesus
Christ. God’s choosing and God’s calling go together,
for the God who ordains the end (our salvation) also
ordains the means to the end (someone calling us to

Christ). We did not understand how God’s Spirit was
working in our lives prior to our conversion, but He
was working just the same to “set us apart” for Jesus
Christ.

Not only are God’s saints set apart, but they are also
preserved. This means “carefully watched and guarded.”
The believer is secure in Jesus Christ. This same word
is used in Jude 6 and 13 (“reserved”) and also in Jude
21 (“keep yourselves”). God is preserving the fallen
angels and the apostates for judgment, but He is pre-
serving His own children for glory. Meanwhile, He is
able to preserve us in our daily walk and keep us from
stumbling.

Because they are set apart and preserved, God’s sol-
diers are the recipients of God’s choicest blessings:
mercy, peace, and love. Like the apostle Peter, Jude
wanted these special blessings to be multiplied in their
lives (1 Peter 1:2; 2 Peter 1:2). God in His mercy does
not give us what we deserve. Instead, He gave our pun-
ishment to His own Son on the cross. “Surely he hath
borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows… But he was
wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our
iniquities” (Isa. 53:4–5).

Because of Christ’s work on the cross, believers
enjoy peace. The unsaved person is at war with God
and cannot please Him (Rom. 8:7–8), but when he
trusts the Savior, the war ends and he receives God’s
peace (Rom. 5:1).

He also experiences God’s love (Rom. 5:5). The
cross is God’s demonstration of love (Rom. 5:8), but
His love is not experienced within until His Spirit
comes into the believing heart. As the believer grows in
his spiritual life, he enters into a deeper relationship of
love (John 14:21–24).

Certainly those who know Christ as their Savior
enjoy a unique position. They are called by God to be
set apart for God that they might enjoy love with God.
While their fellowship with the Father might change
from day to day, their relationship as children cannot
change. They are “preserved in Jesus Christ.” Because
Jude would write a great deal in this letter about sin
and judgment, he was careful at the very outset to
define the special place that believers have in the heart
and plan of God. The apostates would sin, fall, and suf-
fer condemnation, but the true believers would be kept
safe in Jesus Christ for all eternity.

It bears repeating that an apostate is not a true
believer who has abandoned his salvation. He is a per-
son who has professed to accept the truth and trust the
Savior, and then turns from “the faith which was once
delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3). Jude would not
contradict what Peter wrote, and Peter made it clear
that the apostates were not God’s sheep, rather they
were pigs and dogs (2 Peter 2:21–22). The sow had
been cleaned on the outside, and the dog on the inside,
but neither had been given that new nature which is
characteristic of God’s true children (2 Peter 1:3–4).

Here, then, we have the “spiritual army” that Jude
was addressing. If you have trusted Jesus Christ, you
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II. THE ALARM (3–4)

are in this army. God is not looking for volunteers;
He has already enlisted you! The question is not,
“Shall I become a soldier?” Rather, it is, “Will I be a
loyal soldier?”

Isaac Watts once preached a sermon on 1
Corinthians 16:13: “Watch ye, stand fast in the faith,
quit you [act] like men, be strong.” When he published
the sermon, he added a poem to it; we sing it today as
one of our spiritual songs.

Am I a soldier of the Cross, 
A follower of the Lamb? 
And shall I fear to own His cause, 
Or blush to speak His name?

Must I be carried to the skies 
On flowery beds of ease? 
While others fought to win the prize 
And sailed through bloody seas?

The Enemy (3–4)
We have already noted that Jude set out to write an
encouraging letter about “the common salvation.” The
name Jude (Judah) means “praise,” and he was anxious
to praise God and rejoice in the salvation God gives in
Jesus Christ. But the Spirit of God changed his mind
and led Jude to write about the battle against the forces
of evil in the world. Why? Because it was “needful” for
the church.

I must confess that I sympathize with Jude. In my
own ministry, I would much rather encourage the
saints than declare war on the apostates. But when the
enemy is in the field, the watchmen dare not go to
sleep. The Christian life is a battleground, not a play-
ground.

Jude wasted no time in identifying the enemy.
They were ungodly (v. 4b). This is one of Jude’s

favorite words. While these men claimed to belong to
God, they were, in fact, ungodly in their thinking and
their living. They might have “a form of godliness,” but
they lacked the force of godliness that lives in the true
Christian (2 Tim. 3:5).

They were deceitful (v. 4c). They “crept in
unawares.” The Greek word means “to slip in secretly,
to steal in undercover.” Sometimes Satan’s undercover
agents are “brought in secretly” by those already on the
inside (Gal. 2:4), but these men came in on their own.
Peter warned that these men were coming (2 Peter 2:1),
and now they had arrived on the scene.

How could false brethren get into true assemblies
of the saints? The soldiers had gone to sleep at the post!
The spiritual leaders in the churches had grown com-
placent and careless. This explains why Jude had to
“blow the trumpet” to wake them up. Our Lord and
His apostles all warned that false teachers would arise,
yet the churches did not heed the warnings. Sad to
say, some churches are not heeding the warnings
today.

They were enemies of God’s grace (v. 4d). Why
did they enter the churches? To attempt to change the
doctrine and “turn the grace of our God into lascivi-
ousness” (Jude 4). The word lasciviousness simply
means “wantonness, absence of moral restraint, inde-
cency.” A person who is lascivious thinks only of
satisfying his lusts, and whatever he touches is stained
by his base appetites. Lasciviousness is one of the works
of the flesh (Gal. 5:19) that proceeds from the evil
heart of man (Mark 7:21–22).

Peter had already warned these people that the
apostates would argue, “You have been saved by grace,
so you are free to live as you please!” They promised the
people freedom, but it was the kind of freedom that led
to terrible bondage (2 Peter 2:13–14, 19). The readers
both Peter and Jude addressed knew what Paul had
written (2 Peter 3:15–16), so they should have been
fortified with Romans 6 and 1 Corinthians 5–6.

The apostates, like the cultists today, use the Word
of God to promote and defend their false doctrines.
They seduce young, immature Christians who have not
yet been grounded in the Scriptures. Every soldier of
the cross needs to go through “basic training” in a local
church so that he knows how to use the weapons of
spiritual warfare (2 Cor. 10:4–5).

They denied God’s truth (v. 4e). “Even denying
the Lord that bought them,” Peter had warned (2 Peter
2:1). Jude was not writing about two different persons
when he wrote “the only Lord God, and our Lord Jesus
Christ” for the Greek construction demands that these
two names refer to one Person. In other words, Jude
was affirming strongly the deity of Jesus Christ Jesus
Christ is God!

But the apostates would deny this. They would
agree that Jesus Christ was a good man and a great
teacher, but not that He was eternal God come in
human flesh. The first test of any religious teacher, as
we have seen, is, “What do you think of Jesus Christ?
Is He God come in the flesh?” Anyone who denies this
cardinal doctrine is a false teacher no matter how correct
he may be in other matters. If he denies the deity of
Christ, something will always be missing in whatever
he affirms.

They were ordained to judgment (v. 4a). Jude did
not write that these men were ordained to become
apostates, as though God were responsible for their sin.
They became apostates because they willfully turned
away from the truth. But God did ordain that such
people would be judged and condemned. The Old
Testament prophets denounced the false prophets of
their day, and both Jesus Christ and His apostles pro-
nounced judgment on them.

Why should these men be judged by God? To begin
with, they had denied His Son! That is reason enough
for their condemnation! But they had also defiled
God’s people by teaching them that God’s grace per-
mitted them to practice sin. Furthermore, they derided
the doctrine of Christ’s coming (2 Peter 3). “Where is
the promise of His coming?” They mocked the very
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III. THE ARGUMENT (5–16)

promise of Christ’s coming and the judgment He
would bring against the ungodly.

Of course, they did all these things under the guise
of religion, and this made their sin even greater. They
deceived innocent people so that they might take their
money and enjoy it in godless living. Jesus compared
them to wolves in sheep’s clothing (Matt 7:15).

How, then, should the church respond to the pres-
ence of this insidious enemy? By earnestly contending for
the faith.

“The faith” refers to that body of doctrine that was
given by God through the apostles to the church. The
word doctrine is found at least sixteen times in the
Pastoral Epistles alone. Paul admonished both
Timothy and Titus to make sure the believers were
being taught “sound doctrine,” which means “healthy
doctrine,” doctrine that promotes the spiritual health
of the local church. While individual teachers and
preachers may disagree on the fine points of theology,
there is a basic body of truth to which all true
Christians are committed.

This body of truth was delivered (Jude 3) to the
saints. The word means “to be entrusted with.” The
church collectively, and each Christian personally, has
a stewardship to fulfill. “But as we were allowed of God
to be put in trust with the gospel, even so we speak” (1
Thess. 2:4). God committed the truth to Paul (1 Tim.
1:11), and he shared it with others, such as Timothy (1
Tim. 6:20). He exhorted Timothy to entrust the Word
to other faithful men (2 Tim. 2:2). You and I would
not have the Word today were it not for faithful believ-
ers down through the ages who guarded this precious
deposit and invested it in others.

The church is always one generation short of
extinction. If our generation fails to guard the truth
and entrust it to our children, then that will be the end!
When you think of the saints and martyrs who suffered
and died so that we might have God’s truth, it makes
you want to take your place in God’s army and be
faithful unto death.

What does it mean to “contend for the faith”? The
Greek word is an athletic term that gives us our English
word, agonize. It is the picture of a devoted athlete,
competing in the Greek games and stretching his
nerves and muscles to do his very best to win. You
never fight the Lord’s battles from a rocking chair or a
soft bed! Both the soldier and the athlete must concen-
trate on doing their best and giving their all. There
must also be teamwork, believers working together to
attack and defeat the enemy.

Sometimes you hear well-meaning people say,
“Well, it’s fine to contend for the faith, but don’t be
so contentious!” While it is true that some of God’s
soldiers have been the cause of quarrels and divisions,
it is also true that some of them have paid a great
price to defend the faith. As Christian soldiers, we
must not fight each other or go around looking for
trouble. But when the banner of Christ is in danger of
being taken by the enemy, we cannot sit idly by, nor

can we ever hope to win the victory by wearing kid
gloves.

Charles Spurgeon once said that “the new views are
not the old truth in a better dress, but deadly errors
with which we can have no fellowship.” False doctrine
is a deadly poison that must be identified, labeled, and
avoided. Spurgeon also said, “I cannot endure false
doctrine, however neatly it may be put before me.
Would you have me eat poisoned meat because the
dish is of the choicest ware?”

We must always speak the truth in love, and the
weapons we use must be spiritual. At the same time, we
must dare to take our stand for “the faith” even if our
stand offends some and upsets others. We are not fight-
ing personal enemies, but the enemies of the Lord. It is
the honor and glory of Jesus Christ that is at stake.
“Fight the good fight of faith” (1 Tim. 6:12).

The Victory (5–7)
Like the apostle Peter, Jude reached back into Old
Testament history and gave three examples of God’s
victory over those who had resisted his authority and
turned from the truth. Peter referred to the fallen
angels, Noah, and Lot (2 Peter 2:4–9) and followed
the historical order. He also emphasized God’s deliver-
ance of the righteous as well as His judgment of the
ungodly. Jude, however, did not mention Noah and
the flood, but instead used the nation Israel as his
example.

The point Jude was making is that God judges apos-
tates. Therefore, the false teachers who had crept into
the church would also one day be judged. Their seem-
ing success would not last; God would have the last
word.

Israel (v. 5). Both Paul (1 Cor. 10) and the author
of Hebrews (Heb. 3–4) used the experiences of Israel to
illustrate important spiritual truths. The nation was
delivered from Egypt by the power of God and brought
to the border of the Promised Land. But the people
were afraid and did not have the faith to enter in and
possess the land (see Num. 13–14). Moses, Joshua, and
Caleb tried to encourage the people to obey God by
faith, but the people refused. In fact, the leaders of the
tribes even wanted to organize and go back to Egypt,
the place of bondage!

This was rebellion against the will and the Word of
God, and God cannot tolerate rebellion. As a result,
everybody in the camp twenty years and older was des-
tined to die at some time in the next forty years. Their
unbelief led to their extermination.

Keep in mind that Jude was using a historical event
as an illustration, and we must not press every detail.
The entire nation was delivered from Egypt, but that
does not mean that each individual was personally
saved through faith in the Lord. The main point of the
account is that privileges bring responsibilities, and
God cannot lightly pass over the sins of His people. If
any of Jude’s readers dared to follow the false teachers,
they too would face the discipline of God. “Wherefore
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let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall”
(1 Cor. 10:12).

The fallen angels (v. 6). We studied this illustra-
tion in 2 Peter 2:4, but Jude seems to add a new
dimension to it by associating the fall of the angels with
the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Jude 7,
“even as … in like manner”). Some Bible students
believe that Jude was teaching not only a revolt of the
angels against God, but also an invasion of earth by
these fallen angels. They point to Genesis 6:1–4 and
claim that “the sons of God” were fallen angels who
assumed human bodies, cohabited with the daughters
of men, and produced a race of giants on the earth.
This was one reason that God sent the flood.

As attractive and popular as this view is, I must con-
fess that I have a difficult time accepting it. It is true
that “the sons of God” is a title for angels (Job 1:6; 2:1;
38:7), but always for unfallen angels. Would the Holy
Spirit, writing through Moses, call rebellious angels “the
sons of God”? I doubt it.

My second problem is that angels are spirits and do
not have bodies. In the Old Testament record, we do
read of angels who appeared in human form, but this
was not incarnation. How could a spirit being have a
physical relationship with a woman, even if that being
assumed a temporary body of some kind? Our Lord
taught that the angels were sexless (Matt. 22:30).

Third, it appears that God sent the flood because of
what man did, not what angels did. “My Spirit shall
not always strive with man… And God saw that the
wickedness of man was great in the earth… And it
repented [grieved] the Lord that he had made man on
the earth” (Gen. 6:3, 5–6, italics mine). If this “fallen
angel” view is correct. God should have repented that
He created the angels!

Fourth, the phrases “even as” and “in like manner”
in Genesis 6:7 need not be interpreted to say that the
angels did what the Sodomites did, namely, “going
after strange flesh.” Notice the grammatical connec-
tions in the verse, and you will get the message: “Even
as Sodom and Gomorrah… in like manner… are set
forth for an example.” The angels are an example of
God’s judgment and so are Sodom and Gomorrah.

I might add that Genesis 6:4 presents a strong argu-
ment against the view that fallen angels cohabited with
women and produced a race of giants. “There were
giants in the earth in those days; and also after that”
(italics mine). This would mean that a second invasion
of fallen angels had to take place! We have no record of
this in Scripture.

Finally, both Peter and Jude state clearly that these
rebellious angels are chained in darkness and reserved
for judgment. They would have to have invaded the
earth prior to being arrested and chained by God. We
wonder why God would have permitted them to “run
loose” long enough to get the women into sin and help
to cause the great flood. The whole explanation,
though held by teachers whom I respect, to me seems
a bit fantastic. The simplest explanation of Genesis 6 is

that the godly line of Seth (“the sons of God”) began to
mingle with the ungodly line of Cain, and this broke
down the walls of separation, resulting in compromise
and eventually degrading sin. But regardless of which
interpretation you accept, keep the main lesson in
mind: the angels rebelled and were punished for their
rebellion.

Sodom and Gomorrah (v. 7). Both Peter and Jude
state that God made these cities an example to warn
the ungodly that God does indeed judge sin (see 2
Peter 2:6). When you combine their descriptions, you
discover that the citizens of Sodom and Gomorrah
(and the other cities involved) were: ungodly, filthy,
wicked, unlawful, unjust, and given over to fornica-
tion. They did not occasionally commit unnatural
sexual sins; they indulged in them and gave themselves
over to the pursuit of lust. The Greek verb is intensive:
“to indulge in excessive immorality.” This was their
way of life—and death!

Strange flesh means “different flesh.” The bent of
their life was constantly downward, indulging in
unnatural acts (see Rom. 1:24–27). Those who hold
the “fallen angel” interpretation of Genesis 6 make
the “strange flesh” refer to angels in human form, but
when did the angels invade Sodom and Gomorrah?
And, if fallen angels are meant, how can their sin and
the sin of the Sodomites apply to us today, for we
have no fallen angels to tempt or seduce us? Indeed,
the men at Lot’s door did want to engage in homo-
sexual activity with his angelic guests, but the
Sodomites did not know they were angels. Another
possibility is that the Sodomites were guilty not only
of unnatural sex with each other, but also with ani-
mals, which would be “strange flesh.” Both
homosexuality and bestiality are condemned by God
(Lev. 18:22–25).

These cities were set forth by God as an example
and warning to ungodly people today. The verb set
forth means “to expose openly to public view.”
(Interestingly enough, the word was used to describe
a corpse lying in state!) But the cities of the plain are
not today in public view. It is generally agreed among
archeologists that Sodom and Gomorrah are buried
under the southern end of the Dead Sea. How, then,
do they serve as an example? In the pages of the Word
of God. No one can read Genesis 18–19 without
clearly seeing God’s hatred for sin and, at the same
time, His patience and willingness to postpone judg-
ment. This certainly ties in with Peter’s explanation
for God’s seeming delay in fulfilling the promise of
Christ’s return (2 Peter 3:8ff.).

The sin of Israel was rebellious unbelief (Heb.
3:12). The sin of the angels was rebellion against the
throne of God. The sin of Sodom and Gomorrah was
indulging in unnatural lust. Unbelief, rebellion against
authority, and sensual indulgence were sins characteris-
tic of the false teachers. The conclusion is obvious: the
apostates will be judged. But, meanwhile, God’s sol-
diers must stay on duty and see to it that these false
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teachers do not creep into the ranks and start to lead
people astray. “Take heed unto thyself, and unto the
doctrine” (1 Tim. 4:16).

What can we do practically to oppose the enemy
and maintain the purity and unity of the church? For
one thing, we must know the Word of God and have
the courage to defend it. Every local church ought to
be a Bible institute, and every Christian ought to be a
Bible student. The pulpit needs to declare positive
truth as well as denounce error.

Second, we must “watch and pray.” The enemy is
already here and we dare not go to sleep! Spiritual lead-
ers in local congregations need to be alert as they
interview candidates for baptism and church member-
ship. Committees need to seek the mind of Christ as
they appoint Sunday school teachers, youth sponsors,
and other church leaders. Congregations must exercise
discernment as they select officers.

Third, congregations and members must be careful
where they send their money. “Should you help the
wicked and love those who hate the Lord?” (see 2
Chron. 19:2).

Finally, we must have the courage to maintain a
position of biblical separation from those who deny
Christ and the fundamental doctrines of the Word
(Rom. 16:17–20; 2 Tim. 2:15ff.; 2 John 6–11). This
does not mean that we separate from fellow believers
over minor doctrinal differences, or that we practice
“guilt by association.” God’s true army needs to stand
together in the battle for truth.

Have you heeded the call to arms?

CHAPTER TWO
Jude 8–16
MEET THE APOSTATES!

Jude was not content simply to remind his readers
to pay attention to what Peter had written. He
wanted to add his own words of warning by

describing what the false teachers were like and what
they would do to the church. The Spirit of God led
Jude to describe the characteristics of the apostates,
reinforcing Peter’s words and, at the same time, adding
information. Jude 8–16 and 2 Peter 2 parallel and sup-
plement each other.

But why this seemingly needless repetition? The
apostle Paul gave the answer: “To write the same things
to you, to me indeed is not grievous, but for you it is
safe” (Phil. 3:1). Parents repeat warnings and instruc-
tions to their children, and sometimes the children
reply, “I know that! You’ve already told me a million
times!” But wise parents know that some things must
be said again and again for the safety and welfare of
their children—whether the children want to hear
them or not!

All that Jude wrote about the apostates in these
verses may be summarized in three statements.

They Reject Divine Authority (8–11)
All authority comes from the throne of God, whether
it is authority in the home, the church, or the state.
Those who exercise authority must first be under
authority, accountable to God. But the false teachers
reject divine authority and set themselves up as their
own authority.

The cause of their rebellion is found in the word
dreamers (Jude 8). These people live in a dream world
of unreality and delusion. They believe Satan’s lie, “Ye
shall be as gods” (Gen. 3:5). Having turned away from
God’s truth, they feed their minds on false doctrine
that inflates their egos and encourages their rebellion.
Jude 10 informs us that the apostates are ignorant peo-
ple who do not know what they are talking about! Jude
echoed Peter’s description of these men as “brute
beasts” (2 Peter 2:12, 22). Animals live by natural
instinct, and so do the apostates. When men rebel
against God, they sink to the level of beasts.

The course of their rebellion was clearly described
by Jude. As a result of their rebellion and pride, they
“defile the flesh,” living to satisfy their animal lusts.
When a person despises God’s authority, he feels free to
disobey God’s laws and live as he pleases. What he for-
gets is that those laws have penalties attached to them
so that he cannot disobey and escape the consequences.

They also use their tongues to express their rebel-
lion against God. “With our tongue will we prevail;
our lips are our own: who is lord over us?” (Ps. 12:4).
The phrase, speak evil, in Jude 8 and 10 simply means
“to blaspheme.” Blasphemy involves much more than
taking God’s name in vain, though that is at the heart
of it. A person blasphemes God when he takes His
Word lightly and even jests about it, or when he delib-
erately defies God to judge him. “They set their mouth
against the heavens, and their tongue walketh through
the earth. And they say, ‘How doth God know? and is
there knowledge in the Most High?’” (Ps. 73:9, 11).

The consequence of their rebellion is seen in their
own ruin: “they corrupt [destroy] themselves” (Jude
10). They defile themselves (Jude 8) and they destroy
themselves, yet they have the idea they are promoting
themselves! “Because sentence against an evil work is
not executed speedily, therefore the heart of the sons of
men is fully set in them to do evil” (Eccl. 8:11). The
way of rebellion is but the way to ruin.

Arrogant speech is a dangerous thing, and so is
despising the authority that God has established. Even
the archangel Michael (Dan. 10:13) did not dare to
rebuke Satan, but respected the authority given to him
by God. The name Michael means “Who is like God?”
Ironically, Satan had said in his rebellion, “I will be like
the Most High!” (Isa. 14:14), and his offer to men is,
“Ye shall be as gods” (Gen. 3:5).

We have no information about the conflict between
Satan and Michael over the body of Moses. When
Moses died, the Lord buried him and no one knew
where the sepulcher was located (Deut. 34:5–6). No
doubt the Jewish people would have made a shrine out
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of the sepulcher and fallen into idolatry, so God kept
the information to Himself. The text tells us that “not
any man” knew the place, so perhaps Satan did know
the place and tried to claim Moses’ body for himself.
Inasmuch as Satan does have a certain amount of
authority in the realm of death he may have felt he had
a right to interfere (Heb. 2:14–15).

The point is that Michael did not rebuke Satan, but
left that to the Lord. It is a dangerous thing for God’s
people to confront Satan directly and to argue with
him, because he is much stronger than we are. If an
archangel is careful about the way he deals with the
devil, how much more cautious ought we to be! While
it is true that we share in the victory of Christ, it is also
true that we must not be presumptuous. Satan is a dan-
gerous enemy, and when we resist him, we must be
sober and vigilant (1 Peter 5:8–9).

“The Lord rebuke thee!” has a parallel in Zechariah
3:1–5. The prophet had a vision of the high priest
standing before God’s throne in defiled garments, sym-
bolizing the sinful condition of the nation Israel after
the Babylonian captivity. Satan had every right to
accuse the people (see Rev. 12:9–11), except for one
thing: they were the chosen ones of God, His covenant
people, and He would not go back on His Word. God
forgave His people, gave them clean garments, and
warned them to walk in His ways. This is an Old
Testament illustration of 1 John 1:5–2:2.

The condemnation of the false teachers is given in
Jude 11: “Woe unto them!” Jude cited three examples
from the Old Testament to illustrate the enormity of
their sins, three men who rebelled against God’s
authority and who suffered for it.

Cain rebelled against God’s way of salvation (Gen.
4; 1 John 3:11–12). By clothing Adam and Eve with
the skins of slain animals (Gen. 3:21), God made it
clear that the only way of forgiveness is through the
shedding of blood. This is the way of faith, not the way
of good works (Eph. 2:8–10). But Cain rejected this
divinely authorized way and came to the altar with the
fruits of his own labor. God rejected Cain’s offering
because God rejected Cain: his heart was not right
before God. It was by faith that Abel’s sacrifice was
offered, and that was why God accepted it (Heb. 11:4).

The “way of Cain” is the way of religion without
faith, righteousness based on character and good
works. The “way of Cain” is the way of pride, a man
establishing his own righteousness and rejecting the
righteousness of God that comes through faith in
Christ (Rom. 10:1–4; Phil. 3:3–12). Cain became a
fugitive and tried to overcome his wretchedness by
building a city and developing a civilization (Gen.
4:9ff.). He ended up with everything a man could
desire, everything, that is, except God.

We have already studied “the way of Balaam” (see 2
Peter 2:15–16). The “way of Balaam” is merchandising
one’s gifts and ministry just for the purpose of making
money. It is using the spiritual to gain the material (see
1 Thess. 2:5–6; 1 Tim. 6:3–21). The false teachers were

greedy for material gain and, like Balaam, would do
anything for money. The “error of Balaam” is thinking
that they can get away with this kind of rebellion.
Balaam was a true prophet of God, but he prostituted
his gifts and sought to destroy God’s people. God
turned Balaam’s curses into blessings (Deut 23:4–5).

While we are on the subject of Balaam, we might
note the “doctrine of Balaam” (Rev. 2:14), which is,
“You can violate your separated position and get away
with it!” He told King Balak that the fastest way to
destroy Israel would be to corrupt the nation by having
the people defile themselves with the heathen nations
around them. “You are God’s chosen people,” was the
argument. “Certainly a little friendship with your
neighbors will not hurt you!” It was “turning the grace
of… God into lasciviousness” (Jude 4), and God
judged both Israel and Balaam.

The story of Core (Korah) is found in Numbers 16,
and it too centers on rebellion against authority. Korah
and his followers resented the leadership of Moses and
dared God to do anything about their rebellion. In
speaking against (“gainsaying”) Moses, they were
speaking against the Lord who had given Moses his
authority. This is a warning to us today, for it is so easy
to speak against spiritual or governmental leaders in a
careless way (see Titus 3:1–2). God judged Korah and
his followers and established clearly the authority of
His servant, Moses.

Cain rebelled against God’s authority in salvation,
for he refused to bring a blood sacrifice as God had
commanded. Balaam rebelled against God’s authority
in separation, for he prostituted his gifts for money and
led Israel to mix with the other nations. Korah rebelled
against God’s authority in service, denying that Moses
was God’s appointed servant and attempting to usurp
his authority.

It is interesting to note the verbs that Jude used in
this verse. The apostates “traveled on the road” of Cain,
“gave themselves over to” the error of Balaam, and
“perished” in the rebellion of Korah. The tragedy of
rejecting authority!

They Resort to Deliberate Hypocrisy (12–13, 16)
Jude 12 and 13 present six vivid pictures of the false
teachers and help to explain why they are dangerous to
the church.

Filthy spots (v. 12a). Peter called them spots and
blemishes (2 Peter 2:13). These men had invaded the
“love feasts” in the local assemblies, but all they did was
defile them. Instead of adding to the sanctity of the
occasion, they detracted from it, like Judas at the last
Passover that Jesus celebrated with His disciples. The
tragedy is that the members of the assembly did not
realize the true character of these men! They thought
the men were spiritual!

The Greek word translated “spots” can also mean
“hidden rocks.” The mariner who is unaware of the
hidden rocks can quickly wreck his ship. The pilot
must always be alert, for waters that look calm and safe
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can contain treacherous reefs. Spiritual leaders must
constantly be on guard.

Selfish shepherds (v. 12b). The word translated
“feeding” means “shepherding.” Instead of shepherding
the flock and caring for the needs of the people, these
apostates only take care of themselves. Jude may have
had in mind Isaiah 56:10–12 and Ezekiel 34, where the
prophets condemned the political and spiritual leaders
of the nation (“shepherds”) for exploiting the people
and caring only for themselves.

It is a serious thing to be a shepherd over God’s
flock. Our example must be Jesus Christ, the Good
Shepherd who gave His life for the sheep. False shep-
herds use and abuse people in order to get what they
want, and yet all the while, the people love it! Paul mar-
veled at this when he wrote 2 Corinthians 11:20—
“You don’t mind, do you, if a man takes away your lib-
erty, spends your money, takes advantage of you, puts
on airs, or even smacks your face?” (ph).

These selfish shepherds do all of this “without fear.”
They are an arrogant lot! This is the difference between
a true shepherd and a hireling: the true shepherd cares
for the sheep, while the hireling cares only for himself.
“Woe be to the shepherds of Israel that do feed them-
selves! Should not the shepherds feed the flocks?”
(Ezek. 34:2). But these apostates ought to be afraid, for
their judgment is coming.

Empty clouds (v. 12c). Clouds that promise rain,
but fail to produce, are a disappointment to the farmer
whose crops desperately need water. The apostates look
like men who can give spiritual help, and they boast of
their abilities, but they are unable to produce. “Whoso
boasteth himself of a false gift [a gift he does not give]
is like clouds and wind without rain” (Prov. 25:14).
They promise liberty, but they can only give bondage
(2 Peter 2:19).

The Word of God is sometimes compared to the
rain and the dew. “My doctrine shall drop as the rain,
my speech shall distill as the dew” (Deut. 32:2). Isaiah
55:10 compares God’s Word to the rain and snow
from heaven that bring fruit on the earth. Like the
clouds in the sky, the false teachers may be prominent
and even attractive, but if they cannot bring rain, they
are useless.

Dead trees (v. 12d). The picture is that of an
orchard in autumn, the time when the farmer expects
fruit. But these trees are fruitless! “Ye shall know them
by their fruits” (Matt. 7:16). Those who teach and
preach the Word have the responsibility of feeding oth-
ers, but the false teachers have nothing to give. Not
only are they fruitless, but they are also rootless
(“plucked up by the root”); this is why they are “twice
dead.” What a contrast to the godly man in Psalm 1:3!

One of the evidences of true salvation is producing
spiritual fruit. The seed that fell on the hard soil, the
shallow soil, and the crowded soil did not produce
fruit, but the seed that fell on the “good ground” did
produce fruit (Matt. 13:1–9, 18–23). No matter how
much of the Bible the false teachers may quote, the

seed is not producing fruit in their own lives or
through their ministries. Why? Because they have no
spiritual roots. They lack spiritual life.

Fruit has in it the seed for more fruit (Gen.
1:11–12). One of the evidences that a ministry is truly
of God is that the fruit multiplies. Manufactured
“results” are sterile and dead, but true fruit continues to
grow and reproduce itself in the lives of others.

Raging waves (v, 13a). I personally do not enjoy
being in or on the ocean (I am not a good swimmer).
However, I do enjoy sitting by the ocean and contem-
plating its grandeur and power. But I certainly would
not want to be either in or on the ocean in a storm!
There is great power in those waves, as many a mariner
has discovered. But Jude compared the apostates to
“raging waves of the sea” not because of their power,
but because of their pride and arrogant speech. “Their
mouth speaketh great swelling words” (Jude 16). Like
the swelling of the sea, they make a lot of noise, but
what do they produce? Have you ever walked along the
beach the morning after a storm and seen the ugly
refuse that has been deposited on the shore?

Jude may have had Isaiah 57:20 in mind: “But the
wicked are like the troubled sea, when it cannot rest,
whose waters cast up mire and dirt.” All that the “great
swelling words” of the apostates can produce is foam
and flotsam! The true teachers of the Word bring up
the treasures of the deep, but the false teachers produce
only refuse. And what they boast about, they really
ought to be ashamed of (see Phil. 3:19)!

Wandering stars (v. 13b). Jude was not referring to
fixed stars, planets, or comets, because they have defi-
nite positions and orbits. He was referring to meteors,
falling stars that suddenly appear and then vanish into
the darkness, never to be seen again. Our Lord is com-
pared to a star (Rev. 2:28; 22:16), and Christians are to
shine as stars in this dark world (Phil. 2:15). Fixed stars
can be depended on to guide the traveler through the
darkness, but wandering stars can only lead him astray.

One of my hobbies is collecting books of sermons,
not only by famous preachers, but also by obscure and
forgotten men whose names once were famous. I have
noticed that many a “pulpit beacon” has turned out to
be a fallen star! It is disturbing to read histories and
biographies and see how “the mighty have fallen.” For
the most part, those who have been true to the Word
are ministering yet today as lights shining in the dark-
ness, while the preachers of false doctrine have fallen
into oblivion.

God has reserved chains of darkness for the rebel-
lious angels (Jude 6), and He has reserved “the
blackness of darkness forever” for apostate teachers.
Beware of following a falling star! It will lead you into
eternal blackness!

As you review these six pictures of the false teachers,
you can easily see how dangerous they are and how
important it is for the church to keep them out.

Murmurers and complainers (v. 16). Jude 16
completes the description and emphasizes even more
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why they are so dangerous: they are out to please them-
selves by taking advantage of others. This reminds us of
Peter’s statement (2 Peter 2:14), “A heart they have
exercised with covetous practices” or, as Phillips trans-
lates it, “Their technique of getting what they want is,
through long practice, highly developed.” They give
the impression that they are out to help you, but they
are interested only in gratifying their own lusts.

What is their approach? For one thing, they mur-
mur and complain and cause people to become
dissatisfied with life. While each of us should do all we
can, as God enables us, to improve our lot in life, at the
same time we must be careful not to criticize God’s
providences or hinder His plans. The nation of Israel
was judged because of her complaining (1 Cor.
10:1–10), and Christians are commanded not to com-
plain (Phil. 2:14–16). If a false teacher can make a
person critical of his pastor or church, or dissatisfied
with his situation, he then can lead him astray into
false doctrine.

The false teachers also use “great swelling words” to
impress ignorant people. Peter called their speeches
“great swelling words of vanity” (2 Peter 2:18). They
impress people with their vocabularies and oratory, but
what they say is just so much “hot air.” They also use
flattery to manipulate their listeners. They “bow and
scrape” and pay compliments to others, if it is to their
advantage.

Knowing these things, we are amazed that anybody
would listen to these apostates and follow them, but
many people are doing it today! There is something in
fallen human nature that loves a lie and is willing to
follow it, no matter where it may lead. But the success
of the apostates is only temporary, for their judgment
is coming.

They Receive Their Due Penalty (14–15)
All that we know about Enoch from Scripture is found
in Genesis 5:18–24; Hebrews 11:5; and these two
verses in Jude. He is called “the seventh from Adam” to
identify him as the godly Enoch, since Cain had a son
of the same name (Gen. 4:17). In a society that was
rapidly being polluted and destroyed by sin, Enoch
walked with God and kept his life clean. He also min-
istered as a prophet and announced the coming
judgment.

Bible scholars tell us that this quotation is from an
apocryphal book called The Book of Enoch. The fact
that Jude quoted from this nonbiblical book does not
mean the book is inspired and trustworthy, any more
than Paul’s quotations from the Greek poets put God’s
“seal of approval” on everything they wrote. The Spirit
of God led Jude to use this quotation and make it a
part of the inspired Scriptures.

When Enoch originally gave this message, it is pos-
sible that he was also referring to the coming judgment
of the flood. He certainly lived in an ungodly age, and
it seemed that sinners were getting away with their evil
deeds. But Enoch made it clear that judgment was

coming and that the ungodly would get what was com-
ing to them!

However, the final application of this prophecy is to
the world in the end times, the very judgment that
Peter wrote about in 2 Peter 3. The false teachers
mocked this prophecy and argued that Jesus Christ
would never come and God would never send judg-
ment. But their very attitude was proof that the Word
is true, for both our Lord and His apostles, as well as
the prophets, said that scoffers and mockers would
appear in the last days (2 Peter 3:1–4). Enoch gave his
prophecy thousands of years ago! See how patient God
has been with those who have rebelled against Him!

What does Enoch’s prophecy say about the coming
judgment? It will be a personal judgment: God Himself
will come to judge the world. He will not send a
famine or a flood, nor will He assign the task to an
angel. He Himself will come. This shows the serious-
ness of the event, and also its finality. “Behold, the
Judge standeth before the door” (James 5:9).

Though it is a personal judgment, our Lord will not
judge alone; the saints of God will be with Him. The
word saints in Jude 14 means “holy ones” and can also
refer to the angels (Deut. 33:2; Matt. 25:31). However,
we know from Revelation 19:14; Colossians 3:4; and 1
Thessalonians 3:13 that the people of God will accom-
pany the Lord when He returns to earth to defeat His
enemies and establish His righteous kingdom (cf. 1
Cor. 6:2–3). Over the centuries, the people of God
have suffered at the hands of the ungodly, but one day
the tables will be turned.

It will be a universal judgment. He will execute
judgment “upon all”—none will escape. Just as the
flood destroyed all who were outside the ark, and the
fire and brimstone destroyed all in Sodom and
Gomorrah except Lot and his wife and two daughters,
so the last judgment will encompass all the ungodly.
The word ungodly is used four times in this one verse!
It will be “the day of judgment and perdition [ruin,
destruction] of ungodly men” (2 Peter 3:7).

It will be a just judgment. God will convict (“con-
vince”) them of their sins, declare them guilty, pass
sentence on them, and then execute the punishment.
There will be a Judge, Jesus Christ (John 5:22), but no
jury. There will be prosecution, but no defense, for
every mouth will be stopped (Rom. 3:19). There will
be a sentence, but no appeal, for there can be no higher
court than God’s final judgment. The entire procedure
will be just, for the righteous Son of God will be in
charge.

The Lord will have the record of their “ungodly
deeds.” He will also have a record of their motives and
hidden desires as they committed these deeds and even
these will be ungodly! He will recall the “hard
speeches” (Jude 15) that they uttered against the Lord.
The word hard carries the idea of “rough, harsh, stem,
uncivil.” After all, these people were “murmurers” and
“complainers” (Jude 16) and spoke harsh things against
God. They were not “afraid to speak evil of dignities”

Jude

1029



IV. THE ADMONITION (17–25)

(2 Peter 2:10), but at the judgment their words will tes-
tify against them. They spoke “great swelling words” (2
Peter 2:18; Jude 16), but at the judgment their great
words will bring great wrath.

There are times when God’s children ask, “Lord,
how long shall the wicked, how long shall the wicked
triumph? How long shall they utter and speak hard
things? and all the workers of iniquity boast them-
selves?” (Ps. 94:3–4). The answer is given in Psalm
50:3—“Our God shall come, and shall not keep
silence: a fire shall devour before him, and it shall be
very tempestuous round about him.”

The words are familiar, but what James Russell
Lowell wrote in “The Present Crisis” certainly applies
today.

Careless seems the great Avenger; 
history’s pages but record 

One death-grapple in the darkness
’twix old systems and the Word; 

Truth forever on the scaffold,
Wrong forever on the throne— 

Yet that scaffold sways the future,
and, behind the dim unknown, 

Standeth God within the shadow,
keeping watch above His own.…

“Nevertheless we, according to His promise, look
for new heavens and a new earth, wherein dwelleth
righteousness” (2 Peter 3:13).

“Even so, come, Lord Jesus!”

CHAPTER THREE
Jude 17–25
YOU DON’T HAVE TO STUMBLE

I read somewhere that the Great Wall of China was
penetrated at least three times by the enemy, and
each time the guards were bribed!
A strong defense depends on strong people, and

this applies to spiritual battles as well as military con-
tests. If the church is to oppose and defeat the false
teachers, then all of us in the church must be strong
and able to “stand against the wiles of the devil” (Eph.
6:11). There is always the danger of stumbling (Jude
24), and a stumble is the first step toward a fall.

In this closing paragraph, Jude addressed his
beloved readers and gave them four instructions to fol-
low if they would stand firm and resist the apostates.

Remember God’s Word (17–19)
From the very beginning, Satan has attacked the Word
of God. “Yea, hath God said?” was his opening thrust
when he led Eve into disobedience in the garden (Gen.
3:1). Once we begin to question God’s Word, we are
vulnerable to Satan’s other attacks, for only the truth of
the Word can protect us from the lies of the devil. “To

the law and to the testimony: if they speak not accord-
ing to this word, it is because there is no light in them”
(Isa. 8:20).

Remember who gave the Word (v. 17). While our
Lord had many disciples, He selected only a few to be
apostles. The word means “one who is sent with a com-
mission.” In order to qualify, a believer had to be a
witness of the resurrection of Christ (Acts 1:21–22; 1
Cor. 9:1). The apostles lived with Christ during His
ministry, learned from Him, and were sent by Him
into all the world to carry the good news of salvation.

Wherever there is the authentic, the counterfeit will
appear; this happened in the early church. False apos-
tles and teachers began to appear, and it was necessary
to develop a system to protect the church against false
prophecies and forged letters. Since Christ had com-
mitted “the faith” (Jude 3) to His apostles, one of the
main tests in the early church was, “Is this what the
apostles taught?” When the church assembled the New
Testament books, it was required that each book be
written either by an apostle or by someone closely asso-
ciated with an apostle. Apostolic teaching was, and still
is, the test of truth.

Jude mentioned the words that were “spoken” by
the apostles, because originally there were no New
Testament epistles. Over the years, inspired letters were
written by Paul, Peter, and John; we have these letters
in our New Testament. We also have a record of some
of their sermons in the book of Acts. We no longer
depend on tradition since we have the completed
Scriptures, both the Old Testament and the New.

Whenever somebody offers you a “new revelation,”
test it by what the apostles wrote and by what Jesus
Christ taught. You will soon discover that the “revela-
tion” is a lie. 

Remember what they said (v. 18). They prophe-
sied that, in these last days, mockers would come who
would deny the Word of God. Jude echoed what Peter
had written (2 Peter 3:3ff.), but Paul and John also
warned their readers about the apostates (1 Tim. 4;
2 Tim. 3; 1 John 2:18ff.; 4:1–6). When a warning is
given so many times, it behooves us to take it seriously!

The phrase “walking after their own lusts” appears
in 2 Peter 3:3 and Jude 16 and 18, and it explains why
the apostates deny God’s truth: they do not want God
to tell them how to live. They want to satisfy their own
sinful desires, and the Word of God condemns their
selfish way of life. When a person says, “I have intellec-
tual problems with the Bible,” he probably has moral
problems because the Bible contradicts what he is
doing. The only sure way to know the truth of the
Bible is by obeying it (John 7:17).

Before Satan can substitute his own lies, he must
get rid of the truth of God’s Word. If he cannot argue
it away, he will laugh it away, and he can usually find
somebody to laugh with him.

Remember why they said it (v. 19). The false
teachers want to divide the church and lead people out
of the true fellowship into their false fellowship. “Also
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of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse
things, to draw away disciples after them” (Acts 20:30).
Their appeal is usually, “We have a deeper knowledge
of the Word that your church doesn’t have! We have a
better understanding of prophecy, or of the Christian
life, than you do.” They offer a “higher quality” reli-
gion than that of the apostles.

Not only do false teachers divide the church, but
they also deceive the church, because they are “sensual,
having not the Spirit.” The word sensual means the
opposite of “spiritual.” This is the way Paul used it in 1
Corinthians 2:14–16, where it is translated “natural.”
(The Greek word is psukikos, which means “soulish.”)
Because the false teachers do not have the Spirit of
God, they must function on their natural “soul power”
alone.

One of the tragedies in ministry today is that some
of God’s people cannot discern between “soul ministry”
and the true ministry of the Spirit. There is so much
“religious showmanship” these days that the saints are
confused and deceived. Just as there was “false fire” in the
tabernacle (Lev. 10), so there is “false fire” today in the
church; therefore we must exercise careful discernment.

How can we discern between the “soulish” and the
“spiritual”? By using the Word of God which is able to
divide soul and spirit (Heb. 4:12) and by paying close
attention to the witness of the Spirit of God within
(Rom. 8:16). A “soulish” ministry magnifies man, but
the Spirit glorifies Jesus Christ. When the Spirit is min-
istering through the Word, there is edification; but
when the soul is merely “manufacturing” a ministry,
there is entertainment or, at best, only intellectual edu-
cation. It takes the Spirit of God to minister to our
spirits and to make us more like Jesus Christ.

Build Your Christian Life (20–21)
The Christian life must never stand still; if it does, it
will go backward. A house left to itself falls apart. The
apostates are in the business of tearing down, but each
Christian must be involved in building up—first, his
own spiritual life and then his local assembly.

The foundation for our Christian life is our “most
holy faith” (Jude 20), which is the same as “the faith
which was once delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3).
There is a sense, of course, in which our faith in Jesus
Christ is the basis for our growth, but even that faith
depends on what God has revealed to us in His Word.
Subjective faith depends on objective revelation of truth.

The Word of God is certainly central in spiritual
growth. I have yet to meet a strong, fruitful Christian
who ignores his Bible. We must daily spend devotional
time in the Word, seeking the mind of God. We must
also study the Word regularly, in a disciplined way, so
that we better understand what it teaches. The gifted
Chinese preacher, Watchman Nee, used to read
through the New Testament once a month. This
becomes apparent when you read his books, for you are
struck with his wonderful insights into God’s Word.
The members of the Chinese church used to have a

saying, “No Bible—no breakfast!” If we followed that
motto in America, I wonder how many Christians
would go hungry.

The power for building the Christian life comes
from prayer: “praying in the Holy Ghost” (Jude 20).
The Word of God and prayer go together in spiritual
growth. If all we do is read and study the Bible, we will
have a great deal of light, but not much power.
However, if we concentrate on prayer and ignore the
Bible, we may be guilty of zeal without knowledge. We
read the Word to grow in faith (Rom. 10:17), then we
use that faith to ask God for what we need and what
His Word tells us we may have.

The Word of God and prayer certainly go together
(Acts 6:4). Evangelist Billy Sunday used to give his con-
verts three rules for success in the Christian life. Each
day they were to read the Bible and let God talk to them.
They were to pray; in other words, they were to talk to
God. And they were to witness and talk to others about
God. It would be difficult to improve on those rules.

What does it mean to “pray in the Holy Spirit”?
(Note the contrast with Jude 19— “having not the
Spirit.”) It means to pray according to the leading of
the Spirit. It has well been said, “Prayer is not getting
man’s will done in heaven—it is getting God’s will
done on earth.” This agrees with 1 John 5:14–15.

As Christians, we may pray in solitude (Matt. 6:6),
but we never pray alone; the Spirit of God joins with us
as we pray (Rom. 8:26–28) because He knows the
mind of God and can direct us. He can give us wisdom
and knowledge from the Word (Eph. 1:15ff.). He can
also help us approach the Father through the access we
have in Jesus Christ (Eph. 2:18). We worship God “in
the Spirit” (Phil. 3:3), and the Spirit motivates us to
pray, for He is “the Spirit of grace and of supplications”
(Zech. 12:10). When the believer is yielded to the
Spirit, then the Spirit will assist him in his prayer life,
and God will answer prayer.

This “building process” in the Christian life
involves the Word of God, the Spirit of God, and
prayer. But these things, as precious as they are, can
become somewhat routine; so Jude added another fac-
tor abiding in God’s love (Jude 21). He did not write,
“Keep yourselves saved!” because he had already
assured them that they were “preserved in Jesus Christ”
(Jude 1). He wrote, “Keep yourselves in the love of
God.” Our Lord made a similar statement recounted in
John 15:9— “Continue ye in my love.”

To love God means much more than to enjoy a spe-
cial kind of feeling. Of course, as we grow in grace, we
do experience deeper fellowship with the Father (John
14:21–24), and we do have times when He seems very
near. The Bible compares this to the love of a husband
and wife (Eph. 5:22ff.). Any happily married couple
can tell you that love deepens over the years.

But it takes more than ecstatic feelings to make a
successful marriage—or a successful Christian life!
There must also be obedience and mutual concern.
“But whoso keepeth his word, in him verily is the love
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of God perfected” (1 John 2:5). “If ye keep my com-
mandments, ye shall abide in my love” (John 15:10).
We grow in our love for God as we listen to His Word,
obey it, and delight in doing what pleases Him. That is
how we keep ourselves in God’s love.

God’s love is a holy love; it is not shallow sentiment.
“Ye that love the Lord, hate evil” (Ps. 97:10). To love
God is to love what He loves and hate what He hates!
We please Him by doing those things that He com-
mands. It is the dedicated, separated Christian who
enjoys the deepest fellowship with the Father in the
family (2 Cor. 6:14–18).

We build our Christian life on the foundation of
faith and through the motivation of love. But we also
need hope: “looking for the mercy of our Lord Jesus
Christ unto eternal life.” The believer’s eyes must be
lifted heavenward. “Looking for that blessed hope, and
the glorious appearing of the great God and our Savior
Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13). “Looking for and hasting
unto the coming of the day of God” (2 Peter 3:12).

The word translated “looking” (Jude 21) means
“earnestly expecting.” It describes an attitude of life
that is motivated by the promise of our Lord’s return.
The apostates can only look for judgment, but God’s
people are looking for mercy. Not only is our salva-
tion from sin the gift of God’s mercy, but so also is the
deliverance of His church from this evil world. In His
mercy, He will come for us and take us to Himself.

We have already noted that looking for the coming
of the Lord is a great encouragement to Christian liv-
ing. It makes us want to keep pure (1 John 3:3) and to
avoid the things of the flesh and the world (Phil.
3:17–21). Our hope in Christ is like an anchor (Heb.
6:19) that holds us in the storms of life, and like a hel-
met that protects us in the battles of life (1 Thess. 5:8).

The three “Christian graces” of faith, hope, and
love enable us to grow in our spiritual walk. We are able
to build on a solid foundation with materials that will
not decay. Mere profession with the lips will not suf-
fice. “Not everyone that saith unto me, ‘Lord, Lord,’
shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that
doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven” (Matt.
7:21). The parable of the two builders (Matt. 7:24–27)
makes it clear that to obey the will of God means to
build on a foundation that cannot fail.

Exercise Spiritual Discernment (22–23)
What should be the attitude of the growing Christian
toward those who are being influenced by the apos-
tates? Jude instructed his readers to exercise
discernment and to act on the basis of that discern-
ment. He described three different kinds of people who
need spiritual help. The New American Standard Bible
makes this clear:

And have mercy on some, who are doubt-
ing; save others, snatching them out of the
fire; and on some have mercy with fear, hat-
ing even the garment polluted by the flesh.

The doubting (v. 22). These are the people who
are wavering. They are probably the “unstable souls”
Peter wrote about (2 Peter 2:14). These people are con-
verted, but they are not grounded in the faith. Our
responsibility is to have mercy on them, or show com-
passion toward them, by seeking to lead them away
from the influences of the apostates. This kind of min-
istry demands a great deal of love and patience, and we
must keep in mind that immature believers are like lit-
tle children who think they know right from wrong. If
you say no to them, they will only rebel and become
more stubborn!

One of the best ways to draw them away from the
false teachers is to magnify all that they have in Christ
and to share His love for them in practical ways. Make
their salvation so wonderful and the Word so exciting
that they will lose interest in the teachings of the apos-
tates. It is not enough merely to refute the false
doctrines. There must also be a warmth of love that
assures the young believer, “We care for you.”

It is an open secret that false teachers prey especially
on disgruntled church members. (Note Jude 16—
”murmurers” and “complainers.”) It is important that
the pastor and the people show special love and con-
cern to new Christians and that they also minister to
the mature members of the church, lest somebody stray
because of neglect. Paul sent Timothy to the young
believers in Thessalonica so that he might establish
them in their faith (1 Thess. 2). Every young Christian
needs a more mature believer to teach him how to
stand and walk.

The burning (v. 23a). Apparently these are the
people who have left the fellowship and are now a part
of the apostate group. They need to be snatched out of
the fire! The angels took Lot by the hand and pulled
him out of Sodom (Gen. 19:16), and sometimes that
must be done in order to rescue ignorant and unstable
believers from the clutches of false teachers.

There is probably a reference here to Zechariah 3:2
and also Amos 4:11. In the Zechariah passage, the
“brand” was the nation Israel brought back from the
Babylonian captivity and resettled in their land. God
saw the people as a brand saved from the fire. In Amos
4, God was reproving the people for not heeding His
warnings and judgments— poverty, poor crops,
drought, pestilences, war, and even judgments like
those that overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah. They
were as a brand plucked out of the fire, yet they did not
appreciate God’s mercy.

The dangerous (v. 23b). The phrase with fear
means “with caution.” In trying to help those who have
erred, we must be careful not to be trapped ourselves!
Many a would-be rescuer has been drowned himself.
When an unstable believer has been captured by false
doctrine, we must be very careful as we try to help him,
for Satan can use him to defile us. In trying to save
him, we may be stained or burned ourselves!

The principle Jude was laying down was that
stronger believers must never think they are beyond
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satanic influence. Even while serving the Lord and
seeking to rescue one of His children, we can become
defiled by those we want to help. The Old Testament
Jews had to be very careful to avoid ceremonial defile-
ment, and this included even their clothing (Lev.
13:47ff.; 14:47; 15:17). If a “clean” person touched an
“unclean” garment, then he was defiled.

We certainly must love God’s people, but we must
also hate sin. Wherever there is sin, Satan has a
foothold and can go to work. Defilement spreads rap-
idly and secretly, and it must be dealt with drastically.
If the Jewish priest thought that a garment was infected
with leprosy, he had the garment burned.

Not every Christian is equipped to deal with false
teachers or with those they have influenced and cap-
tured. It takes a good knowledge of the Word, a faithful
walk with God, an understanding of Satan’s devices,
and certainly the fullness of the Spirit of God. It also
demands spiritual discernment. It is much easier to
instruct new Christians and keep them away from the
false teachers than it is to snatch them out of the fire.

Commit Yourself to Jesus Christ (24–25)
This well-known benediction contains a wealth of spir-
itual truth for the believer to receive. If we want to keep
our feet on the ground spiritually, walk straight, and
not stumble, then we must yield ourselves fully to the
Savior. He alone is able to guard us, but we must “keep
ourselves in the love of God” (Jude 21). He is able if we
are willing!

Jude was not writing about the possibility of the
believer sinning and falling from God’s family. We have
noted before that he made it clear in Jude 1 that true
believers are “preserved” and cannot be lost. He was
writing about the believer’s daily walk with the Lord
and the danger of going astray and stumbling. If we do
disobey God, we may confess our sins and receive His
forgiveness (1 John 1:9). If we persist in disobedience,
He will chasten us in love (Heb. 12:5–11). He will
never permit one of His own to be lost.

The Father has covenanted with the Son that all of
His people will one day see and share His glory (see John
17:22–24). Jesus Christ will have the special joy of pre-
senting His bride, the church, before the Father’s
throne! It was the anticipation of this “joy” that helped
Him endure the sufferings of the cross (Heb. 12:2). The
purpose of salvation is not simply to rescue sinners from
hell, as wonderful as that is. The grand purpose is that
God may be glorified for all eternity (Eph. 1:6, 12, 14).

Today, there are spots and blemishes in the church,
but on that day God’s people shall be blameless. Satan
will find nothing to accuse. The bride will be arrayed
in the righteousness of Christ to the glory of God.

Knowing this, the believer has a strong motive for
living for Christ and obeying His Word. We want to
bring joy to His heart today as we anticipate the joy He
will have when He welcomes His bride to heaven! This
is the significance of 1 John 3:3—”And every man that

hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is
pure” (cf. Eph. 5:27; Phil. 2:15).

Jude 25 is the only place in this little letter where
Jude called our Lord “Savior.” Peter used this title five
times. But Jude opened his letter by reminding his read-
ers of “the common salvation” (Jude 3) that they shared
because of their faith in Jesus Christ. It is not enough
to say that Jesus Christ is “a savior,” or “the Savior”; we
must say that He is “our Savior—my Savior.”

He is not only our Savior, but He is “the only wise
God.” He can give you the wisdom you need to live
your life to the glory of God. The false teachers boasted
of their special knowledge, but they lacked spiritual
wisdom. God gives wisdom to those who ask Him
(James 1:5), provided they are sincerely willing to obey
Him. If Christians would seek the wisdom of God in
the Word of God, they would not stumble into the
traps of the false teachers, but would walk to please the
Lord (Col 1:9–10).

Why should we walk in obedience to God’s will? So
that Christ might receive the glory!

Glory is the sum total of all that God is and all that
God does. Everything about Him is glorious! The glory
of man fades as the mown grass, but the glory of God
goes on eternally.

Majesty means “greatness, magnificence.” Only
God is great. When we praise God, we praise the most
magnificent Person in the universe. He is not simply
King; He is King of kings! He is not simply Lord; He
is Lord of lords!

Dominion has to do with God’s sovereignty and rule
over all things. The Greek word means “strength,
might,” but it carries the idea of complete control over
all things.

Power means “authority,” which is the right to use
power. All authority belongs to Jesus Christ (Matt.
28:18), including authority over the powers of dark-
ness (Eph. 1:19–23). As we yield to Him, we share His
authority and accomplish His will.

What a magnificent doxology this is! Knowing the
purpose Jude had in mind when he wrote this letter,
this doxology takes on even greater significance. Jude
was reminding his readers of the greatness of Jesus
Christ If only they could catch that, they would never
be led astray by false teachers. Like the young man
who falls in love and marries, and is no longer inter-
ested in his old girlfriends, so the believer who keeps
himself “in the love of God” (Jude 21), caught up in
the glories of the Savior, will never want to turn to
Satan’s substitutes.

You don’t have to stumble.
If you will remember the Word, build your

Christian life in faith, hope, and love, exercise spiritual
discernment, and commit yourself to Christ, then He
will keep you from stumbling. Be alert!

The enemy is subtle and the dangers are great.
But the only wise God your Savior will keep you

safe and one day present you joyfully in glory!

Jude
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I. THE THINGS WHICH THOU HAST SEEN (1)
John’s vision of the exalted Christ

CHAPTER ONE
Revelation 1

A VERY SPECIAL BOOK

Don’t ever prophesy,” said American humorist Josh
Billings, “for if you prophesy wrong, nobody will
forget it; and if you prophesy right, nobody will

remember it.”
Over the centuries, prophecies have come and

gone, and yet the book that the apostle John wrote near
the close of the first century is with us still. I can recall
reading it as a child and wondering what it was all
about. Even today, with many years of concentrated
study behind me, I am still fascinated by its message
and mysteries.

In Revelation 1, John introduces his book and gives
us the data essential for appreciating and understand-
ing this prophecy.

The Title (1:1a)
The word translated “revelation” simply means “unveil-
ing.” It gives us our English word apocalypse which,
unfortunately, is today a synonym for chaos and catas-
trophe. The verb simply means “to uncover, to reveal,
to make manifest.” In this book, the Holy Spirit pulls
back the curtain and gives us the privilege of seeing the
glorified Christ in heaven and the fulfillment of His
sovereign purposes in the world.

In other words, Revelation is an open book in which
God reveals His plans and purposes to His church.
When Daniel finished writing his prophecy, he was
instructed to “shut up the words, and seal the book”
(Dan. 12:4), but John was given opposite instructions:
“Seal not the sayings of the prophecy of this book” (Rev.
22:10). Why? Since Calvary, the resurrection, and the
coming of the Holy Spirit, God has ushered in the “last
days” (Heb. 1:1–2) and is fulfilling His hidden purposes
in this world. “The time is at hand” (Rev. 1:3; 22:10).

John’s prophecy is primarily the revelation of Jesus
Christ, not the revelation of future events. You must
not divorce the Person from the prophecy, for without
the Person there could be no fulfillment of the
prophecy. “He is not incidental to its action,” wrote
Dr. Merrill Tenney. “He is its chief Subject.” In
Revelation 1—3, Christ is seen as the exalted Priest.

King ministering to the churches. In Revelation 4—
5, He is seen in heaven as the glorified Lamb of God,
reigning on the throne. In Revelation 6—18, Christ is
the Judge of all the earth, and in Revelation 19, He
returns to earth as the conquering King of kings. The
book closes with the heavenly Bridegroom ushering His
bride, the church, into the glorious heavenly city.

Whatever you do as you study this book, get to
know your Savior better.

The Author (1:1b–2, 4, 9; 22:8)
The Holy Spirit used the apostle John to give us three

kinds of inspired literature: the gospel of John, the
three epistles, and the book of Revelation. His purposes
may be outlined as follows:

John wrote Revelation about AD 95, during the
reign of the Roman emperor Titus Flavius Domitian.
The emperor had demanded that he be worshipped as
“Lord and God,” and the refusal of the Christians to
obey his edict led to severe persecution. Tradition says
that it was Domitian who sent John to the Isle of
Patmos, a Roman penal colony off the coast of Asia
Minor. This being the location of John’s exile, perhaps
it is not surprising that the word sea is found twenty-
six times in his book.

During Christ’s earthly ministry, John and his
brother James asked Jesus for special places of honor by
His throne. The Lord told them that they would have
to merit their thrones by sharing in His suffering.
James was the first apostle martyred (Acts 12:1–2);
John was the last of the apostles to die, but he suffered
on Patmos before his death (see Matt. 20:20–23).

How did the Lord convey the contents of this book
to His servant? According to Revelation 1:1–2, the
Father gave the revelation to the Son, and the Son
shared it with the apostle, using “His angel” as interme-
diary. Sometimes Christ Himself conveyed
information to John (Rev. 1:10ff.); sometimes it was an
elder (Rev. 7:13); and often it was an angel (Rev. 17:1;
19:9–10). Sometimes a “voice from heaven” told John
what to say and do (Rev. 10:4). The book came from
God to John, no matter what the various means of
communication were, and it was all inspired by the
Spirit.

The word signified (Rev. 1:1) is important; it means
“to show by a sign.” In Revelation, the noun is trans-
lated as sign (Rev. 15:1), wonder (Rev. 12:1, 3), and
miracle (Rev. 19:20). This is the same word used in the
gospel of John for the miracles of Jesus Christ, for His
miracles were events that carried a deeper spiritual mes-
sage than simply the display of power. As you study
Revelation, expect to encounter a great deal of symbol-
ism, much of it related to the Old Testament.

Why did John use symbolism? For one thing, this
kind of “spiritual code” is understood only by those
who know Christ personally. If any Roman officers had
tried to use Revelation as evidence against Christians,
the book would have been a puzzle and an enigma to
them. But an even greater reason is that symbolism is
not weakened by time. John was able to draw on the
great “images” in God’s revelation and assemble them
into an exciting drama that has encouraged persecuted
and suffering saints for centuries. However, you must

Gospel of John Epistles Revelation

Believe, 20:31 Be sure, 1 John
5:13

Be ready, 22:20

Life received Life revealed Life rewarded
Salvation Sanctification Sovereignty
The Prophet The Priest The King
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not conclude that John’s use of symbolism indicates
that the events described are not real. They are real!

There is a third reason why John used symbolism:
symbols not only convey information, but also impart
values and arouse emotions. John could have written,
“A dictator will rule the world,” but instead he
described a beast. The symbol says much more than the
mere title of “dictator.” Instead of explaining a world
system, John simply introduced “Babylon the Great”
and contrasted the “harlot” with the “bride.” The very
name “Babylon” would convey deep spiritual truth to
readers who knew the Old Testament.

In understanding John’s symbolism, however, we
must be careful not to allow our imaginations to run
wild. Biblical symbols are consistent with the whole of
biblical revelation. Some symbols are explained (Rev.
1:20; 4:5; 5:8); others are understood from Old
Testament symbolism (Rev. 2:7, 17; 4:7); and some
symbols are not explained at all (the “white stone” in
Rev. 2:17). Nearly 300 references to the Old Testament
are found in Revelation! This means that we must
anchor our interpretations to what God has already
revealed, lest we misinterpret this important prophetic
book.

The Readers (1:3–4)
While the book was originally sent to seven actual
local churches in Asia Minor, John makes it clear that
any believer may read and profit from it (Rev. 1:3). In
fact, God promised a special blessing to the one who
would read the book and obey its message. (The verb
read means “to read out loud.” Revelation was first
read aloud in local church meetings.) The apostle
Paul had sent letters to seven churches—Rome,
Corinth, Galatia, Ephesus, Philippi, Colosse, and
Thessalonica—and now John sent one book to seven
different churches. Early in the book, he had a special
message from Christ to each church.

John did not send this book of prophecy to the
assemblies in order to satisfy their curiosity about the
future. God’s people were going through intense per-
secution, and they needed encouragement. As they
heard this book, its message would give them strength
and hope. But even more, its message would help
them examine their own lives (and each local assem-
bly) to determine those areas needing correction. They
were not only to hear the Word, but they were also to
keep it—that is, guard it as a treasure and practice
what it said. The blessing would come, not just by
hearing, but even more so by doing (see James
1:22–25).

It is worth noting that there are seven “beatitudes”
in Revelation: 1:3; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7, 14.
The number seven is important in this book because it
signifies fullness and completeness. In Revelation, God
tells us how He is going to complete His great work
and usher in His eternal kingdom. In Revelation, you
will find seven seals (Rev. 5:1), seven trumpets (Rev.
8:6), seven vials (Rev. 16:1), seven stars (Rev. 1:16),

and seven lampstands (Rev. 1:12, 20). Other “sevens”
in this book will be discussed as we study.

The special messages to each of the seven churches
are given in Revelation 2—3. Some students see in
these seven churches a “panorama of church history,”
from apostolic times (Ephesus) to the apostate days of
the twentieth century (Laodicea). While these churches
may illustrate various stages in the history of the
church, that was probably not the main reason why
these particular assemblies were selected. Instead, these
letters remind us that the exalted Head of the church
knows what is going on in each assembly, and that our
relationship to Him and His Word determines the life
and ministry of the local body.

Keep in mind that the churches in Asia Minor were
facing persecution and it was important that they be
rightly related to the Lord and to each other. They are
pictured as seven separate lampstands, each giving light
in a dark world (Phil. 2:15; Matt. 5:14–16). The
darker the day, the greater the light must shine; unfor-
tunately situations existed in at least five of these
assemblies that required correction if their lights were
to shine brightly. As you read Revelation 2—3, note
that the Lord always reminded them of who He is, and
encouraged them to be “overcomers.”

What’s more, the promise of Jesus Christ’s coming
should be to all Christians at all times a motivation for
obedience and consecration (Rev. 1:3, 7; 2:5, 25; 3:3,
11; 22:7, 12, 20; see also 1 John 1:1–33). No believer
should study prophecy merely to satisfy his curiosity.
When Daniel and John received God’s revelations of
the future, both fell down as dead men (Dan. 10:7–10;
Rev. 1:17). They were overwhelmed! We need to
approach this book as wonderers and worshippers, not
as academic students.

The Dedication (1:4–6)
“If you don’t stop writing books,” a friend said to me,
“you will run out of people to dedicate them to!” I
appreciated the compliment, but I did not agree with
the sentiment. John had no problem knowing to
whom his book should be dedicated! But before he
wrote the dedication, he reminded his readers that it
was the Triune God who had saved them and would
keep them as they faced the fiery trials of suffering.

God the Father is described as the Eternal One (see
Rev. 1:8; 4:8). All history is part of His eternal plan,
including the world’s persecution of the church. Next,
the Holy Spirit is seen in His fullness, for there are not
seven spirits, but one. The reference here is probably to
Isaiah 11:2.

Finally, Jesus Christ is seen in His threefold office as
Prophet (faithful Witness), Priest (First-begotten from
the dead), and King (Prince of the kings of the earth).
First-begotten does not mean “the first one raised from
the dead,” but “the highest of those raised from the
dead.” Firstborn is a title of honor (see Rom. 8:29; Col.
1:15, 18).

But of the three Persons of the Trinity, it is to Jesus
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Christ alone that this book is dedicated. The reason?
Because of what He has done for His people. To begin
with, He loves us (present tense in most manuscripts).
This parallels the emphasis in John’s gospel. He also
washed us from our sins, or, as some texts read, freed us
from our sins. This parallels the message of John’s epis-
tles (see 1 John 1:5ff.). As a grand climax, Christ has
made us a kingdom of priests, and this is the emphasis of
Revelation. Today, Jesus Christ is a Priest-King like
Melchizedek (Heb. 7), and we are seated with Him on
His throne (Eph. 2:1–10).

In His love, God called Israel to be a kingdom of
priests (Ex. 19:1–6), but the Jews failed God and their
kingdom was taken from them (Matt. 21:43). Today,
God’s people (the church) are His kings and priests (1
Peter 2:1–10), exercising spiritual authority and serv-
ing God in this world.

The Theme (1:7–8)
The overriding theme of the book of Revelation is the
return of Jesus Christ to defeat all evil and to establish
His reign. It is definitely a book of victory and His peo-
ple are seen as “overcomers” (see Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 26;
3:5, 12, 21; 11:7; 12:11; 15:2; 21:7). In his first epis-
tle, John also called God’s people “overcomers” (1 John
2:13–14; 4:4; 5:4–5). Through eyes of unbelief, Jesus
Christ and His church are defeated in this world, but
through eyes of faith, He and His people are the true
victors. As Peter Marshall once said, “It is better to fail
in a cause that will ultimately succeed than to succeed
in a cause that will ultimately fail.”

The statement in Revelation 1:7, “Behold, he
cometh with clouds,” describes our Lord’s return to the
earth, and is amplified in Revelation 19:11ff. This is
not the same as His return in the air to catch away His
people (1 Thess. 4:13–18; 1 Cor. 15:51ff.). When He
comes to catch away (rapture) His church, He will
come “as a thief ” (Rev. 3:3; 16:15) and only those who
are born again will see Him (1 John 3:1–3). The event
described in Revelation 1:7 will be witnessed by the
whole world, and especially by a repentant nation of
Israel (see Dan. 7:13; Zech. 12:10–12). It will be pub-
lic, not secret (Matt. 24:30–31), and will climax the
tribulation period described in Revelation 6—19.

Godly Bible students have not always agreed as to
the order of events leading up to the establishment of
God’s eternal kingdom (Rev. 21—22). I personally
believe that the next event on God’s calendar is the rap-
ture, when Christ shall return in the air and take His
church to glory. Christ’s promise to the church in
Revelation 3:10–11 indicates that the church will not
go through the tribulation, and this is further sup-
ported by Paul in 1 Thessalonians 1:10; 5:9–10. It is
significant to me that there is no mention of the word
church between Revelation 3:22 and 22:16.

After the church is raptured, the events depicted in
Revelation 6—19 will occur: the tribulation, the rise of
the “man of sin,” the great tribulation (the wrath of
God) and the destruction of man-made world govern-

ment, and then Christ’s return to the earth to set up
His kingdom. Daniel indicates that this period of
worldwide trouble will last seven years (Dan. 9:25–27).
Throughout the book of Revelation, you will find
measurements of time that coincide with this seven-
year time span (Rev. 11:2–3; 12:6, 14; 13:5).

The titles given to God in Revelation 1:8 make it
clear that He is certainly able to work out His divine
purposes in human history. Alpha and Omega are the
first and last letters of the Greek alphabet; so, God is at
the beginning of all things and also at their end. He is
the eternal God (see Rev. 1:4), unlimited by time. He
is also the Almighty, able to do anything. Almighty is a
key name for God in Revelation (Rev. 1:8; 4:8; 11:17;
15:3; 16:7, 14; 19:6, 15; 21:22).

God the Father is called “Alpha and Omega” in
Revelation 1:8 and 21:6, but the name also is applied
to His Son (Rev. 1:11; 22:13). This is a strong argu-
ment for the deity of Christ. Likewise, the title “the
first and the last” goes back to Isaiah (Isa. 41:4; 44:6;
48:12–13) and is another proof that Jesus is God.

The Occasion (1:9–18)
This book was born out of John’s profound spiritual
experience while exiled on Patmos. 

What John heard (vv. 9–11). On the Lord’s Day,
John heard a trumpet-like voice behind him. It was
Jesus Christ speaking! As far as we know, the apostle
had not heard his Lord’s voice since Christ had
returned to heaven more than sixty years before. The
Lord commissioned John to write this book and to
send it to the seven churches He had selected. Later
John would hear another trumpet-like voice, summon-
ing him to heaven (Rev. 4:1). (Some students relate this
to 1 Thess. 4:13–18 and see John’s “rapture” as a pic-
ture of the rapture of the church.)

What John saw (vv. 12–16). He saw a vision of the
glorified Christ. Revelation 1:20 makes clear that we
must not interpret this vision literally, for it is made up
of symbols. The seven lampstands represent the seven
churches that would receive the book. Each local
church is the bearer of God’s light in this dark world.
Compare this vision with Daniel’s (Dan. 7:9–14).

Christ’s garments are those of a Judge-King, One
with honor and authority. The white hair symbolizes
His eternality, “the Ancient of Days” (Dan. 7:9, 13,
22). His eyes see all (Rev. 19:12; Heb. 4:12), enabling
Him to judge righteously. His feet of burning brass also
suggest judgment, since the brazen altar was the place
where the fire consumed the sin offering. The Lord had
come to judge the churches, and He would also judge
the evil world system.

The “sound of many waters” (Rev. 1:15) makes me
think of Niagara Falls! Perhaps two ideas are suggested
here: (1) Christ gathers together all the “streams of rev-
elation” and is the Father’s “last Word” to man (Heb.
1:1–3); (2) He speaks with power and authority and
must be heard. The sword from His mouth certainly
represents the living Word of God (Heb. 4:12; Eph.
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6:17). He fights His enemies by using His Word (Rev.
2:16; 19:19–21).

Revelation 1:20 informs us that the seven stars in
His hand represent the angels (messengers, see Luke 7:24
where the Greek word is so translated), or perhaps pas-
tors, of the seven churches. God holds His servants and
places them where He wants them to “shine” for Him.
In Daniel 12:3, wise soul winners are compared to
shining stars.

The Lord’s shining countenance reminds us of His
transfiguration (Matt. 17:2) and also the prophecy of
Malachi 4:2 (“the Sun of righteousness [shall] arise”).
The sun is a familiar image of God in the Old
Testament (Ps. 84:11), reminding us not only of bless-
ing, but of judgment. The sun can burn as well as bless!

This vision of Christ was totally different in appear-
ance from the Savior that John knew “in the flesh”
when He was ministering on earth. He was not the
“gentle Jewish carpenter” that sentimentalists like to
sing about. He is the risen, glorified, exalted Son of
God, the Priest-King who has the authority to judge all
men, beginning with His own people (1 Peter 4:17).

What John did (vv. 17–18). He fell at the Lord’s
feet as though he were dead! And this is the apostle
who leaned on Jesus’ breast (John 13:23)! A vision of
the exalted Christ can only produce awe and fear (Dan.
10:7–9). We need this attitude of respect today when
so many believers speak and act with undue familiarity
toward God. John’s response illustrates what Paul wrote
in 2 Corinthians 5:16: “Though we have known Christ
after the flesh, yet now henceforth know we him no
more.” John no longer “nestled” next to the Lord’s
heart, relating to Him as he had done before.

The Lord reassured John by touching him and
speaking to him (note Dan. 8:18; 9:21; 10:10, 16, 18).
“Fear not!” is a great encouragement for any child of
God. We need not fear life, because He is “The Living
One.” We need not fear death, because He died and is
alive, having conquered death. And we need not fear
eternity because He holds the keys of hades (the world
of the dead) and of death. The One with the keys is the
One who has authority.

At the very beginning of this book, Jesus presented
Himself to His people in majestic glory. What the
church needs today is a new awareness of Christ and
His glory. We need to see Him “high and lifted up”
(Isa. 6:1). There is a dangerous absence of awe and
worship in our assemblies today. We are boasting about
standing on our own feet, instead of breaking and
falling at His feet. For years, Evan Roberts prayed,
“Bend me! Bend me!” and when God answered, the
great Welsh Revival resulted.

The Outline (1:19)
To the best of my knowledge, the book of Revelation is
the only book in the Bible that contains an inspired
outline of the contents. “The things which thou hast
seen” refers to the vision in Revelation 1. “The things
which are” refers to Revelation 2—3, the special mes-

sages to the seven churches. “The things which shall be
hereafter” covers the events described in Revelation
4—22. What John heard in Revelation 4:1 substanti-
ates this interpretation.

In review, we can summarize the basic characteris-
tics of this remarkable book as follows:

It is a Christ-centered book. To be sure, all
Scripture speaks of the Savior, but the book of
Revelation especially magnifies the greatness and glory
of Jesus Christ. The book is, after all, the revelation of
Jesus Christ and not simply the revelation of future
events.

It is an “open” book. John was told not to seal the
book (Rev. 22:10) because God’s people need the mes-
sage it contains. Revelation can be understood, despite
the fact that it contains mysteries that may never be
comprehended until we meet at the throne of God.
John sent the book to the seven churches of Asia Minor
with the expectation that, when it was read aloud by
the messengers, the listening saints would understand
enough of its truths so as to be greatly encouraged in
their own difficult situations.

It is a book filled with symbols. Biblical symbols
are timeless in their message and limitless in their con-
tent. For instance, the symbol of “Babylon” originates
in Genesis 10—11, and its meaning grows as you trace
it through Scripture, climaxing with Revelation 17—
18. The same is true of the symbols of “the Lamb” and
“the bride.” It is exciting to seek to penetrate deeper into
the rich meanings that are conveyed by these symbols.

It is a book of prophecy. This is definitely stated in
Revelation 1:3; 22:7, 10, 18–19; note also 10:11. The
letters to the seven churches of Asia Minor dealt with
immediate needs in those assemblies, needs that are still
with us in churches today, but the rest of the book is
devoted almost entirely to prophetic revelations. It was
by seeing the victorious Christ presented that the perse-
cuted Christians found encouragement for their
difficult task of witnessing. When you have assurance
for the future, you have stability in the present. John
himself was suffering under the hand of Rome (Rev.
1:9), so the book was born out of affliction.

It is a book with a blessing. We have already
noted the promise in Revelation 1:3, as well as the six
other “beatitudes” scattered throughout the book. It is
not enough simply to hear (or read) the book; we must
respond to its message from the heart. We must take
the message personally and say a believing “Amen!” to
what it says. (Note the many “Amens” in the book: Rev.
1:6–7, 18; 3:14; 5:14; 7:12; 19:4; 22:20–21.)

It is a relevant book. What John wrote about
would “shortly come to pass” (Rev. 1:1) because “the
time is at hand” (Rev. 1:3). (Note also Rev. 22:7, 10,
12, 20.) The word shortly does not mean “soon” or
“immediately,” but “quickly, swiftly.” God does not
measure time as we do (2 Peter 3:1–10). No one knows
when our Lord shall return, but when He begins to
open the seals of the scroll (Rev. 6:1ff.), events will
occur with speed and without interruption.
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II. THE THINGS WHICH ARE (2—3)
The messages to the seven churches

It is a majestic book. Revelation is the book of
“the throne,” for the word throne is found forty-six
times throughout. This book magnifies the sover-
eignty of God. Christ is presented in His glory and
dominion!

It is a universal book. John saw nations and peo-
ples (Rev. 10:11; 11:9; 17:15) as part of God’s
program. He also saw the throne room of heaven and
heard voices from the ends of the universe!

It is a climactic book. Revelation is the climax of
the Bible. All that began in Genesis will be completed
and fulfilled in keeping with God’s sovereign will. He
is “Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending”
(Rev. 1:8). What God starts, He finishes!

But before visiting the throne room of heaven, we
must pause to listen to “the Man among the lamp-
stands” as He reveals the personal needs in our
churches and in our own hearts. “He that hath an ear,
let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches!”

CHAPTER TWO
Revelation 2
CHRIST AND THE CHURCHES—PART I

I f you have ever moved to a new community and had
to select a new church home, you know how difficult
it is to examine and evaluate a church and its min-

istry. Imposing buildings may house dying or dead
congregations, while modest structures might belong
to virile assemblies on the march for the Lord. The
church we think is “rich” may turn out to be poor in
God’s sight (Rev. 3:17), while the “poor” church is
actually rich (Rev. 2:9).

Only the Head of the church, Jesus Christ, can
accurately inspect each church and know its true con-
dition, because He sees the internals, not only the
externals (Rev. 2:23b). In these special messages to the
seven churches in Asia Minor, the Lord gave each
assembly an “X ray” of its condition. But He intended
for all the churches to read these messages and benefit
from them. (Note the plural “churches” in Rev. 2:7, 11,
17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22.)

But the Lord was also speaking to individuals, and
this is where you and I come in. “He that hath an ear,
let him hear.” Churches are made up of individuals,
and it is individuals who determine the spiritual life of
the assembly. So, while reading these messages, we
must apply them personally as we examine our own
hearts.

Finally, we must keep in mind that John was a pas-
tor at heart, seeking to encourage these churches
during a difficult time of persecution. Before Christ
judges the world, He must judge His own people
(Ezek. 9:6; 1 Peter 4:17). A purified church need never
fear the attacks of Satan or men. “It is a very remark-
able thing,” wrote G. Campbell Morgan, “that the
church of Christ persecuted has been the church of

Christ pure. The church of Christ patronized has
always been the church of Christ impure.”

Ephesus, the Careless Church (2:1–7)
Each of the seven messages begins with a personal
description or designation of Jesus Christ taken from
the vision of Christ given in Revelation 1. (In the case
of Ephesus, see Rev. 1:12, 16, 20.) The Ephesian
assembly had enjoyed some “stellar” leadership—Paul,
Timothy, and the apostle John himself—but the Lord
reminded them that He was in control of the ministry,
placing the “stars” where He pleased. How easy it is for
a church to become proud and forget that pastors and
teachers are God’s gifts (Eph. 4:11) who may be taken
away at any time. Some churches need to be cautioned
to worship the Lord and not their pastor!

Approval (vv. 2–3, 6). How gracious of the Lord to
start with words of commendation! To begin with, this
was a serving church, busy doing the works of the Lord.
No doubt their weekly schedule was filled with activi-
ties. It was also a sacrificing church, for the word labor
means “toil to the point of exhaustion.” The Ephesian
Christians paid a price to serve the Lord. They were a
steadfast assembly, for the word patience carries the
meaning of “endurance under trial.” They kept going
when the going was tough.

The Ephesian church was a separated people, for
they carefully examined the visiting ministers (see 2
John 7–11) to see if they were genuine. Paul had
warned the Ephesian elders that false teachers would
come in from the outside and even arise from within
the church (Acts 20:28–31), and John had instructed
them to “try the spirits” (1 John 4:1–6). Indeed, Satan
has his false ministers and the church must be con-
stantly alert to detect them and reject them (2 Cor.
11:1–4, 12–15).

Ephesian Christians separated themselves not only
from false doctrine but also from false deeds (Rev. 2:6).
The word Nicolaitan means “to conquer the people.”
Some Bible students believe this was a sect who “lorded
it over” the church and robbed the people of their lib-
erty in Christ (see 3 John 9–11). They initiated what
we know today as “clergy” and “laity,” a false division
that is taught nowhere in the New Testament. All
God’s people are “kings and priests” (1 Peter 2:9; Rev.
1:6) and have equal access to the Father through the
blood of Christ (Heb. 10:19ff.). We shall meet this
dangerous sect again when we study the message to the
church at Pergamos.

The believers at Ephesus were a suffering people
who patiently bore their burdens and toiled without
fainting. And they did all of this for His name’s sake!
No matter how you examine this congregation, you
conclude that it is just about perfect. However, the
One among the lampstands saw into their hearts, and
He had a different diagnosis from ours.

Accusation (v. 4). This busy, separated, sacrificing
church really suffered from “heart trouble”—they had
abandoned their first love! They displayed “works …
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labor … and patience” (Rev. 2:2), but these qualities
were not motivated by a love for Christ. (Compare 1
Thess. 1:3—”work of faith, and labor of love, and
patience of hope.”) What we do for the Lord is impor-
tant, but so is why we do it!

What is “first love”? It is the devotion to Christ that
so often characterizes the new believer: fervent, per-
sonal, uninhibited, excited, and openly displayed. It is
the “honeymoon love” of the husband and wife (Jer.
2:1–2). While it is true that mature married love deep-
ens and grows richer, it is also true that it should never
lose the excitement and wonder of those “honeymoon
days.” When a husband and wife begin to take each
other for granted, and life becomes routine, then the
marriage is in danger.

Just think of it: it is possible to serve, sacrifice, and
suffer “for my name’s sake” and yet not really love Jesus
Christ! The Ephesian believers were so busy maintain-
ing their separation that they were neglecting
adoration. Labor is no substitute for love; neither is
purity a substitute for passion. The church must have
both if it is to please Him.

By reading Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians, you dis-
cover at least twenty references to love. You also
discover that Paul emphasized the believer’s exalted
position “in Christ… in the heavenly places.” But the
Ephesian church had fallen and was not living up to its
heavenly position in Christ (Rev. 2:5). It is only as we
love Christ fervently that we can serve Him faithfully.
Our love for Him must be pure (Eph. 6:24).

Admonition (vv. 5–7). “First love” can be restored
if we follow the three instructions Christ gave. First, we
must remember (literally “keep on remembering”)
what we have lost and cultivate a desire to regain that
close communion once again. Then we must repent—
change our minds—and confess our sins to the Lord (1
John 1:9). Third, we must repeat the first works, which
suggests restoring the original fellowship that was bro-
ken by our sin and neglect. For the believer, this means
prayer, Bible reading and meditation, obedient service,
and worship.

In spite of the privileges it had enjoyed, the church
of Ephesus was in danger of losing its light! The church
that loses its love will soon lose its light, no matter how
doctrinally sound it may be. “I will come” (Rev. 2:5) is
not referring to the Lord’s return, but to His coming
judgment then and there. The glorious city of Ephesus
is today but a heap of stones and no light is shining
there.

Revelation 2:7 makes it clear that individual believ-
ers within the church may be true to the Lord, no
matter what others may do. In these seven messages,
the “overcomers” are not a “spiritual elite,” but rather
the true believers whose faith has given them victory (1
John 5:4–5). Sinful man was banned from the tree of
life (Gen. 3:22–24), but in Christ we have eternal
abundant life (John 3:16; 10:10). We enjoy this bless-
ing now, and we shall enjoy it in greater measure in
eternity (Rev. 22:1–5).

The church of Ephesus was the “careless church,”
made up of careless believers who neglected their love
for Christ. Are we guilty of the same neglect?

Smyrna, the Crowned Church (2:8–11)
The name Smyrna means “bitter” and is related to the
word myrrh. The city remains a functioning commu-
nity today called Izmir. The assembly at Smyrna was
persecuted for the faith, which explains why the Lord
emphasized His death and resurrection as He opened
His message. No matter what experiences God’s people
may have, their Lord identifies with them.

Approval (v. 9). The church at Smyrna was not
having an easy time of it! The members were perse-
cuted, probably because they refused to compromise
and say, “Caesar is Lord.” Smyrna was an important
center of the Roman imperial cult, and anyone refusing
to acknowledge Caesar as Lord would certainly be
excluded from the guilds. This would mean unemploy-
ment and poverty. The word used here for poverty
means “abject poverty, possessing absolutely nothing.”

A large Jewish community also thrived in Smyrna.
The Jews, of course, did not have to patronize the
imperial cult since their religion was accepted by
Rome, but they certainly would not cooperate with the
Christian faith. So, from both Jews and Gentiles, the
Christians in Smyrna received slander and suffering.

But they were rich! They lived for eternal values
that would never change, riches that could never be
taken away. “As poor, yet making many rich” (2 Cor.
6:10; 8:9). In fact, their suffering for Christ only
increased their riches.

Our struggles are not with flesh and blood, but
with the enemy, Satan, who uses people to accomplish
his purposes. The Jewish synagogue was actually a syn-
agogue of Satan. A true Jew is not one physically or
racially, but spiritually (Rom. 2:17–29). Any religious
group, Jewish or Gentile, that does not acknowledge
Jesus Christ as God’s Son is certainly acting contrary to
God’s will.

Admonition (vv. 10–11). No words of accusation
are given to the congregation in Smyrna! They may not
have enjoyed the approval of men, but they certainly
received the praise of God. However, the Lord did give
them solemn words of admonition as they faced
increased suffering: “Don’t be afraid!”

He assured them that He knew the devil’s plans and
was in complete control of the situation. Some of the
believers would be imprisoned and tried as traitors to
Rome. Yet their tribulation would not be long; to the
Bible, ten days signifies “a brief time” (Gen. 24:55; Acts
25:6). The important thing was faithfulness, standing
true to Christ no matter what the government might
threaten to do.

The “crown of life” is the winner’s crown awarded
at the annual athletic games. Smyrna was a key par-
ticipant in the games, so this promise would be
especially meaningful to believers living there. The
Lord reinforced the promise given by James (James
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1:12) and assured His people that there was nothing
to fear. Because they had trusted Him, they were
overcomers—victors in the race of faith (Heb.
12:1–3)—and, as overcomers, they had nothing to
fear. Even if they were martyred, they would be ush-
ered into glory, wearing crowns! They would never
face the awful judgment of the second death, which
is the lake of fire (Rev. 20:14; 21:8).

It costs to be a dedicated Christian, in some places
more than others. As end-time pressures increase, per-
secution will also increase, and God’s people need to be
ready (1 Peter 4:12ff.). The world may call us “poor
Christians,” but in God’s sight we are rich!

Pergamos, the Compromising Church (2:12–17)
Called “the greatest city in Asia Minor,” Pergamos had
the first temple dedicated to Caesar and was a rabid
promoter of the imperial cult. This is probably what is
meant by “Satan’s seat” in Revelation 2:13. The city
also had a temple dedicated to Aesculapius, the god of
healing, whose insignia was the entwined serpent on
the staff. (This is still a medical symbol today.) Satan,
of course, is likewise symbolized as the serpent (2 Cor.
11:3; Rev. 12:9; 20:2).

Approval (v. 13). Like their brothers and sisters in
Smyrna, the believers in Pergamos had suffered perse-
cution, and one of their men had died for the faith. In
spite of intense suffering, this church had remained
true to God. They refused to drop incense on the altar
and say, “Caesar is Lord.” The Lord’s description of
Himself (“He which hath the sharp sword,” Rev. 2:12)
would surely encourage the people, for the sword was
also the symbol of the Roman proconsul. It was more
important that the church fear Christ’s sword than the
Roman sword (Rev. 2:16).

Accusation (vv. 14–15). Despite their courageous
stand against persecution, the believers in Pergamos
were not faultless before the Lord. Satan had not been
able to destroy them by coming as the roaring lion (1
Peter 5:8), but he was making inroads as the deceiving
serpent. A group of compromising people had infil-
trated the church fellowship, and Jesus Christ hated
their doctrines and their practices.

These infiltrators are called “Nicolaitans,” whom
we met already at Ephesus (Rev. 2:6). The name means
“to rule the people.” What they taught is called “the
doctrine of Balaam” (Rev. 2:14). The Hebrew name
Balaam also means “lord of the people” and is probably
synonymous with Nicolaitans. Sadly, this group of pro-
fessed believers “lorded it over” the people and led
them astray.

Understanding the story of Balaam helps us inter-
pret this insidious group more accurately (see Num.
22—25). Balaam was a true prophet who prostituted
his gifts in order to earn money from King Balak, who
hired him to curse the people of Israel. God prevented
Balaam from actually cursing the nation—in fact, God
turned the curses into blessings!—but Balak still got his
money’s worth. How? By following Balaam’s advice and

making friends with Israel, and then inviting the Jews
to worship and feast at the pagan altars. “If you can’t
beat ‘em, join ‘em!”

The Jewish men fell right into the trap and many of
them became “good neighbors.” They ate meat from
idolatrous altars and committed fornication as part of
heathen religious rites. Twenty-four thousand people
died because of this disobedient act of compromise
(Num. 25:1–9).

Why did this bit of ancient history apply to the
believers at Pergamos? Because a group in that church
said, “There is nothing wrong with being friendly to
Rome. What harm is there in putting a pinch of
incense on the altar and affirming your loyalty to
Caesar?” Antipas refused to compromise and was mar-
tyred, but others took the “easy way” and cooperated
with Rome.

It is unlikely that “things sacrificed to idols” is the
same problem Paul dealt with in 1 Corinthians 8 and
10. The accusation here left no room for personal
choice as did Paul. The Lord accused the Christians in
Pergamos of sinning, of committing “spiritual fornica-
tion” by saying, “Caesar is Lord.” Of course, this
compromise made them welcome in the Roman guilds
and protected them from Roman persecution, but it
cost them their testimony and their crown.

Believers today also face the temptation to achieve
personal advancement by ungodly compromise. The
name Pergamos means “married,” reminding us that
each local church is “engaged to Christ” and must be
kept pure (2 Cor. 11:1–4). We shall see later in
Revelation that this present world system is pictured as
a defiled harlot, while the church is presented as a pure
bride. The congregation or the individual Christian
that compromises with the world just to avoid suffer-
ing or achieve success is committing “spiritual
adultery” and being unfaithful to the Lord.

Admonition (vv. 16–17). Antipas had felt the
sword of Rome, but the church at Pergamos would feel
the sword of Christ—the Word (Heb. 4:12)—if they
did not repent. This is not a reference to our Lord’s
return but to a present judgment that comes to a church
when it is disobedient to the Word of God. The Lord
had presented Himself as “He which hath the sharp
sword” (Rev. 2:12), so the church could not have been
ignorant of its danger.

As with the previous churches, the closing appeal is
to the individual: “He that hath an ear… To him that
overcometh” (Rev. 2:17, italics added). God fed the
Israelites with manna during their wilderness travels,
and a pot of the manna was placed in the ark of the
covenant (Ex. 16:32–36; Heb. 9:4). Instead of eating
“things sacrificed to idols” (Rev. 2:14), the believers in
Pergamos needed to feast on God’s holy food, the bread
of life found in Jesus Christ through the Word (Matt.
4:4; John 6:32ff.). The ark of the covenant was the
throne of God (2 Sam. 6:2; Ps. 80:1; Isa. 37:16; all
nasb), in contrast to Satan’s throne which held author-
ity in Pergamos (Rev. 2:13).
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In those days, a white stone was put into a vessel by
a judge to vote acquittal for a person on trial. It was
also used like a “ticket” to gain admission to a feast.
Both would certainly apply to the believer in a spiritual
sense: he has been declared righteous through faith in
Christ, and he feasts with Christ today (Rev. 3:20) and
will feast with Him in glory (Rev. 19:6–9).

Thyatira, the Corrupted Church (2:18–29)
The longest message was sent to the church in the
smallest city! Thyatira was a military town as well as a
commercial center with many trade guilds. Wherever
guilds were found, idolatry and immorality—the two
great enemies of the early church—were almost always
present too.

The city boasted a special temple to Apollo, the “sun
god,” which explains why the Lord introduced Himself
as “the Son of God” (the only time in Revelation this
title is used). John had to deliver a message of severe
warning and judgment to this congregation, which
explains the description of the Lord’s eyes and feet.

Approval (v. 19). The believers in Thyatira were a
busy lot! They were involved in sacrificial ministry for
the sake of others. What’s more, their works were
increasing and characterized by faith, love, and
patience; so the church was not guilty of mere “reli-
gious activity.”

Accusation (vv. 20–23). Alas, the Lord found
much to expose and condemn in the assembly at
Thyatira. No amount of loving and sacrificial works can
compensate for tolerance of evil. The church was per-
mitting a false prophetess to influence the people and
lead them into compromise. It is not likely that this
woman was actually called “Jezebel,” since such an infa-
mous name would not be given to a child. The name is
symbolic: Jezebel was the idolatrous queen who enticed
Israel to add Baal worship to their religious ceremonies
(see 1 Kings 16—19). The seductive teaching of Jezebel
was similar to the “doctrine of Balaam” that the Lord
condemned in the church of Pergamos (Rev. 2:14). She
taught believers how to compromise with the Roman
religion and the practices of the guilds, so that
Christians would not lose their jobs or their lives.

It is interesting to contrast the churches at Ephesus
and Thyatira. The Ephesian church was weakening in
its love, yet faithful to judge false teachers; while the
people in the assembly at Thyatira were growing in
their love, but too tolerant of false doctrine. Both
extremes must be avoided in the church. “Speaking the
truth in love” is the biblical balance (Eph. 4:15).
Unloving orthodoxy and loving compromise are both
hateful to God.

Not only was the church at Thyatira tolerant of evil,
but it was proud and unwilling to repent. The Lord
gave the false prophetess time to repent, yet she
refused. Now He was giving her followers opportunity
to repent. His eyes of fire had searched out their
thoughts and motives, and He would make no mistake.

In fact, the Lord threatened to use this assembly as

a solemn example to “all the churches” not to tolerate
evil. Jezebel and her children (followers) would be sen-
tenced to tribulation and death! Idolatry and
compromise are, in the Bible, pictured as fornication
and unfaithfulness to the marriage vows (Jer. 3:6ff.;
Hos. 9:1ff.). Jezebel’s bed of sin would become a bed of
sickness! To kill with death means “to kill with pesti-
lence” (see nasb). God would judge the false
prophetess and her followers once and for all.

Admonition (vv. 24–29). Not everyone in the
assembly was unfaithful to the Lord, and He had a spe-
cial word for them. They had separated themselves
from the false doctrine and compromising practices of
Jezebel and her followers, which Christ denounces as
“the depths of Satan” (note the contrast in 1 Cor. 2:10).
The Lord had no special demands to make; He simply
wanted them to hold fast in their resistance to evil.
“Till I come” refers to Christ’s return for His people, at
which time He will reward them for their faithfulness
(see Rev. 3:3; 16:15; 22:7, 17, 20). This is the first
mention in Revelation of the Lord’s coming for the
church, the event we commonly call the rapture (see 1
Thess. 4:13–18). In contrast, the reference in
Revelation 1:7 is to Christ’s return to earth in judg-
ment, to defeat His enemies and establish His kingdom
(see Rev. 19:11ff.).

The believers in Thyatira are promised authority
over the nations, which probably refers to the fact
that God’s people will live and reign with Christ (see
Rev. 20:4). When the Lord sets up His kingdom on
earth, it will be a righteous kingdom with perfect jus-
tice. He will rule with a rod of iron (Ps. 2:8–9).
Rebellious men will be like clay pots, easily broken to
pieces!

Jesus Christ is “the Bright and Morning Star” (Rev.
22:16). The promise in Revelation 2:28 suggests that
God’s people shall be so closely identified with Christ
that He will “belong” to them! But perhaps there is also
an allusion here to Satan, who wanted the kingdom for
himself and who offered the world’s kingdoms to
Christ if He would worship him but once (Matt
4:8–11). In Isaiah 14:12, Satan is named Lucifer, which
in Hebrew means “brightness, bright star.” The com-
promising people in Thyatira were following “the
depths of Satan,” which would lead to darkness and
death. God’s overcomers, on the other hand, would
share the Morning Star!

As you review these first four messages to the
churches, you can see the dangers that still exist for the
people of God. Like Ephesus, we can be zealous and
orthodox, but at the same time lose our devotion to
Christ. Or, like Thyatira, our love can be increasing yet
lacking in the kind of discernment that is necessary to
keep the church pure (see Phil. 1:9–11). Like Pergamos
and Thyatira, we may be so tolerant of evil that we
grieve the Lord and invite His judgment.

Would we have selected Smyrna as the most spiri-
tual church of the four? Probably not, yet the Lord
did! We need to remind ourselves not to judge God’s
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people by wrong standards, because only the Lord can
see the heart (see 1 Cor. 4:5).

God’s exhortation to these churches (except
Smyrna) is, “Repent! Change your minds!” It is not
only lost sinners who need to repent, but also disobe-
dient Christians. If we do not repent and deal with sin
in our lives and in our assemblies, the Lord may judge
us and remove our lampstand (Rev. 2:5). How tragic it
is when a local church gradually abandons the faith and
loses its witness for Christ!

“He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit
saith unto the churches!”

CHAPTER THREE
Revelation 3
CHRIST AND THE CHURCHES—PART II

We are still listening to what the Holy Spirit has
to say to the churches, for these messages from
Christ belong to our day as well as to the first

century. Churches are people, and human nature has
not changed. So, as we continue our study, we must
not look on these letters as ancient relics. On the con-
trary, they are mirrors in which we see ourselves!

Sardis, the Feeble Church (3:1–6)
Ancient Sardis, the capital of Lydia, was a most impor-
tant city. It lay about fifty miles east of Ephesus at the
junction of five main roads; so it was a center for trade.
It was also a military center, for it was located on an
almost inaccessible plateau. The acropolis of Sardis was
about 1,500 feet above the main roads, and it formed
an impregnable fortress. The main religion in the city
was the worship of Artemis, one of the “nature cults”
that built on the idea of death and rebirth.

Sardis was also known for its manufacture of
woolen garments, a fact that has bearing on Christ’s
message to the church. Sad to say, the city at that time
was but a shadow of its former splendor, and the
church, unfortunately, had become like the city—it
was alive in name only.

The message to Sardis is a warning to all “great
churches” that are living on past glory. Dr. Vance
Havner has frequently reminded us that spiritual min-
istries often go through four stages: a man, a
movement, a machine, and then a monument. Sardis
was at the “monument” stage, but there was still hope!

There was hope because Christ was the Head of the
church and He was able to bring new life. He described
Himself as the one possessing the seven Spirits and the
seven stars. There is only one Holy Spirit (Eph. 4:4),
but the number seven demonstrates fullness and com-
pleteness. The Holy Spirit gives life to the church, and
life is exactly what the people at Sardis needed. The
sevenfold Spirit of God is pictured as seven burning
lamps (Rev. 4:5) and as seven all-seeing eyes (Rev. 5:6).

All of the church’s man-made programs can never

bring life, any more than a circus can resurrect a corpse.
The church was born when the Spirit of God
descended on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), and its life
comes from the Spirit. When the Spirit is grieved, the
church begins to lose life and power. When sin is con-
fessed and church members get right with God and
with each other, then the Spirit infuses new life—
revival!

Christ also controls the seven stars, the messengers
of the churches (Rev. 1:20), referring most likely to the
pastors. Sometimes it is a pastor’s fault that a church is
dying, and the Lord of the church must remove the star
and put another in his place.

There are no words of commendation to the believ-
ers at Sardis. Nor did the Lord point out any doctrinal
problems that required correction. Neither is there any
mention of opposition or persecution. The church
would have been better off had there been some suffer-
ing, for it had grown comfortable and content and was
living on its past reputation. There was reputation
without reality, form without force. Like the city itself,
the church at Sardis gloried in past splendor, but
ignored present decay.

In fact, even what they did have was about to die!
Why? Because the believers had gone to sleep. Twice in
its long history, the citadel at Sardis had been captured,
each time because sentries had failed to do their jobs
faithfully. It is when the church’s leaders and members
get accustomed to their blessings and complacent
about their ministry that the enemy finds his way in.

The impression is that the assembly in Sardis was
not aggressive in its witness to the city. There was no
persecution because there was no invasion of the
enemy’s territory. No friction usually means no
motion! The unsaved in Sardis saw the church as a
respectable group of people who were neither danger-
ous nor desirable. They were decent people with a
dying witness and a decaying ministry.

Our Lord’s counsel to the church began with, “Be
watchful! Wake up!” (see Rom. 13:11ff.) The “sentries”
were asleep! The first step toward renewal in a dying
church is honest awareness that something is wrong.
When an organism is alive, there is growth, repair,
reproduction, and power; if these elements are lacking
in a church, then that church is either dying or already
dead.

The Lord warned the Ephesian saints that He
would come and remove their lampstand if they did
not repent (Rev. 2:5). He warned the church at
Pergamos that He would come and make war with the
sword of the Spirit (Rev. 2:16). If the believers at Sardis
did not follow His orders, He would come as a thief,
when they least expected Him, and this would mean
judgment

However, a remnant of dedicated people often
exists in even a dying church. The Christians at Sardis
had life, even though it was feeble. They were working,
even though their works were not all that they could
have been. The Lord admonished them to strengthen
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what remained and not to give up because the church
was weak. Where there is life, there is hope!

What was different about this dedicated remnant?
They had not defiled their garments (Rev. 3:4). There
is some evidence from antiquity that temple worship-
pers were not permitted to approach their gods and
goddesses wearing dirty garments. The remnant in the
church at Sardis had not compromised with the pagan
society around them, nor had they grown comfortable
and complacent. It was this devoted spiritual remnant
that held the future of the church’s ministry.

“Wake up! Be watchful! Repent! Remember the
Word you have received and obey it!” This is the for-
mula for revival. It is good to guard our spiritual
heritage, but we must not embalm it. It is not enough
to be true to the faith and have a great history. That
faith must produce life and works.

The promise in Revelation 3:5 (“clothed in white
raiment”) would have been especially meaningful to
people who lived in a city where woolen garments were
manufactured. And the statement about the names
being blotted out would also be significant to people in
the Roman Empire, where citizenship was vitally
important (see Acts 22:24–30).

Is there a warning here that a true believer might
lose his salvation? I don’t think so. It would appear that
God’s “Book of Life” contains the names of all the liv-
ing, the wicked as well as the righteous (Ps. 69:28).
Revelation 13:8 and 17:8 suggest that the names of the
saved are written in the book from the foundation of
the world—that is, before they had done anything
good or bad. By God’s grace, they have been chosen in
Christ before the beginning of time (Eph. 1:4; see also
Matt. 25:34).

Jesus told His disciples to rejoice because their
names were “written in heaven” (Luke 10:20). The
Greek verb is in the perfect tense, which means it can
be translated (as Kenneth Wuest does in his Expanded
Translation), “your names have been written in heaven
and are on permanent record up there.” It is not likely
that Jesus would contradict Himself in this important
matter!

If the names of believers (the elect) are written from
the foundation of the world, and if God knows all
things, why would He enter the name of somebody
who would one day fall and have to be removed from
the book? We are enrolled in heaven because we have
been born again (Heb. 12:23), and no matter how dis-
obedient a child may be, he or she cannot be “unborn.”

As unbelievers die, their names are removed from
the book; thus, at the final judgment, the book con-
tains only the names of believers (Rev. 20:12–15). It
then becomes “the Lamb’s Book of Life” (Rev. 21:27),
because only those saved by the Lord Jesus Christ have
their names in it. All the others have been blotted out,
something God would never do for any true child of
God (see Ex. 32:32; Rom. 9:3). It is a book of life, and
lost sinners are dead (Eph. 2:1).

The warning here is that we not grow comfortable

in our churches, lest we find ourselves slowly dying.
The encouragement is that no church is beyond hope
as long as there is a remnant in it, willing to strengthen
the things that remain.

Philadelphia, the Faithful Church (3:7–13)
As most people know, Philadelphia means “love of the
brethren.” Certainly, brotherly love is an important
mark of the Christian. We are “taught of God to love
one another” (1 Thess. 4:9): by God the Father (1 John
4:19), God the Son (John 13:34), and God the Spirit
(Rom. 5:5). But it is not enough to love God and our
fellow believers; we must also love a lost world and seek
to reach unbelievers with the good news of the cross.
This church had a vision to reach a lost world, and
God set before them an open door.

Philadelphia was situated in a strategic place on the
main route of the Imperial Post from Rome to the East,
and thus was called “the gateway to the East.” It was
also called “little Athens” because of the many temples
in the city. The church was certainly located in a place
of tremendous opportunity.

The only major problem with the location was that
the area was prone to earthquakes. Philadelphia sat on
a geological fault, and in 17 BC it was destroyed by a
severe earthquake that also destroyed Sardis and ten
other cities. Afterward, some of the citizens refused to
move back into the city and remained in the surround-
ing countryside, which they called “the burnt land.”
There did not seem to be much security in the city of
brotherly love!

Jesus Christ presented Himself to the church at
Philadelphia as “He that is holy.” This is tantamount to
declaring that He is God, which, of course, He is. Jesus
Christ is holy in His character, His words, His actions,
and His purposes. As the Holy One, He is uniquely set
apart from everything else, and nothing can be com-
pared to Him.

But He is also the One who is true—that is, gen-
uine. He is the original, not a copy; the authentic God
and not a manufactured one. There were hundreds of
false gods and goddesses in those days (1 Cor. 8:5–6),
but only Jesus Christ could rightfully claim to be the
true God.

It is worth noting that when the martyrs in heaven
addressed the Lord, they called Him “holy and true”
(Rev. 6:10). Their argument was that, because He was
holy, He had to judge sin, and because He was true, He
had to vindicate His people who had been wickedly
slain.

Not only is He holy and true, but He has the
authority to open and close doors. The background of
this imagery is Isaiah 22:15–25. Assyria had invaded
Judah (as Isaiah had warned), but the Jewish leaders
were trusting Egypt, not God, to deliver the nation.
One of the treacherous leaders was a man named
Shebna who had used his office, not for the good of the
people, but for his own private gain. God saw to it that
Shebna was removed from office and that a faithful
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man, Eliakim, was put in his place and given the keys
of authority. Eliakim was a picture of Jesus Christ, a
dependable administrator of the affairs of God’s peo-
ple. Jesus Christ also has the keys of hades and of death
(Rev. 1:18).

In the New Testament, an “open door” speaks of
opportunity for ministry (Acts 14:27; 1 Cor. 16:9; 2
Cor. 2:12; Col. 4:3). Christ is the Lord of the harvest
and the Head of the church, and it is He who deter-
mines where and when His people shall serve (see Acts
16:6–10). He gave the church at Philadelphia a great
opportunity for ministry.

But could they take advantage of it? There were at
least two obstacles to overcome, the first being their
own lack of strength (Rev. 3:8). Apparently, this was
not a large or a strong church; however, it was a faith-
ful one. They were true to God’s Word and unafraid to
bear His name. Revelation 3:10 suggests that they had
endured some special testing and had proved faithful.

It is not the size or strength of a church that deter-
mines its ministry, but faith in the call and command
of the Lord. “God’s commandments are God’s enable-
ments.” If Jesus Christ gave them an open door, then
He would see to it that they were able to walk through
it! Martin Luther put it perfectly in his well-known
hymn:

Did we in our own strength confide, 
Our striving would be losing. 
Were not the right Man on our side, 
The Man of God’s own choosing.

The second obstacle was the opposition of the Jews
in the city (Rev. 3:9). This was really the opposition of
Satan, for we do not battle against flesh and blood
(Eph. 6:12). These people may have been Jews in the
flesh, but they were not “true Israel” in the New
Testament sense (Rom. 2:17–29). Jewish people cer-
tainly have a great heritage, but it is no guarantee of
salvation (Matt. 3:7–12; John 8:33ff.).

How were these Jews opposing the church at
Philadelphia? For one thing, by excluding Jewish
believers from the synagogue. Another weapon was
probably false accusation, for this is the way the unbe-
lieving Jews often attacked Paul. Satan is the accuser
and he uses even religious people to assist him (Rev.
12:10). It is not easy to witness for Christ when the
leading people in the community are spreading lies
about you. The church at Smyrna faced the same kind
of opposition (Rev. 2:9).

The believers in Philadelphia were in a similar situ-
ation to that of Paul when he wrote 1 Corinthians
16:9—there were both opportunities and obstacles!
Unbelief sees the obstacles, but faith sees the opportu-
nities! And since the Lord holds the keys, He is in
control of the outcome! So what do we have to fear?
Nobody can close the doors as long as He keeps them
open. Fear, unbelief, and delay have caused the church
to miss many God-given opportunities.

The Savior gave three wonderful and encouraging
promises to this church. First, He would take care of
their enemies (Rev. 3:9). One day, these people would
have to acknowledge that the Christians were right (see
Isa. 60:14; Phil. 2:10–11)! If we take care of God’s
work, He will take care of our battles.

Second, He would keep them from tribulation
(Rev. 3:10). This is surely a reference to the time of
tribulation that John described in Revelation 6—19,
“the time of Jacob’s trouble.” This is not speaking about
some local trial, because it involves “them that dwell on
the earth” (see Rev. 6:10; 8:13; 11:10; 12:12; 13:8, 12,
14; 14:6; 17:2, 8). The immediate reference would be
to the official Roman persecutions that would come,
but the ultimate reference is to the tribulation that will
encompass the earth before Jesus Christ returns to
establish His kingdom. In many Bible scholars’ under-
standing, Revelation 3:10 is a promise that the church
will not go through the tribulation, but will be taken to
heaven before it begins (see 1 Thess. 4:13—5:11). The
admonition, “Behold, I come quickly,” would
strengthen this view.

The third promise to the Philadelphians is that God
would honor them (Rev. 3:12). The symbolism in this
verse would be especially meaningful to people who
lived in constant danger of earthquakes: the stability of
the pillar, no need to go out or to flee, a heavenly city
that nothing could destroy. Ancient cities often hon-
ored great leaders by erecting pillars with their names
inscribed on them. God’s pillars are not made of stone,
because there is no temple in the heavenly city (Rev.
21:22). His pillars are faithful people who bear His
name for His glory (Gal. 2:9).

In a very real sense, the church today is like the
Philadelphian church, for God has set before us many
open doors of opportunity. If He opens the doors, we
must work; if He shuts the doors, we must wait. Above
all, we must be faithful to Him and see the opportuni-
ties, not the obstacles. If we miss our opportunities, we
lose our rewards (crowns), and this means being
ashamed before Him when He comes (1 John 2:28).

Laodicea, the Foolish Church (3:14–22)
As with some of the previous churches, the Lord
adapted His words to something significant about the
city in which the assembly was located. In this case,
Laodicea was known for its wealth and its manufacture
of a special eye salve, as well as of a glossy black wool
cloth. It also was located near Hieropolis, where there
were famous hot springs, and Colosse, known for its
pure, cold water.

The Lord presented Himself as “the Amen,” which
is an Old Testament title for God (see Isa. 65:16,
where the word truth is the Hebrew word amen). He is
the truth and speaks the truth, because He is “the
faithful and true Witness” (Rev. 3:14). The Lord was
about to tell this church the truth about its spiritual
condition; unfortunately, they would not believe His
diagnosis.
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“Why is it that new Christians create problems in
the church?” a young pastor once asked me.

“They don’t create problems,” I replied. “They
reveal them. The problems have always been there, but
we’ve gotten used to them. New Christians are like
children in the home: they tell the truth about things!”

The Laodicean church was blind to its own needs
and unwilling to face the truth. Yet honesty is the
beginning of true blessing, as we admit what we are,
confess our sins, and receive from God all that we need.
If we want God’s best for our lives and churches, we
must be honest with God and let God be honest with
us.

“The beginning of the creation of God” (Rev. 3:14)
does not suggest that Jesus was created, and therefore
not eternal God. The word translated beginning means
“source, origin” (see John 1:3; Col. 1:15, 18).

The Lord demonstrated four areas of need in the
church at Laodicea.

They had lost their vigor (vv. 16–17). In the
Christian life, there are three “spiritual temperatures”: a
burning heart, on fire for God (Luke 24:32), a cold
heart (Matt. 24:12), and a lukewarm heart (Rev. 3:16).
The lukewarm Christian is comfortable, complacent,
and does not realize his need. If he were cold, at least
he would feel it! Both the cold water from Colosse and
the hot water from Hieropolis would be lukewarm by
the time it was piped to Laodicea.

As believers in Jesus Christ, we have every reason to
be “fervent in spirit” (Rom. 12:11). Fervent prayer is
also vital (Col. 4:12). It was as the Emmaus disciples
listened to the Word that their hearts were warmed. No
wonder Paul commanded that his letter to Colosse be
sent to the Laodicean church (Col. 4:16)!

We enjoy a beverage that is either hot or cold, but
one that is tepid is flat and stale. That’s why the wait-
ress keeps adding hot coffee or fresh iced tea to our
cups and glasses. The second law of thermodynamics
requires that a “closed system” eventually moderates so
that no more energy is being produced. Unless some-
thing is added from the outside, the system decays and
dies. Without added fuel, the hot water in the boiler
becomes cool; without electricity, the refrigerant in the
freezer becomes warm.

The church cannot be a “closed system.” Jesus said,
“Without me ye can do nothing” (John 15:5). The
Laodicean church was independent, self-satisfied, and
secure. “We have need of nothing!” But all the while,
their spiritual power had been decaying; their material
wealth and glowing statistics were but shrouds hiding a
rotting corpse. Their Lord was outside the church, try-
ing to get in (Rev. 3:20).

They had lost their values (vv. 17–18a). The
church at Smyrna thought itself poor, when it was really
rich (Rev. 2:9); the Laodiceans boasted that they were
rich, when in fact they were poor. Perhaps we have here
a hint of why this church declined spiritually: they had
become proud of their ministry and had begun to meas-
ure things by human standards instead of by spiritual

values. They were, in the eyes of the Lord, “wretched,
and miserable, and poor.”

Laodicea was a wealthy city and a banking center.
Perhaps some of the spirit of the marketplace crept into
the church so that their values became twisted. Why is
it that so many church bulletins and letterheads show
pictures of buildings? Are these the things that are most
important to us? The board at the Laodicean church
could proudly show you the latest annual report with
its impressive statistics, yet Jesus said He was about to
vomit them out of His mouth!

The solution? Pay the price to get true “gold tried
in the fire.” This suggests that the church needed some
persecution; they were too comfortable (1 Peter 1:7).
Nothing makes God’s people examine their priorities
faster than suffering!

They had lost their vision (v. 18b). The
Laodiceans were “blind.” They could not see reality.
They were living in a fool’s paradise, proud of a church
that was about to be rejected. The apostle Peter teaches
that when a believer is not growing in the Lord, his
spiritual vision is affected (2 Peter 1:5–9). “Diet” has
bearing on the condition of one’s eyes, in a spiritual
sense as well as a physical one.

These people could not see themselves as they really
were. Nor could they see their Lord as He stood out-
side the door of the church. Nor could they see the
open doors of opportunity. They were so wrapped up
in building their own kingdom that they had become
lukewarm in their concern for a lost world.

The solution? Apply the heavenly eye salve! The city
of Laodicea was noted for its eye salve, but the kind of
medication the saints needed was not available in the
apothecary shop. The eye is one of the body’s most sen-
sitive areas, and only the Great Physician can “operate”
on it and make it what it ought to be. As He did with
the man whose account is told in John 9, He might
even irritate before He illuminates! But we must sub-
mit to His treatment, and then maintain good spiritual
“health habits” so that our vision grows keener.

They had lost their vesture (vv. 17–22). Like the
emperor in Hans Christian Andersen’s story, these
Christians thought they were clothed in splendor when
they were really naked! To be naked meant to be
defeated and humiliated (2 Sam. 10:4; Isa. 20:1–4).
The Laodiceans could go to the market and purchase
fine woolen garments, but that would not meet their
real need. They needed the white garments of God’s
righteousness and grace. According to Revelation 19:8,
we should be clothed in “fine linen, clean and white,”
and this symbolizes “the righteous acts of the saints”
(nasb). Salvation means that Christ’s righteousness is
imputed to us, put to our account, but sanctification
means that His righteousness is imparted to us, made a
part of our character and conduct.

There is no divine commendation given to this
church. Of course, the Laodiceans were busy com-
mending themselves! They thought they were
glorifying God, when in reality they were disgracing
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III. THE THINGS WHICH SHALL BE HEREAFTER
(4—22)

A.The throne in heaven—4—5 

His name just as though they had been walking around
naked.

The Lord closed this letter with three special
statements:

First, an explanation: “As many as I love, I rebuke
and chasten” (Rev. 3:19a). He still loved these luke-
warm saints, even though their love for Him had
grown cold. He planned to chasten them as proof of
His love (Prov. 3:11–12; Heb. 12:5–6). God permits
churches to go through times of trial so that they might
become what He wants them to become.

Second, an exhortation: “Be zealous therefore, and
repent” (Rev. 3:19b). The church at Laodicea had to
repent of their pride and humble themselves before the
Lord. They had to “stir up that inner fire” (2 Tim. 1:6
ph) and cultivate a burning heart.

Finally, an invitation (Rev. 3:20–22). We often use
these verses to lead lost people to Christ, but the basic
application is to the believer. The Lord was outside the
Laodicean church! He spoke to the individual—”if any
man”—and not to the whole congregation. He appealed
to a small remnant in Sardis (Rev. 3:4–5), and now He
appeals to the individual. God can do great things in a
church, even through one dedicated individual.

Christ was not impatient. “I have taken My stand”
is the sense of the verb. He “knocks” through circum-
stances and He calls through His Word. For what is He
appealing? Fellowship and communion, the people’s
desire to abide in Him. The Laodiceans were an inde-
pendent church that had need of nothing, but they
were not abiding in Christ and drawing their power
from Him. They had a “successful program” but it was
not fruit that comes from abiding in Christ (John
15:1–8).

Note that when we invite Him in, the supper room
becomes a throne room! It is through communion with
Christ that we find victory and become overcomers
indeed.

The letters to the seven churches are God’s X-rays,
given to us so that we might examine our own lives and
ministries. Judgment is going to come to this world,
but it first begins at God’s house (1 Peter 4:17). In
these letters we find encouragement as well as rebuke.

May the Lord help us to hear what the Spirit is say-
ing today to the church, and to the individuals in the
churches!

CHAPTER FOUR
Revelation 4—5
COME, LET US ADORE HIM!

T rue spiritual worship is perhaps one of the greatest
needs in our individual lives and in our churches.
There is a constant emphasis today on witnessing

for Christ and working for Christ, but not enough is
said about worshipping Him. To worship means “to
ascribe worth” (see Rev. 4:11; 5:12). It means to use all

that we are and have to praise God for all that He is
and does.

Heaven is a place of worship, and God’s people
shall worship Him throughout all eternity. Perhaps it
would be good for us to get in practice now! A study of
Revelation 4—5 will certainly help us better under-
stand how to worship God and give Him the glory that
He deserves.

If Revelation 1:19 is God’s inspired outline of this
book, then Revelation 4 ushers us into the third divi-
sion: “the things which shall be hereafter.” In fact, that
is exactly what God said to John when He summoned
him to heaven! It would appear that, in this experience,
John illustrates what will happen to God’s people when
the church age has run its course: heaven will open;
there will be a voice and the sound of a trumpet; and
the saints will be caught up to heaven (1 Cor. 15:52; 1
Thess. 4:13–18). Then, God’s judgment of the earth
can begin.

But before God pours out His wrath, He gives us a
glimpse into glory and permits us to hear the worship-
ping creatures in heaven as they praise God. Two
aspects of their worship are presented for our instruc-
tion and imitation.

They Worship the Creator (4)
The key word in this chapter is throne; it is used four-
teen times. In fact, this is a key word in the entire book,
appearing forty-six times. No matter what may happen
on earth, God is on His throne and is in complete con-
trol. Various teachers interpret Revelation in different
ways, but all agree that John is emphasizing the glory
and sovereignty of God. What an encouragement that
would be to the suffering saints of John’s day and of
every age in history.

Using the throne as the focal point, we can easily
understand the arrangement of this exciting chapter.

On the throne—Almighty God (vv. 2–3a). This
is God the Father, since the Son approaches the throne
in Revelation 5:6, and the Spirit is pictured before the
throne in Revelation 4:5. There is no possible way for
human words to describe what God is like in His
essence. John can only use comparisons. Jasper is a
clear gem (see Rev. 21:11) and the sardine is red. The
Lord is robed in light, according to Psalm 104:2 and 1
Timothy 6:16. Both the jasper and the sardius (sar-
dine) were found in the breastplate of the high priest
(Ex. 28:17–21).

Around the throne—a rainbow (v. 3b). This rain-
bow was a complete circle, not merely an arc, for in
heaven all things are completed. The rainbow reminds
us of God’s covenant with Noah (Gen. 9:11–17), sym-
bolic of His promise that He would never again destroy
the earth with a flood. God’s covenant, as we shall see,
was not only with Noah, but with all of His creation.

Judgment is about to fall, but the rainbow reminds
us that God is merciful, even when He judges (Hab.
3:2). Usually, a rainbow appears after the storm, but
here, we see it before the storm.
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Around the throne—elders and living creatures
(vv. 3–4, 6–7). The rainbow was around the throne
vertically, while these heavenly beings were around the
throne horizontally. They are, as it were, the king’s
court.

Who are these twenty-four elders seated on
thrones? It is unlikely that they are angels, because
angels are not numbered (Heb. 12:22), crowned, or
enthroned. Besides, in Revelation 7:11, the elders are
distinguished from the angels (see also Rev. 5:8–11).
The crowns they wear are the “victor’s crowns” (the
Greek word stephanos; see Rev. 2:10), and we have no
evidence that angels receive rewards.

These elders probably symbolize the people of God
in heaven, enthroned and rewarded. There were
twenty-four courses of priests in the Old Testament
temple (1 Chron. 24:3–5, 18; see also Luke 1:5–9).
God’s people are “kings and priests” (Rev. 1:6), reign-
ing and serving with Christ. Note especially their praise
(Rev. 5:9–10). When Daniel (Dan. 7:9) saw the
thrones set up (not “cast down” as in the King James
Version), they were empty, but when John saw them,
they had been filled. Since there were twelve tribes of
Israel and twelve apostles, perhaps the number twenty-
four symbolizes the completion of God’s people.

The white robes and palm branches speak of victory
(see Rev. 7:9). These are the “overcomers” who have
conquered because of their faith in Christ (1 John
5:4–5).

Also around the throne, John saw four “living crea-
tures” (“beasts” in the King James Version) who were
nearer to God than the angels and the elders. They
resemble the cherubim that the prophet Ezekiel saw
(Ezek. 1:4–14; 10:20–22), but their praise (Rev. 4:8)
reminds us of the seraphim of Isaiah 6. I believe that
these special creatures symbolize God’s creation and are
related to God’s covenant with Noah (Gen. 9:8–17).
The faces of the living creatures parallel God’s state-
ment in Genesis 9:10—His covenant is with Noah (the
face of the man), the fowl (the face of the eagle), the
cattle (the face of the calf ), and the beasts of the earth
(the face of the lion).

These creatures signify the wisdom of God (“full of
eyes”) and proclaim the holiness of God. They are
heavenly reminders that God has a covenant with His
creation and that He rules His creation from His
throne. The presence of the emerald rainbow further
enhances this image, since the rainbow was given as the
sign of the creation covenant. No matter what terrible
judgments may fall on God’s earth, He will be faithful
to keep His Word. Men may curse Him during the
judgments (Rev. 16:9, 11, 21), but nature will praise
Him and magnify His holiness.

The cherubim described in Ezekiel 1 seem to have
a part in the providential workings of God in the
world, pictured by the “wheels within the wheels.” God
uses the forces of nature to accomplish His will (Ps.
148), and all nature praises and thanks Him.

Some students see in the four faces described (Rev.

4:7) an illustration of the fourfold picture of Christ
given in the gospel accounts. Matthew is the royal
gospel of the King, illustrated by the lion. Mark
emphasizes the servant aspect of the Lord’s ministry
(the calf ). Luke presents Christ as the compassionate
Son of Man. John magnifies the deity of Christ, the
Son of God (the eagle).

Finally, the name used by these creatures, “Lord
God Almighty,” emphasizes the power of God. As
mentioned in chapter 1, the name Almighty is used
nine times in Revelation. The only other such usage in
the New Testament is 2 Corinthians 6:18, but it is
found at least thirty-one times in Job, a book that mag-
nifies the power of God in nature.

Out of the throne—storm signals (v. 5a). “And
from the throne proceed flashes of lightning and
sounds and peals of thunder” (nasb). These are indica-
tions of a coming storm and reminders of God’s
awesome power (see Ex. 9:23, 28; 19:16). These “storm
signals” will be repeated during the time of judgment,
always proceeding from the throne and temple of God
(Rev. 8:5; 11:19; 16:18). God has indeed prepared His
throne for judgment (Ps. 9:7; note also 77:18).

Our world does not like to think of God as a God
of judgment. They prefer to look at the rainbow
around the throne and ignore the lightning and thun-
der out of the throne. He certainly is a God of grace,
but His grace reigns through righteousness (Rom. 5:21).
This was made clear at the cross where God manifested
both His love for sinners and His wrath against sin.

Before the throne—lamps and a sea (vv. 5b–6a).
The seven lamps connote completeness and symbolize
the Holy Spirit of God (Rev. 1:4; note also Ezek. 1:13).
John also seems to suggest in Revelation that the “heav-
enly sanctuary” follows the pattern of the earthly
tabernacle and temple (see Heb. 9:23). The parallels are
as follows:

There is no temple in heaven in a material sense. All
of heaven is God’s sanctuary for those who serve before
His holy throne (Rev. 7:15). However, John indicates
in Revelation 15:5–8 that there is a special “sanctuary”
of God (note also Rev. 11:19). In the eternal state,
there will be no temple (Rev. 21:22).

Earthly temple Heavenly sanctuary

Holy of Holies The throne of God
Seven-branched candle-

stick
Seven lamps of fire

before the throne
Bronze laver Sea of glass
Cherubim over the 

mercy seat
Four living creatures

around the throne
Priests Elders (kings and

priests)
Brazen altar Altar (Rev. 6:9–11)
Incense altar Incense altar (Rev.

8:3–5)
Ark of the covenant Ark of the covenant

(Rev. 11:19)
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A pure crystal sea symbolizes God’s holiness, and
the mingled fire speaks of His holy judgment. The
crystal “firmament” in Ezekiel’s vision also comes to
mind (Ezek. 1:22); it was the foundation for God’s
throne. We shall meet this “sea of glass” again in
Revelation 15 where it is connected with Israel’s victory
over Egypt.

Praise to the throne (vv. 9–11). Whenever the liv-
ing creatures glorified God, the elders would fall before
the throne and praise Him. The book of Revelation is
filled with hymns of praise (Rev. 4:8, 11; 5:9–13;
7:12–17; 11:15–18; 12:10–12; 15:3–4; 16:5–7;
18:2–8; 19:2–6). The emphasis on praise is significant
when you remember that John wrote this book to
encourage people who were going through suffering
and persecution!

The theme of this hymn is God the Creator, while in
Revelation 5 the elders praise God the Redeemer. The
praise in Revelation 4 is given to the Father on the
throne, while in Revelation 5 it is directed to the Son
(the Lamb) before the throne. The closing hymn (Rev.
5:13) is expressed to both, another proof of the deity of
Jesus Christ.

If the twenty-four elders typify the people of God
in heaven, then we must ask, “Why should God’s peo-
ple praise God the Creator?” If the heavens are
declaring the glory of God, why shouldn’t God’s heav-
enly people join the chorus? Creation bears constant
witness to the power, wisdom, and glory of God (Ps.
19). Acknowledging the Creator is the first step toward
trusting the Redeemer (see Acts 14:8–18; 17:22–31).
“All things were created by Him [Christ] and for
Him… and by Him all things consist [hold together]”
(Col. 1:16–17).

But sinful man worships and serves the creature
rather than the Creator, and this is idolatry (Rom.
1:25). Furthermore, sinful man has polluted and
destroyed God’s wonderful creation, and he is going to
pay for it (see Rev. 11:18). Creation is for God’s praise
and pleasure, and man has no right to usurp that which
rightfully belongs to God. Man plunged creation into
sin, so that God’s good creation (Gen. 1:31) is today a
groaning creation (Rom. 8:22), but because of Christ’s
work on the cross, it will one day be delivered and
become a glorious creation (Rev. 8:18–24).

It is unfortunate that the church today often neg-
lects to worship the God of creation. The real answer
to the ecological problem is not financial or legal, but
spiritual. It is only when man acknowledges the
Creator and begins to use creation to God’s glory that
the problems will be solved.

They Worship the Redeemer (5)
The focus of attention now shifts to a seven-sealed
scroll in the hand of God. The scroll could not be read
because it was rolled up and sealed (like a Roman will)
with seven seals. John could see writing on both sides
of the scroll, which meant that nothing more could be
added. What was written was completed and final.

The scroll represents Christ’s “title deed” to all that
the Father promised Him because of His sacrifice on
the cross. “Ask of me, and I shall give thee the heathen
[nations] for thine inheritance, and the uttermost parts
of the earth for thy possession” (Ps. 2:8). Jesus Christ is
the “Heir of all things” (Heb. 1:2). He is our beloved
“Kinsman-Redeemer” who was willing to give His life
to set us free from bondage and to restore our lost
inheritance (see Lev. 25:23–46; the book of Ruth; Jer.
32:6–15).

As Christ removed the seals, various dramatic
events took place. The seventh seal introduced the
seven trumpet judgments (Rev. 8:1–2). Then, when
the seventh trumpet had blown, the great day of God’s
wrath was announced, ushering in the “vial [bowl]
judgments” that brought to a climax the wrath of God
(Rev. 11:15ff.; 15:1). It is possible that the trumpet
judgments were written on one side of the scroll and
the bowl judgments on the other.

A title deed or will can be opened only by the
appointed heir, and this is Jesus Christ. No one in all
the universe could be found worthy enough to break
the seals. No wonder John wept, for he realized that
God’s glorious redemption plan for mankind could
never be completed until the scroll was opened. The
redeemer had to be near of kin, willing to redeem, and
able to redeem. Jesus Christ meets all of the qualifica-
tions. He became flesh, so He is our Kinsman. He loves
us and is willing to redeem, and He paid the price, so
He is able to redeem.

Now we are able to enter into the worship experi-
ence described in the remainder of Revelation 5. And
we’ll discover four compelling reasons why we worship
Jesus Christ.

Because of who He is (vv. 5–7). Three unique
titles are given to our Lord to describe who He is. First,
He is the Lion of the tribe of Judah. The reference here
is to Genesis 49:8–10, where Jacob prophetically gave
the scepter to Judah and made it the tribe of the kings.
(God never meant for Saul to establish a dynasty,
because he came from the tribe of Benjamin. God used
him to discipline Israel because the people asked for a
king; then He gave them David from the tribe of
Judah.)

The image of “the lion” speaks of dignity, sover-
eignty, courage, and victory. Jesus Christ is the only
living Jew who can prove His kingship from the
genealogical records. “Son of David” was a title often
used when He was ministering on earth (see Matt. 1).

But He is also the Root of David, which means He
brought David (and David’s line) into existence. As far
as His humanity is concerned, Jesus had His roots in
David (Isa. 11:1, 10), but as far as His deity is con-
cerned, Jesus is the Root of David. This speaks, of
course, of our Lord’s eternality; He is indeed the
“Ancient of Days.” How the Messiah could both be
David’s Lord and David’s son was a problem Jesus pre-
sented to the Pharisees, and they could not (or would
not) answer Him (Matt. 22:41–46).
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When John turned to see, he saw not a lion but a lamb!
Jesus Christ is called “the Lamb” at least twenty-eight times
in the book of Revelation (the Greek word used means “a
little pet lamb”) and the emphasis is not hard to miss.
God’s wrath is “the wrath of the Lamb” (Rev. 6:16).
Cleansing is by “the blood of the Lamb” (Rev. 7:14). The
church is “the bride of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:7; 21:9).

The theme of “the Lamb” is an important one
throughout Scripture, for it presents the person and
work of Jesus Christ, the Redeemer. The Old
Testament question, “Where is the lamb?” (Gen. 22:7)
was answered by John the Baptist who cried, “Behold
the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the
world” (John 1:29). The choirs of heaven sing,
“Worthy is the Lamb” (Rev. 5:12).

The description of the Lamb (Rev. 5:6), if produced
literally by an artist, would provide a grotesque picture,
but when understood symbolically, conveys spiritual
truth. Since seven is the number of perfection, we have
here perfect power (seven horns), perfect wisdom
(seven eyes), and perfect presence (seven Spirits in all
the earth). The theologians would call these qualities
omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence; and all
three are attributes of God. The Lamb is God the Son,
Christ Jesus!

We worship Jesus Christ because of who He is. But
there is a second reason why we worship Him.

Because of where He is (v. 6). To begin with,
Jesus is in heaven. He is not in the manger, in
Jerusalem, on the cross, or in the tomb. He is ascended
and exalted in heaven. What an encouragement this is
to suffering Christians, to know that their Savior has
defeated every enemy and is now controlling events
from glory! He too suffered, but God turned His suf-
fering into glory.

But where is Christ in heaven? He is in the midst.
The Lamb is the center of all that transpires in heaven.
All creation centers in Him (the four living creatures),
as do all of God’s people (the elders). The angels
around the throne encircle the Savior and praise Him.

He is also at the throne. Some sentimental Christian
poetry and hymnody dethrones our Savior and empha-
sizes only His earthly life. These poems and songs
glamorize “the gentle Carpenter” or “the humble
Teacher,” but they fail to exalt the risen Lord! We do
not worship a babe in a manger or a corpse on a cross.
We worship the living, reigning Lamb of God who is
in the midst of all in heaven.

Because of what He does (vv. 8–10). When the
Lamb came and took the scroll (see Dan. 7:13–14), the
weeping ended and the praising began. God’s people
and the representatives of God’s creation joined their
voices in a new song of praise. Note that praise and
prayer were united, for incense is a picture of prayer ris-
ing to the throne of God (Ps. 141:2; Luke 1:10). We
shall meet the “incense prayers” of the saints again
(Rev. 6:9–11; 8:1–6).

What kind of song did they sing? To begin with, it
was a worship hymn, for they said, “Thou art worthy!”

To worship means “to ascribe worth,” and Jesus alone is
worthy. When I was in the pastorate, I tried to open
each morning worship service with a hymn that lifted
the congregation’s minds and hearts upward to the
Lord Jesus Christ. Too many contemporary songs are
“I” centered rather than “Christ” centered. They so
emphasize the believer’s experience that they almost
ignore the Lord’s glory. Certainly there is a place for
that kind of song, but nothing can compare with ador-
ing Christ in spiritual worship.

But this song was also a gospel song! “Thou wast
slain, and hast redeemed us [some texts read them] by
thy blood.” The word translated slain means “violently
slain” (Rev. 5:6). Heaven sings about the cross and the
blood! I read about a denomination that revised its offi-
cial hymnal and removed all songs about the blood of
Christ. That hymnal could never be used in heaven,
because there they glorify the Lamb slain for the sins of
the world.

In Genesis 22, a ram was substituted for Isaac, a
picture of Christ giving His life for the individual (see
Gal. 2:20). At Passover, the lamb was slain for each
family (Ex. 12:3). Isaiah states that Jesus died for the
nation of Israel (Isa. 53:8; see also John 11:49–52). John
affirms that the Lamb died for the whole world! (John
1:29) The more you meditate on the power and scope
of Christ’s work on the cross, the more humbled and
worshipful you become.

This song was also a missionary song. Sinners were
redeemed “out of every kindred, and tongue, and peo-
ple, and nation” (Rev. 5:9). Kindred refers to a common
ancestor and tongue to a common language. People
means a common race, and nation a common rule or
government. God loves a whole world (John 3:16), and
His desire is that the message of redemption be taken
to a whole world (Matt. 28:18–20).

Perhaps you heard about the Christian who was
against foreign missions but somehow happened to
attend a missionary rally. When they passed the offer-
ing plate, he told the usher, “I don’t believe in
missions!” “Then take something out,” said the usher.
“It’s for the heathen.”

This heavenly hymn was also a devotional hymn, for
it announced our unique position in Christ as “a king-
dom of priests.” Like Melchizedek of old, believers are
kings and priests (Gen. 14:17ff.; Heb. 7; 1 Peter
2:5–10). The veil of the temple was torn when Jesus
died, and the way is opened to God (Heb. 10:19–25).
We “reign in life” as we yield to Christ and allow His
Spirit to work in us (Rom. 5:17).

Finally, this song was a prophetic hymn: “We shall
reign on the earth” (Rev. 5:10). When Jesus Christ
returns to earth, He will establish His righteous king-
dom for 1,000 years, and we shall reign with Him
(Rev. 20:1–6). The prayers of the saints, “Thy king-
dom come!” will then be fulfilled. Creation shall
then be set free from bondage to sin (Isa. 11:1–10;
Rom. 8:17–23), and Christ shall reign in justice and
power.
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B.The tribulation on earth—6—19
1. The first half—6—9

What a marvelous hymn! How rich would be our
worship if only we would blend all these truths in hon-
oring Him!

Because of what He has (vv. 11–14). In this clos-
ing burst of praise, all the angels and every creature in
the universe joined together to worship the Redeemer.
What a cascade of harmony John heard! In this hymn,
they stated those things that Jesus Christ deserved to
receive because of His sacrificial death on the cross.
When He was on earth, people did not ascribe these
things to Him, for many of these things He deliberately
laid aside in His humiliation.

He was born in weakness and died in weakness, but
He is the recipient of all power. He became the poorest
of the poor (2 Cor. 8:9), and yet He owns all the riches
of heaven and earth. Men laughed at Him and called
Him a fool, yet He is the very wisdom of God (1 Cor.
1:24; Col. 2:3).

He shared in the sinless weaknesses of humanity as
He hungered, thirsted, and became weary. Today in
glory, He possesses all strength. On earth, He experi-
enced humiliation and shame as sinners ridiculed and
reviled Him. They laughed at His kingship and attired
Him in a mock robe, crown, and scepter. But all of
that is changed now! He has received all honor and
glory!

And blessing! He became a curse for us on the cross
(Gal. 3:13), so that we can never be under the curse of
the broken law. (Some translations read “praise” instead
of “blessing,” but the Greek word carries both mean-
ings.) He is worthy of all praise!

The worship service climaxed with the entire uni-
verse praising the Lamb of God and the Father seated
on the throne!

And there was even a loud “Amen!” from the four
living creatures! In heaven, we are permitted to say
“Amen!”

Keep in mind that all of this praise centered on the
Lord Jesus Christ, the Redeemer. It is not Christ the
Teacher, but Christ the Savior, who is the theme of
their worship. While an unconverted person could
praise the Creator, he certainly could not sincerely
praise the Redeemer.

All of heaven’s praise came because the Lamb took
the scroll from the Father’s hand. God’s great eternal
plan would now be fulfilled and creation would be set
free from the bondage of sin and death. One day the
Lamb will break the seals and put in motion events that
will eventually lead to His coming to earth and the
establishment of His kingdom.

As you share in these heavenly worship services, do
you find your own heart saying “Amen!” to what they
have sung? You may believe in Christ as the Creator,
but have you trusted Him as your Redeemer?

If not, will you do so right now?
“Behold, I stand at the door and knock: if any man

hear my voice, and open the door, I will come in to
him, and will sup with him, and he with me” (Rev.
3:20).

CHAPTER FIVE
Revelation 6—7

THE SEALS AND THE SEALED

The worship described in Revelation 4—5 is
preparation for the wrath described in Revelation
6—19. It seems strange to us that worship and

judgment should go together, but this is because we
do not fully understand either the holiness of God or
the sinfulness of man. Nor do we grasp the total pic-
ture of what God wants to accomplish and how the
forces of evil have opposed Him. God is longsuffer-
ing, but eventually He must judge sin and vindicate
His servants.

According to Daniel 9:27, seven years are assigned
to Israel in God’s prophetic calendar, beginning with
the signing of an agreement with the world dictator
(the Antichrist), and ending with Christ’s return to
earth to judge evil and establish His kingdom. It is this
period that is described in Revelation 6—19. By refer-
ring to John’s outline (Rev. 1), you will see that his
description is in three parts: the first three and a half
years (Rev. 6—9), the events at the middle of the
period (Rev. 10—14), and the last three and a half
years (Rev. 15—19).

What is so significant about the middle of the
tribulation? That is when the Antichrist breaks his
covenant with Israel and becomes their persecutor
instead of their protector (Dan. 9:27).

As you study these fourteen action-filled chapters,
keep in mind that John wrote to encourage God’s peo-
ple in every age of history. He was not only writing
prophecy that would be fulfilled in the end times, but he
was also writing great theology and dramatically reveal-
ing the character of God and the principles of His
kingdom. These chapters describe the cosmic conflict
between God and Satan, the New Jerusalem and
Babylon, and no matter what “key” a student may use
to unlock Revelation, he cannot help but see the
exalted King of kings as He vindicates His people and
gives victory to His overcomers.

Since the church never knows when Christ will
return, each generation must live in expectancy of His
coming. Therefore the book of Revelation must be able
to communicate truth to each generation, not just to
the people who will be alive when these events occur.
Verses like Revelation 13:9; 16:15; and 22:7, 18–20 all
indicate the timelessness of John’s message. This also
explains why the apostle used so much symbolism, for
symbols never lose their meaning. In every era of its
history, the church has had to contend with Babylon
(compare Rev. 18:4 with Jer. 50—51) and Antichrist
(see 1 John 2:18ff.). Revelation 6—19 is merely the cli-
max of this conflict.

In Revelation 6—7, John characterized the opening
days of the tribulation as a time of retribution,
response, and redemption.
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Retribution (6:1–8)
In this section, John recorded the opening of the first
four seals, and as each seal was opened, one of the four
living creatures summoned a rider on a horse. (“Come
and see” should read, “Come!”) In other words, events
take place on earth because of the sovereign direction
of God in heaven.

The horse imagery is probably related to the vision
described in Zechariah 1:7–17. Horses represent God’s
activity on earth, the forces He uses to accomplish His
divine purposes. The center of His program is Israel,
particularly the city of Jerusalem. (Jerusalem is men-
tioned thirty-nine times in Zech.) God has a covenant
purpose for Israel, and that purpose will be fulfilled just
as He promised.

Now, let’s try to identify these horses and their riders.
Antichrist (vv. 1–2). Daniel states that there is a

“prince that shall come,” who will make a covenant
with Israel to protect her from her enemies (Dan.
9:26–27). In other words, the future world dictator
begins his career as a peacemaker! He will go from vic-
tory to victory and finally control the whole world.

Some have suggested that the rider on the white
horse is actually a symbol of the “conquering Christ”
who today is defeating the forces of evil in the world.
They point to Revelation 19:11 as proof, but the
only similarity is the presence of a white horse. If this
rider is indeed Jesus Christ, it seems strange that He
should be named at the end of the book and not at the
beginning!

We would expect the Antichrist to resemble the
Christ, because Antichrist is Satan’s great imitation!
Even the Jews (who ought to know the Scriptures) will
be deceived by him (John 5:43; 2 Thess. 2:1–12). This
great deceiver will come as a peaceful leader, holding a
bow but no arrows! (Our Lord’s weapon is a sword;
Rev. 19:15.) Antichrist will solve the world’s problems
and be received as the Great Liberator.

The word for crown in Revelation 6:2 is Stephanas,
which means “the victor’s crown.” The crown that Jesus
Christ wears is diadema, “the kingly crown” (Rev.
19:12). Antichrist could never wear the diadem,
because it belongs only to the Son of God.

Certainly, there is a sense in which Jesus Christ is
conquering today, as He releases people from the
bondage of sin and Satan (Acts 26:18; Col. 1:13). But
this conquest began with His victory on the cross and
certainly did not have to wait for the opening of a seal!
We shall note later that the sequence of events in
Revelation 6 closely parallels the sequence given by our
Lord in His Olivet discourse, and the first item men-
tioned is the appearance of false Christs (Matt. 24:5).

War (vv. 3–4). Antichrist’s conquest begins in
peace, but soon he exchanges the empty bow for a
sword. The color red is often associated with terror and
death: the red dragon (Rev. 12:3), the red beast (Rev.
17:3). It is a picture of wanton bloodshed. War has
been a part of man’s experience since Cain killed Abel,
so this image would speak to believers in every age,

reminding them that God is ultimately in control, even
though He is not responsible for the lawless deeds of
men and nations.

Famine (w. 5–6). The color black is often con-
nected with famine (Jer. 14:1–2; Lam. 5:10). Famine
and war go together. A shortage of food will always
drive up prices and force the government to ration
what is available. “To eat bread by weight” is a Jewish
phrase indicating that food is scarce (Lev. 26:26). A
penny (denarius) a day was a standard wage for labor-
ers (Matt. 20:2), but, of course, it had much greater
buying power than the common penny does today. A
“measure” of wheat was about two pints, sufficient for
the daily needs of one person. Ordinarily, a person
could buy eight to twelve measures for a penny, and
much more of barley, which was the cheaper grain.

However, during the tribulation, a man will have to
work all day just to secure food for himself! There will
be nothing for his family! At the same time, the rich
will be enjoying plenty of oil and wine. No wonder
Antichrist will eventually be able to control the econ-
omy (Rev. 13:17) as he promises to feed the hungry
masses.

Death (vv. 7–8). John saw two personages: Death
riding a pale horse and hades (the realm of the dead)
following him. Christ has the keys of death and hades
(Rev. 1:18), and both will one day be cast into hell
(Rev. 20:14). Death claims the body while hades claims
the soul of the dead (Rev. 20:13). John saw these ene-
mies going forth to claim their prey, armed with
weapons of the sword, hunger, pestilence (death), and
wild beasts. In ancient times, hunger, pestilence, and
the ravages of beasts would be expected to accompany
war (note also Jer. 15:2; 24:10; Ezek. 14:21).

Conquering tyrants who bring the world war,
famine, and pestilence are certainly nothing new.
Suffering people from the days of the Roman Empire
to the most recent war can easily recognize anticipa-
tions of these four dreaded horsemen. This is why the
book of Revelation has been a source of encouragement
to suffering believers throughout history. As they see
the Lamb opening the seals, they realize that God is in
control and that His purposes will be accomplished.

Response (6:9–17)
John recorded two responses to the opening of the
seals, one in heaven and the other on earth.

The martyrs (vv. 9–11). When the Old Testament
priest presented an animal sacrifice, the victim’s blood
was poured out at the base of the brazen altar (Lev. 4:7,
18, 25, 30). In Old Testament imagery, blood repre-
sents life (Lev. 17:11). So, here in Revelation, the souls
of the martyrs “under the altar” indicates that their lives
were given sacrificially to the glory of God. The apos-
tle Paul had the same idea in mind when he wrote
Philippians 2:17 and 2 Timothy 4:6.

The Greek word martus, which gives us our English
word martyr, simply means “a witness” (see Rev. 2:13;
17:6). These saints were slain by the enemy because of

Revelation 6

1053



their witness to the truth of God and the message of
Jesus Christ. The forces of Antichrist do not accept the
truth, because Satan wants them to be deceived and
accept his lies (see Rev. 19:20; 20:10; also 2 Thess.
2:9–12).

Since their murderers are still alive on earth, these
martyrs are apparently from the early part of the tribu-
lation. But they represent all who have laid down their
lives for Jesus Christ and the cause of God’s truth, and
they are an encouragement to all today who may be
called to follow them. They assure us that the souls of
the martyrs are in heaven, awaiting the resurrection
(Rev. 20:4), and that they are at rest, robed in heavenly
glory.

But is it “Christian” for these martyred saints to pray
for vengeance on their murderers? After all, both Jesus
and Stephen prayed that God would forgive those who
killed them. I have no doubt that, when they were slain
on earth, these martyrs also prayed for their slayers, and
this is the right thing to do (Matt. 5:10–12, 43–48).

The great question, however, was not whether their
enemies would be judged, but when. “How long, O
Lord?” has been the cry of God’s suffering people
throughout the ages (see Ps. 74:9–10; 79:5; 94:3–4;
also Hab. 1:2). The saints in heaven know that God
will eventually judge sin and establish righteousness in
the earth, but they do not know God’s exact schedule.
It is not personal revenge that they seek, but vindica-
tion of God’s holiness and the establishment of God’s
justice. Every believer today who sincerely prays, “Thy
kingdom come!” is echoing their petition.

God made clear to these martyrs that their sacrifice
was an appointment, not an accident, and that others
would join them. Even in the death of His people, God
is in control (Ps. 116:15); so there is nothing to fear.

Many others would be slain for their faith before
the Lord would return and establish His kingdom (see
Rev. 11:7; 12:11; 14:13; and 20:4–5). Then as today, it
appears that the enemy is winning, but God will have
the last word. Even in our “enlightened” twentieth cen-
tury, multiplied thousands of true believers have laid
down their lives for Christ; certainly they will receive
the crown of life (Rev. 2:10).

The earth-dwellers (vv. 12–17). The martyrs
cried, “Avenge us!” but the unbelievers on earth will
cry, “Hide us!” The opening of the sixth seal will pro-
duce worldwide convulsions and catastrophes,
including the first of three great earthquakes (Rev.
6:12; 11:13; 16:18–19). All of nature will be affected:
the sun, moon, and stars, as well as the heavens, the
mountains, and the islands. Compare this scene with
Joel 2:30–31 and 3:15 as well as with Isaiah 13:9–10
and 34:2–4.

Even though John wrote using symbolic language,
these verses describe a scene that would frighten even
the most courageous person. People will try to hide
from the face of God and from the face of the Lamb!
Imagine wanting to hide from a lamb! I once heard Dr.
Vance Havner say that the day would come when the

most expensive piece of real estate would be a hole in
the ground, and he was right.

We will see more of “the wrath of God” as we
progress through Revelation (Rev. 11:18; 14:10; 16:19;
19:15). We will also encounter the wrath of Satan (Rev.
12:17) and the wrath of the nations as they oppose God
(Rev. 11:18). If men and women will not yield to the
love of God and be changed by the grace of God, then
there is no way for them to escape the wrath of God.

Rank and wealth will not deliver anyone in that ter-
rible day. John’s list included kings, captains, and
slaves, the rich and the poor. “Who shall be able to
stand?”

The phrase “wrath of the Lamb” seems a paradox.
“Wrath of the lion” would be more consistent. We are
so accustomed to emphasizing the meekness and gen-
tleness of Christ (Matt. 11:28–30) that we forget His
holiness and justice. The same Christ who welcomed
the children also drove the merchants from the temple.
God’s wrath is not like a child’s temper tantrum or
punishment meted out by an impatient parent. God’s
wrath is the evidence of His holy love for all that is
right and His holy hatred for all that is evil. Only a soft
and sentimental person would want to worship a God
who did not deal justly with evil in the world.

Furthermore, the people mentioned here are
impenitent. They refuse to submit to God’s will. They
would rather hide from God in fear (remember Adam
and Eve?) than run to Him in faith. They are proof that
judgment by itself does not change the human heart.
Not only will men seek to hide from God, but they will
blaspheme Him as well (Rev. 16:9, 11, 21)!

But is there any hope for believers during this terri-
ble time of judgment? And what about God’s special
people, the Jews, who made a covenant with the
Antichrist? Certainly people will trust the Lord even
after the church is taken to heaven, but how will they
manage? We turn to Revelation 7 for some of the
answers.

But before considering John’s third theme in this
section—redemption—we must note the parallels that
exist between Christ’s prophetic words recorded in
Matthew 24 and what John wrote in Revelation 6. The
following summary outline makes this clear.

Matthew 24 Revelation 6

False Christs (vv. 4–5) White horse rider (vv.
1–2)

Wars (v. 6) Red horse—war (vv.
3–4)

Famines (v. 7a) Black horse—famine
(vv. 5–6)

Death (vv. 7b–8) Pale horse—death (vv.
7–8)

Martyrs (v. 9) Martyrs under the altar
(vv. 9–11)

Worldwide chaos (vv.
10–13)

Worldwide chaos (vv.
12–17)
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Matthew 24:14 introduces the preaching of the
gospel of the kingdom throughout the whole world,
and this may well be where Revelation 7 fits in. God
may use the sealed 144,000 Jews to share His Word
with the world, resulting in the salvation of multitudes.

Redemption (7:1–17)
It is important that we contrast the two groups of peo-
ple described in this chapter.

While we are not told explicitly in Scripture that
the 144,000 Jews are God’s special witnesses, and that
the Gentile host is saved through their ministry, this
appears to be a logical deduction; otherwise, why are
they associated in this chapter? The parallel with
Matthew 24:14 also indicates that the 144,000 will
witness for the Lord during the tribulation.

The sealed Jews (vv. 1–8). Angels are associated
with the forces of nature: the wind (Rev. 7:1), fire
(Rev. 14:18), and water (Rev. 16:5). Stopping the
winds implies a “lull before the storm.” God controls
all of nature. During the day of His wrath, He will
use the forces of nature to judge mankind. The
phrase “four corners of the earth” is no more “unsci-
entific” here than it is in Isaiah 11:12 or the daily
newspaper.

In Scripture, a seal indicates ownership and protec-
tion. Today, God’s people are sealed by the Holy Spirit
(Eph. 1:13–14). This is God’s guarantee that we are
saved and safe, and that He will one day take us to
heaven. The 144,000 Jews will receive the Father’s
name as their seal (Rev. 14:1), in contrast to the “mark
of the beast” that Antichrist will give those who follow
him (Rev. 13:17; 14:11; 16:2; 19:20).

This seal will protect these chosen Jews from the
judgments that will “hurt the earth and the sea” (Rev.
7:2), and occur when the first four angels blow their
trumpets (Rev. 8). The judgments are intensified when
the horrible locusts are released from the pit (Rev.
9:1–4). Protected from these awesome judgments, the
144,000 will be able to do their work and glorify the
Lord.

In every age, God has had His faithful remnant.
Elijah thought he was alone, but God had 7,000 who
were yet faithful to Him (1 Kings 19:18). The sealing
described in Revelation 7 certainly has its background
in Ezekiel 9:1–7, where the faithful were sealed before
God’s judgment fell. So, while these 144,000 Jews are
an elect people in the last days with a special task from
God, they also symbolize God’s faithful elect in every
age of history.

The number 144,000 is significant because it signi-

fies perfection and completeness (144 = 12 x 12). Some
see here the completeness of all God’s people: the twelve
tribes of Israel (Old Testament saints) and the twelve
apostles (New Testament saints). This may be a good
application of this passage, but it is not the basic inter-
pretation, for we are told that these 144,000 are all
Jews, and even their tribes are named.

A man once told me he was one of the 144,000; so
I asked him, “To which tribe do you belong, and can
you prove it?” Of course, he could not prove it, no
more than a Jew today can prove the tribe from which
he or she descended. The genealogical records have all
been destroyed. Even the fact that ten of the tribes were
taken by the Assyrians and “lost” is no problem to
God. He knows His people and their whereabouts (see
Matt. 19:28; Acts 26:7; James 1:1).

This is not to say that our literal interpretation of
this passage is not without problems. Why is Levi
included when it had no inheritance with the other
tribes (Num. 18:20–24; Josh. 13:14)? Why is Joseph
named but not his son Ephraim, who is usually con-
nected with his brother Manasseh? Finally, why is the
tribe of Dan omitted here and yet included in Ezekiel’s
list for the apportionment of the land (Ezek. 48:1)?
Many suggestions have been made, but we do not
know the answers. Even if we interpreted this passage
in a spiritual sense (i.e., Israel is the church), we would
be no more certain. We must permit God to know “the
secret things,” and not allow our ignorance of them to
hinder us from obeying what we do know (Deut.
29:29).

The saved Gentiles (vv. 9–17). You cannot read
the book of Revelation without developing a global
outlook, for the emphasis is on what God does for peo-
ple in the whole world. The Lamb died to redeem
people “out of every kindred, and tongue, and people,
and nation” (Rev. 5:9). The great multitudes pictured
here came from “all nations, and kindreds, and people,
and tongues” (Rev. 7:9). “Go ye into all the world, and
preach the gospel to every creature” was our Lord’s
mandate (Mark 16:15).

There is no doubt as to who this multitude is,
because one of the elders explained it to John (Rev.
7:14): they are Gentiles who have been saved through
faith in Christ during the tribulation. (We will meet
this same group again in Rev. 14.) While today, in most
parts of the world, it is relatively easy to confess Christ,
this will not be the case during the tribulation, at least
during the last half of it. Then, unless persons wear the
“mark of the beast,” they will not be able to buy or sell,
and this would leave them without even life’s bare
necessities. Revelation 7:16 indicates that they suffered
hunger (see Rev. 13:17), thirst (see Rev. 16:4), and lack
of shelter. (On the heat of the sun, see Rev. 16:8–9.)

The fact that they are standing before the throne
and not seated around it indicates that these people are
not identified with the twenty-four elders. In fact, John
himself did not know who they were! If they had been
Old Testament believers, or the church, John would

7:1–8 7:9–17

Jews Gentiles from all nations
Numbered—144,000 Not numbered, nor

could be
Sealed on the earth Standing in heaven

before God
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have recognized them. That the elder had to tell John
who they were suggests that they are a special people,
which, indeed, they are.

Of course, in the heavenly city (Rev. 21—22), all
distinctions will cease and we shall all simply be the
people of God in glory. But while God is working out
His program in human history, distinctions still exist
between the Jews, the Gentiles, the church, and the
tribulation saints.

John gave a beautiful description of these people.
First, they were accepted, for they stood before

God’s throne and the Lamb. No doubt they had been
rejected on earth for they stood for truth at a time
when lies were popular and Satan was in charge. Their
white robes and palms symbolize victory: they were
true overcomers! The Jews used palm branches at their
Feast of Tabernacles (Lev. 23:40–43), which was a spe-
cial time of national rejoicing.

Then, they were joyful. They sang praises to the
Father and to the Lamb, and their worship was joined
by all those who surrounded the throne.

Third, they were rewarded. They had the privilege
of being before God’s throne and of serving Him.
When God’s people get to heaven, there will be work
to do! We shall be able to serve Him perfectly! The
Lamb will shepherd us and satisfy us with every good
thing (see Isa. 49:10; Rev. 21:4).

The opening of the seventh seal will introduce the
seven “trumpet judgments” (Rev. 8—11) and the
wrath of God will increase both in intensity and scope.
But before that occurs, we are assured that in His
wrath, God will remember mercy (Hab. 3:2). Despite
the wrath of God and the terror inspired by Satan and
his helpers, multitudes will be saved through the blood
of Jesus Christ. No matter what the age or dispensa-
tion. God’s way of salvation has always been the same:
faith in Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God.

Sad to say, however, multitudes during that time
will also reject the Savior and trust “the beast.” But are
there not people today who prefer Satan to Christ and
this world to the world to come? They are just as con-
demned as the tribulation sinners who receive the
“mark of the beast.”

If you have never trusted the Savior, do so now.
If you have trusted Him, then share the good news

of salvation with others that they might be delivered
from the wrath to come.

CHAPTER SIX
Revelation 8—9
BLOW THE TRUMPETS!

The seal judgments now over, the trumpet judg-
ments are about to begin. These will be followed
by the bowl (vial) judgments, culminating in the

destruction of Babylon and Christ’s return to earth.
Note that from the seals to the trumpets to the bowls,

the judgments increase in their intensity. Note also that
the trumpet and the bowl judgments touch on the
same areas, as the following summary illustrates:

The Trumpets The Judgment The Bowls 
1.  8:1–7 The earth 16:1–2
2.  8:8–9 The sea 16:3
3.  8:10–11 The rivers 16:4–7
4.  8:12–13 The heavens 16:8–9
5.  9:1–2 Mankind—torment 16:10–11
6.  9:13–21 An army 16:12–16
7.  11:15–19 Angry nations 16:17–21

The trumpet judgments are released during the first
half of the tribulation, and the bowl judgments during
the last half, which is also called “the wrath of God”
(Rev. 14:10; 15:7). The trumpet judgments parallel the
plagues that God sent on the land of Egypt. And why
not? After all, the whole world will be saying, as did
Pharaoh, “Who is the Lord that we should serve Him?”

The opening of the seventh seal, and the blowing of
the first six trumpets, brought about three dramatic
results.

Preparation (8:1–6)
This preparation involves two factors: silence (Rev. 8:1)
and supplication (Rev. 8:2–6).

The hosts in heaven had just worshipped the Father
and the Lamb with a tremendous volume of praise
(Rev. 7:10–12). But when the Lamb opened the sev-
enth seal, heaven was silent for about thirty minutes.
John does not tell us what caused the silence, but sev-
eral possibilities exist. The scroll had now been opened
completely, and perhaps even turned over, and all of
heaven could see God’s glorious plan unfolding.
Perhaps the heavenly hosts were simply awestruck at
what they saw.

Certainly, this silence was “the lull before the
storm,” for God’s intensified judgments were about to
be hurled to the earth. “Hold thy peace at the presence
of the Lord God: for the day of the Lord is at hand”
(Zeph. 1:7; note also vv. 14–18, especially v. 16, “A day
of the trumpet”). “Be silent, O all flesh, before the
Lord: for he is raised up out of his holy habitation”
(Zech. 2:13). “The Lord is in his holy temple: let all
the earth keep silence before him” (Hab. 2:20).

During this silence, the seven angels were given
trumpets, significant to John, because he was a Jew and
understood the place of trumpets in Israel’s national
life. According to Numbers 10, trumpets had three
important uses: they called me people together (Num.
10:1–8); they announced war (Num. 10:9); and they
announced special times (Num. 10:10). The trumpet
sounded at Mount Sinai when the law was given (Ex.
19:16–19), and trumpets were blown when the king
was anointed and enthroned (1 Kings 1:34, 39). Of
course, everyone familiar with the Old Testament
would remember the trumpets at the conquest of
Jericho (Josh. 6:13–16).
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The voice of the Lord Jesus Christ sounded to John
like a trumpet (Rev. 1:10). The voice of a trumpet sum-
moned John to heaven (Rev. 4:1), and some relate this
to the promise of the rapture of the church given in 1
Thessalonians 4:13–18. Sounding seven trumpets cer-
tainly would announce a declaration of war, as well as
the fact that God’s anointed King was enthroned in
glory and about to judge His enemies (Ps. 2:1–5). As
trumpets declared defeat to Jericho, they will ulti-
mately bring defeat to Babylon.

The awesome silence was followed by the actions of
a special angel at the golden altar in heaven (see Rev.
9:13; 14:18; 16:7). In the tabernacle and temple, the
golden altar stood before the veil and was used for
burning incense (Ex. 30:1–10). This was the ministry
Zacharias was performing when the angel told him that
he and Elizabeth would have a son (Luke 1:5ff.).
Burning incense on this altar was a picture of prayer
ascending to God (Ps. 141:2).

The “prayers of the saints” (Rev. 8:4) are not the
prayers of a special group of people in heaven who have
arrived at “sainthood.” To begin with, all God’s chil-
dren are saints—set apart for God—through faith in
Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 1:1; 9:1, 12; 13:13). And there is
no definite teaching in the Scriptures that people in
heaven pray for believers on earth, or that we can direct
our prayers to God through them. We pray to the
Father through the Son, for He alone is worthy (Rev.
5:3). For centuries, God’s people have been praying,
“Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done!” and now
those prayers are about to be answered. Likewise, the
tribulation martyrs prayed for God to vindicate them
(Rev. 6:9–11), a common plea of David in the Psalms
(see Ps. 7; 26; 35; 52; 55; and 58 for example). These
“imprecatory psalms” are not expressions of selfish per-
sonal vengeance, but rather cries for God to uphold
His holy law and vindicate His people.

On the great day of Atonement, the high priest
would put incense on the coals in the censer and, with
the blood of the sacrifice, enter the Holy of Holies
(Lev. 16:11–14). But in this scene, the angel put the
incense on the altar (presented the prayers before God)
and then cast the coals from the altar to the earth! The
parallel in Ezekiel 10 indicates that this symbolized
God’s judgment, and the effects described in
Revelation 8:5 substantiate this view. A storm is about
to begin (see Rev. 4:5; 11:19; 16:18)!

Like it or not, the prayers of God’s people are
involved in the judgments that He sends. The throne
and the altar are related. The purpose of prayer, it has
often been said, is not to get man’s will done in heaven,
but to get God’s will done on earth—even if that will
involves judgment. True prayer is serious business, so
we had better not move the altar too far from the
throne!

Desolation (8:7–13)
The first four trumpet judgments are “natural” in that
they affect the land, the saltwater, the fresh water, and

the heavenly bodies. The fifth and sixth judgments
involve the release of demonic forces that first torment,
and then kill. The last of the trumpet judgments (Rev.
11:15–19) creates a crisis among all the nations of the
world.

Desolation on earth (v. 7). “Hail and fire mingled
with blood” reminds us of the seventh plague that God
sent against Egypt (Ex. 9:18–26). The prophet Joel also
promised “blood and fire” in the last days (Joel 2:30).
Since this is a supernatural judgment, it is not neces-
sary to try to explain how hail, fire, and blood become
mingled. “Fire” could refer to the lightning of a severe
electrical storm.

The target for this judgment is green vegetation,
the trees and the grass, one third of which is burned up.
One can well imagine how this would affect not only
the balance of nature, but also the food supply. The
Greek word for trees usually means “fruit trees,” and the
destruction of pasture lands would devastate the meat
and milk industries.

Desolation in the seas (vv. 8–9). Turning water
into blood reminds us of the first Egyptian plague
(Ex. 7:19–21). Note that John did not say that an
actual burning mountain was cast out of heaven, but
that the fiery object was like a great mountain. A
triple judgment resulted: a third part of the saltwater
turned to blood, a third part of the marine life died,
and a third of the ships were destroyed. This will be
an ecological and an economic disaster of unprece-
dented proportions.

Considering that the oceans occupy about three
fourths of the earth’s surface, you can imagine the
extent of this judgment. The pollution of the water and
the death of so many creatures would greatly affect the
balance of life in the oceans, and this would undoubt-
edly lead to further insoluble problems. As of January
1, 1981 there were 24,867 ocean-going merchant ships
registered. Imagine the shock waves that would hit the
shipping industry if 8,289 valuable ships were sud-
denly destroyed! And what about their cargoes!

Some interpreters take “the sea” to mean the
Mediterranean Sea. However, this would make a rela-
tively small impact on the world, since the
Mediterranean covers only 969,100 square miles and
averages just 5,000 feet deep. It is likely that all the
major bodies of saltwater are included in this judgment.

Desolation in the fresh water (vv. 10–11). God’s
wrath next reaches inland and touches the rivers and
fountains of water (wells and sources of the rivers),
making the fresh water taste bitter like wormwood.
The National Geographic Society lists about 100 prin-
cipal rivers in the world, ranging in length from the
Amazon (4,000 miles long) to the Rio de la Plata (150
miles long). The U.S. Geological Survey reports thirty
large rivers in the United States, beginning with the
mighty Mississippi (3,710 miles long). One third of
these rivers, and their sources, will become so bitterly
polluted that drinking their water could produce
death.
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God has His stars numbered and named (Job
9:9–10). It is likely that this fallen star is molten and
that, as it nears the earth, it begins to disintegrate and
fall into the various bodies of water. If a star actually
struck the earth, our globe would be destroyed; so this
star must “come apart” as it enters the atmosphere. Of
course, this event is a divinely controlled judgment;
therefore, we must not try to limit it by the known laws
of science.

The word translated “wormwood” gives us our
English word absinthe, which is a popular liqueur in
some countries of the world. The word means
“undrinkable,” and in the Old Testament was synony-
mous with sorrow and great calamity. Jeremiah, “the
Weeping Prophet,” often used it (Jer. 9:15; 23:15;
Lam. 3:15, 19), and so did Amos (Amos 5:7, “those
who turn justice into wormwood” nasb). Moses
warned that idolatry would bring sorrow to Israel, like
a root producing wormwood (Deut. 29:18). Solomon
warned that immorality might seem pleasant, but in
the end, it produces bitterness like wormwood (Prov.
5:4).

If the people who drink from these waters are in
danger of dying, what must happen to the fish and
other creatures that live in these waters? And what
would happen to the vegetation near these rivers? If the
ecologists are worried about the deadly consequences
of water pollution today, what will they think when the
third trumpet blows?

There is no direct parallel here to any of the plagues
of Egypt. However, after the Exodus, Israel encoun-
tered bitter waters at Marah (which means “bitter”)
and Moses had to purify the water supply (Ex.
15:23–27). But no supernatural purification will be
available during the tribulation.

Desolation in the heavens (vv. 12–13). The judg-
ments from the first three trumpets affected only a
third part of the land and waters, but this fourth judg-
ment affects the entire world. Why? Because it gets to
the very source of the earth’s life and energy, the sun.
With one third less sunlight on the earth, there will be
one third less energy available to support the life sys-
tems of man and nature.

This judgment parallels the ninth plague in Egypt
(Ex. 10:21–23), which lasted three days. “The day of
the Lord is darkness, and not light” (Amos 5:18).
Think of the vast changes in temperatures that will
occur and how these will affect human health and food
growth.

It is possible that this particular judgment is tempo-
rary, for the fourth bowl judgment will reverse it, and
the sun’s power will be intensified (Rev. 16:8–9). Then,
at the close of the tribulation, the sun and moon will
be darkened again to announce the Savior’s return
(Matt. 24:29–30; see also Luke 21:25–28).

“Blow ye the trumpet in Zion,” said the prophet
Joel, “for the day of the Lord cometh … a day of dark-
ness and of gloominess” (Joel 2:1–2). Darkness,
indeed! Not only will nature suffer loss, but human

nature will take advantage of the long darkness and no
doubt indulge in crime and wickedness. “Everyone that
doeth evil hateth the light” (John 3:20).

At this point, a remarkable messenger will appear in
the sky, proclaiming woe to the earth’s inhabitants.
Most manuscripts have “eagle” here instead of “angel,”
but either one would certainly get people’s attention!
Could this be the eagle-like living creature that John
saw worshipping before the throne (Rev. 4:7–8)? Will
God send it on this special mission? We cannot say for
sure, but it is a possibility.

The three “woes” in Revelation 8:13 refer to the
judgments yet to come when the remaining three
angels blow their trumpets. It is as though the messen-
ger cried, “If you think this has been terrible, just wait!
The worst is yet to come!”

The phrase “inhabiters of the earth” (or “them that
dwell on the earth”) is found twelve times in Revelation
(3:10; 6:10; 8:13; 11:10 [twice]; 12:12; 13:8, 12, 14;
14:6; 17:2, 8). It means much more than “people who
live on the earth,” for that is where all living people
reside. Instead, it refers to a kind of people: those who
live for the earth and the things of the earth. These are
just the opposite of people who have their citizenship
in heaven (Phil. 3:18–21). John described this worldly
sort well in his first epistle (1 John 2:15–17), and later
in this prophecy he again makes it clear that “earth-
dwellers” are not born again (Rev. 13:8).

At the beginning of human history, heaven and
earth were united because our first parents honored
God and obeyed His will. Satan tempted them to focus
on the earth; they disobeyed God; and ever since, a
great gulf has been fixed between heaven and earth.
This chasm was bridged when the Son of God came to
earth and died for the sins of the world.

Liberation (9:1–21)
The late Dr. Wilbur M. Smith, who made the book of
Revelation his special study, once wrote: “It is probable
that, apart from the exact identification of Babylon in
Revelation 17 and 18, the meaning of the two judg-
ments in this chapter represents the most difficult
major problem in the Revelation” (Wycliffe Bible
Commentary, 1509). Revelation 9 describes two fright-
ening armies that are liberated at just the right time
and permitted to judge mankind.

The army from the pit (vv. 1–12). The “bottom-
less pit” is literally “the pit of the abyss.” Luke makes it
clear that this “pit” is the abode of the demons (Luke
8:31), and John states that Satan will be temporarily
“jailed” there during our Lord’s reign on the earth (Rev.
20:1–3). The Antichrist (i.e., “the beast”) will ascend
out of this pit (Rev. 11:7; 17:8). It is not the lake of
fire, for that is the final “prison” for Satan and all who
follow him (Rev. 20:10), but part of that hidden
underworld under the Lord’s authority. Today, the fear-
some army described here is already incarcerated,
waiting for the hour of liberation.

This fallen star is a person, the king over the beings
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in the pit (Rev. 9:11). He does not have complete
authority, for the key to the pit had to be given to him
before he could loose his army. This “star” is probably
Satan and the army, his demons (Eph. 6:10ff.). One of
the names for Satan is Lucifer, which means “bright-
ness”; he also is compared to the “morning star” (Isa.
14:12–14). Jesus said to His disciples, “I beheld Satan
as lightning fall from heaven” (Luke 10:18).

When the pit was opened, smoke emerged as
though the door of a furnace had been loosened. Jesus
compared hell to a furnace of fire (Matt 13:42, 50), an
image that ought to make people stop and think before
they jest about it. The smoke polluted the air and dark-
ened the sun, which had already been darkened when
the fourth trumpet sounded.

But it is what came out of the smoke that truly ter-
rorized mankind: an army of demons, compared to
locusts. The eighth plague in Egypt was a devastating
swarm of locusts (Ex. 10:1–20). People who have never
encountered these insects have little idea of the damage
they can do. When God wanted to judge His people,
He would sometimes send locusts to devour the har-
vests (Deut. 28:38, 42; Joel 2).

These are not literal locusts, because locusts do not
have scorpion-like stings in their tails. These creatures
do not devour the green vegetation; in fact, they are
prohibited from doing so. This demonic army is given
the assignment of tormenting all who have not been
protected by the seal of God. The 144,000 men from
the tribes of Israel would therefore escape this painful
judgment (Rev. 7:1–8). In fact, it is likely that all who
have trusted the Lord will be sealed in some special way
and protected from torment.

The normal lifespan of the locust is about five
months (May to September), and this is the length of
time that the judgment will last. These demons will
sting people and thus create such pain that their vic-
tims will actually want to die, but death will flee from
them (Jer. 8:3).

Reading the detailed description of these creatures,
we realize that John is not writing about ordinary
locusts. Yet, despite its obvious symbolism, it aptly por-
trays a powerful enemy armed for battle. With bodies
like horses but faces like men, the demons’ heads are
crowned and covered with long hair. They have teeth
like those of lions, and their skin is like a coat of mail.
When they fly, the noise is like an army of chariots
rushing by. It is unnecessary to try to “spiritualize”
these symbols, or to interpret them in light of modern
means of warfare. John is heaping image upon image to
force us to feel the horror of this judgment.

Real locusts do not have a king (Prov. 30:27), but
this army follows the rule of Satan, the angel of the
bottomless pit. His name is “Destroyer.” “The thief
[Satan] cometh not, but for to steal, and to kill, and to
destroy” (John 10:10). Real locusts are pervasive
destroyers, but this army only tortures those who do
not belong to the Lord.

As God’s people, we can be thankful that Jesus

Christ holds the keys of hell and death (Rev. 1:18) and
exercises divine authority even over Satan. God has His
timetable for all these events, and nothing will happen
too soon or too late (2 Thess. 2:6; note also Rev. 9:15).

The army from the east (vv. 13–21). It was at the
golden altar of incense that the angel offered the
prayers of the saints (Rev. 8:3–5); now from this same
altar a voice speaks, commanding that four angels be
loosed. These angels are apparently wicked, because no
holy angel would be bound. Each angel is in charge of
part of the vast army that follows them at their libera-
tion, an army of 200 million beings! The army is
released at a precise time, for a special purpose: to kill
(not just torment) a third of the world’s population.
Since a fourth of mankind has already been killed
(Rev. 6:8), this means that half of the world’s population
will be dead by the time the sixth trumpet judgment is
completed.

Are we to identify this as a literal army of men,
moving in conquest across the globe? Probably not. For
one thing, the emphasis in this paragraph is not on the
riders, but on the horses. The description cannot fit
war-horses as we know them or, for that matter, mod-
ern warfare equipment, such as tanks. To assert that
this is a literal army, and to point to some nation (such
as China) that claims to have 200 million soldiers, is to
miss the message John is seeking to convey.

The deadly power of these horses is in their mouths
and tails, not in their legs. Fire, smoke, and brimstone
issue from their mouths, and their tails are like biting
serpents. They can attack men from the front as well as
from the rear.

I take it that this is another demonic army, headed
by four fallen angels, and that all of them are today
bound by the Lord, unable to act until God gives them
permission. Why they are bound at the Euphrates
River is not explained, though that area is the cradle of
civilization (Gen. 2:14), not to mention one of the
boundaries for Israel (Gen. 15:18).

One would think that the combination of five
months of torment and then death (from fire, smoke,
and brimstone) would bring men and women to their
knees in repentance, but such is not the case. These
judgments are not remedial but retributive: God is
upholding His holy law and vindicating His suffering
people (see Rev. 6:9–11). Even a casual reading of
Revelation 9:20–21 reveals the awful wickedness of
mankind, even in the midst of God’s judgments. The
most frightening thing about Revelation 9 is not the
judgments that God sends but the sins that men persist
in committing even while God is judging them.

Consider the sins that men and women will be
committing:

Demon worship, which goes hand-in-hand with
idolatry (see 1 Cor. 10:19–21), will be the leading sin.
Satan will be at work (always under the permissive will
of God), and Satan has always wanted to be wor-
shipped (Isa. 14:12–15; Matt. 4:8–10). A great deal of
“religion” will be practiced at this time, but it will be
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2. The middle—10—14

false religion. People will worship the works of their
own hands, which could well include the buildings
they construct, the machines they make, and the cities
they build, as well as their idols.

Here are dead sinners worshipping dead gods (see
Ps. 115)! Their gods will not be able to protect or
deliver them, yet these people will continue to reject
the true God and worship Satan and idols!

Murder and theft will also be rife in those days. So
will various kinds of sexual immorality. The word trans-
lated “sorcery” is the Greek word pharmakia, which
means “the use of drugs.” Drugs are often used in
pagan religious rites and demon worship. As we see the
expansion of today’s “drug culture,” we have no prob-
lem envisioning a whole society given over to these
demonic practices.

Mankind will be breaking the first two Mosaic
commandments by making and worshipping idols. In
their murders, they will violate the sixth command-
ment, and in their thefts, the eighth. By their
fornication, they will break the seventh command-
ment. It will be an age of lawlessness with “every man
doing that which is right in his own eyes” (see Judg.
21:25).

But God is working out His plan, and neither the
sins of mankind nor the schemes of Satan will hinder
Him from accomplishing His will.

We have come now to the midpoint of the tribula-
tion (Rev. 10—14), a time during which some
important events must take place. Thus far, we have
covered about three-and-a-half years of this seven-year
period (Dan. 9:27). During this time, Antichrist began
his career as a peacemaker and a special friend to Israel,
but now, his true character will be revealed. He will
become a peace-breaker and a persecutor of the people
of God.

Things will not look bright for God’s people during
this middle stage of the prophetic journey, but they will
still be overcomers through the power of the King of
kings and Lord of lords!

CHAPTER SEVEN
Revelation 10—11
A TIME FOR TESTIMONY

Revelation 10—14 describes the events that will
occur at the middle of the seven-year tribulation.
This explains John’s repeated mention of the

three-and-a-half-year time segment in one form or
another (Rev. 11:2–3; 12:6, 14; 13:5). At the begin-
ning of this period, the Antichrist began to make his
conquest by promising to protect the Jews and assist in
their rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem. But after
three-and-a-half-years, he will break his agreement,
invade the temple, and begin to persecute the Jewish
people.

However depressing the events of this middle seg-

ment of the tribulation may be, God is not without His
witness to the world. In Revelation 10—11 are three
important testimonies: from a mighty angel (Rev.
10:1–11), from the two special witnesses (Rev. 11:1–14),
and from the elders in heaven (Rev. 11:15–19).

The Testimony of the Mighty Angel (10:1–11)
More than sixty references to angels are made in
Revelation. They are God’s army sent to accomplish
His purposes on earth. Believers today seldom think
about these servants (Heb. 1:14), but one day in
heaven we shall learn about all they did for us here.

The description of the angel (vv. 1–4). This
angel amazes us, for he has some of the characteris-
tics that belong especially to the Lord Jesus Christ.
John had seen and heard a “strong angel” (Rev. 5:2),
and the same Greek word is here translated “mighty.”
All angels excel in strength (Ps. 103:20), but appar-
ently some have greater power and authority than
others.

We first saw the rainbow around the throne of God
(Rev. 4:3); now it sits like a crown on the head of this
messenger. The rainbow was God’s sign to mankind
that He would never again destroy the world with a
flood. Even in wrath, God remembers His mercy (Hab.
3:2). Whoever this angel is, he has the authority of
God’s throne given to him.

God is often identified with clouds. God led Israel
by a glorious cloud (Ex. 16:10), and dark clouds cov-
ered Sinai when the law was given (Ex. 19:9). When
God appeared to Moses, it was in a cloud of glory (Ex.
24:15ff.; 34:5). “[He] maketh the clouds his chariot”
(Ps. 104:3). A cloud received Jesus when He ascended
to heaven (Acts 1:9), and, when He returns, it will be
with clouds (Rev. 1:7).

The fact that the angel’s face is “as the sun” corre-
sponds to the description of Jesus Christ in Revelation
1:16; his feet correspond to the Lord’s description in
Revelation 1:15. His voice like a lion suggests
Revelation 5:5. This being could well be our Lord Jesus
Christ, appearing to John as a kingly angel. Jesus often
appeared in the Old Testament as “the Angel of the
Lord” (Ex. 3:2; Judg. 2:4; 6:11–12, 21–22; 2 Sam.
24:16). This was a temporary manifestation for a spe-
cial purpose, not a permanent incarnation.

Two other characteristics would suggest identifying
the angel as Jesus Christ: the book in his hand and the
awesome posture that he assumed. The little book con-
tains the rest of the prophetic message that John will
deliver. Since our Lord was the only One worthy to
take the scroll and break the seals (Rev. 5:5ff.), it might
well be concluded that He is the only One worthy to
give His servant the rest of the message.

The angel’s posture is that of a conqueror taking
possession of his territory. He is claiming the whole
world (see Josh. 1:1–3). Of course, only the victorious
Savior could make such a claim. The Antichrist will
soon complete his conquest and force the whole world
to submit to his control. But before that happens, the
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Savior will claim the world for Himself, the inheritance
that His Father promised Him (Ps. 2:6–9). Satan roars
like a lion to frighten his prey (1 Peter 5:8), but the
Lion of Judah roars to announce victory (see Ps.
95:3–5; Isa. 40:12–17).

We are not told why John was forbidden to write
what the seven thunders uttered, the only “sealed”
thing in an otherwise “unsealed” book (see Dan. 12:9;
Rev. 22:10). God’s voice is often compared to thunder
(Ps. 29; Job 26:14; 37:5; John 12:28–29). It is useless
for us to speculate when God chooses to veil His truth
(Deut. 29:29).

The declaration of the angel (vv. 5–11). This dec-
laration fills us with awe, not only because of what the
angel declares, but also because of the way he declares
it. It is a solemn scene, with his hand lifted to heaven
as though he were under oath.

But if this angel is our Lord Jesus Christ, why
would He take an oath? In order to affirm the solem-
nity and certainty of the words spoken. God put
Himself “under oath” when He made His covenant
with Abraham (Heb. 6:13–20) and when He declared
His Son to be High Priest (Heb. 7:20–22). He also
took an oath when He promised David that the Christ
would come from his family (Acts 2:29–30).

The emphasis in Revelation 10:6 is on God the
Creator. Various judgments have already been felt by
the heavens, the earth, and the sea, and more judg-
ments are to come. The word that is translated “time”
actually means “delay.” God has been delaying His
judgments so that lost sinners will have time to repent
(2 Peter 3:1–9); now, however. He will accelerate His
judgments and accomplish His purposes.

Recall that the martyred saints in heaven were con-
cerned about God’s seeming delay in avenging their
deaths (Rev. 6:10–11). “How long, O Lord, how
long?” has been the cry of God’s suffering people from
age to age. God’s seeming delay in fulfilling His prom-
ises has given the scoffers opportunity to deny God’s
Word and question His sincerity (see 2 Peter 3). God’s
Word is true and His timing, perfect. This means com-
fort to saints—but judgment to sinners.

In the Bible, a mystery is a “sacred secret,” a truth
hidden to those outside but revealed to God’s people by
His Word (Matt. 13:10–12). The “mystery of God” has
to do with the age-old problem of evil in the world.
Why is there both moral and natural evil in the world?
Why doesn’t God do something about it? Of course,
the Christian knows that God did “do something
about it” at Calvary when Jesus Christ was made sin
and experienced divine wrath for a sinful world. We
also know that God is permitting evil to increase until
the world is ripe for judgment (2 Thess. 2:7ff.; Rev.
14:14–20). Since God has already paid the price for
sin, He is free to delay His judgment, and He cannot
be accused of injustice or unconcern.

The signal for this mystery’s completion is the
sounding of the seventh trumpet (Rev. 11:14–19). The
last half of the tribulation begins when the angels start

to pour out the bowls, in which “is filled up [com-
pleted] the wrath of God” (Rev. 15:1).

The directions that the angel gave to John (Rev.
10:8–11) should remind us of our responsibility to
assimilate the Word of God and make it a part of the
inner man. It was not enough for John to see the book
or even know its contents and purpose. He had to
receive it into his inner being.

God’s Word is compared to food: bread (Matt 4:4),
milk (1 Peter 2:2), meat (1 Cor. 3:1–2), and honey (Ps.
119:103). The prophets Jeremiah (Jer. 15:16) and
Ezekiel (Ezek. 2:9–3:4) knew what it was to “eat” the
Word before they could share it with others. The Word
must always “become flesh” (John 1:14) before it can
be given to those who need it. Woe unto that preacher
or teacher who merely echoes God’s Word and does not
incarnate it, making it a living part of his very being.

God will not thrust His Word into our mouths and
force us to receive it. He hands it to us and we must
take it. Nor can He change the effects the Word will
have in our lives: there will be both sorrow and joy, bit-
terness and sweetness. God’s Word contains sweet
promises and assurances, but it also contains bitter
warnings and prophecies of judgment. The Christian
bears witness of both life and death (2 Cor. 2:14–17).
The faithful minister will declare all of God’s counsel
(Acts 20:27). He will not dilute the message of God
simply to please his listeners (2 Tim. 4:1–5).

The angel commissioned John to prophesy again;
his work was not yet completed. He must declare God’s
prophetic truth concerning (not “before”) many peo-
ples, and nations, and tongues, and kings (Rev. 5:9).
The word nations usually refers to the Gentile nations.
John will have much to say about the nations of the
world as he presents the rest of this prophecy.

The Testimony of the Two Witnesses (11:1–14) 
The ministry of the witnesses (vv. 1–6). The place is
Jerusalem and the time is the first half of the tribula-
tion. Israel is worshipping again at its restored temple,
built under the protection of the Antichrist, whose true
character has not yet been revealed. To spiritualize
Revelation 11:1–2 and make the temple refer to the
church creates a number of serious problems. For one
thing, how could John measure an invisible body of
people, even if the church were still on earth? If the
temple is the church, then who are the worshippers and
what is the altar? And since the church unites Jews and
Gentiles in one body (Eph. 2: lift), why are the
Gentiles segregated in this temple? It seems wisest to
interpret this temple as an actual building in the Holy
City of Jerusalem (Neh. 11:1, 18; Dan. 9:24).

John’s measurement of the temple is a symbolic
action. To measure something means to claim it for
yourself. When we sold our house in Chicago, the new
owners brought in an architect to measure various areas
and recommend possible changes. Had the architect
shown up previous to the buyers’ commitment we
would have thrown him out. The Lord was saying
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3. The last half—15—19 

through John, “I own this city and this temple, and I
claim both for Myself.” The Old Testament back-
ground is found in Ezekiel 40—41 and Zechariah
2:1–3.

What John did was especially significant because
the Gentiles had taken over Jerusalem. Antichrist had
broken his agreement with Israel (Dan. 9:27), and now
he was about to use the temple for his own diabolical
purposes (2 Thess. 2:3–4). All of this will be elaborated
in Revelation 13. “Jerusalem shall be trodden down of
the Gentiles,” said Jesus, “until the times of the
Gentiles be fulfilled” (Luke 21:24). The “times of the
Gentiles” began in 606 BC when Babylon began to
devastate Judah and Jerusalem, and it will continue
until Jesus Christ returns to deliver the Holy City and
redeem Israel (Zech. 14).

Note that the two witnesses minister during the
first half of the tribulation (Rev. 11:3; 1,260 days).
Jerusalem is then overrun by the Gentiles for forty-two
months, the last half of the tribulation.

Their witness is related to Israel and the temple.
How tragic that the power of God and the Word of
God will be outside the temple and not within as in for-
mer ages. Like the temple that Jesus left, this new house
will be desolate (see Matt. 23:38). These two men are
specifically called prophets (Rev. 11:3, 6), and I take
this to mean prophetic ministry in the Old Testament
sense, calling the nations to repent and return to the
true God of Israel.

Not only do these witnesses declare God’s words,
but they also do God’s works and perform miracles of
judgment, reminding us of both Moses and Elijah (Ex.
7:14–18; 1 Kings 17: 1ff.; 2 Kings 1:1–12). Some stu-
dents cite Malachi 4:5–6 as evidence that one of the
witnesses may be Elijah, but Jesus applied that
prophecy to John the Baptist (Matt. 17:10–13). John
the Baptist, however, denied that he was Elijah
returned to earth (John 1:21, 25; see also Luke
1:16–17). This confusion may be explained in part by
realizing that throughout Israel’s history, God sent spe-
cial messengers—”Elijahs”—to call His people to
repentance; so in this sense, Malachi’s prophecy will be
fulfilled by the witnesses.

Instead of relating the ministry of the witnesses to
Moses and Elijah, the angel who spoke to John con-
nected their ministry with Zerubbabel and Joshua the
high priest (Zech. 4). These two men helped to reestab-
lish Israel in Palestine and to rebuild the temple. It was
a discouraging task, and the Gentiles made it even
more difficult, but God provided the special power
they needed to get the work done. This truth is an
encouragement to God’s servants in all ages, for the
work of the Lord is never easy.

The martyrdom of the witnesses (vv. 7–10). This
comes only when they have finished their testimony.
God’s obedient servants are immortal until their work
is done. “The beast” (Antichrist) is now in power and
wants to take over the temple, but he cannot succeed
until the two witnesses are out of the way. God will

permit him to slay them, for no one will be able to
make war against “the beast” and win (Rev. 13:4).

The witnesses will not even be permitted decent
burial (see Ps. 79:1–3). But even this indecency will be
used by God to bear witness to mankind. No doubt the
TV cameras in Jerusalem will transmit the scene to
people around the world, and the news analysts will
discuss its significance. The earth-dwellers will rejoice
at their enemies’ removal and will celebrate a “satanic
Christmas” by sending gifts to one another. It thus
would appear that the power of the two witnesses will
not be limited to Jerusalem, but that they will be able
to cause things to happen in other parts of the world.

These two prophets will definitely have a relation-
ship with Israel, and the world, for the most part, has
not approved of the nation Israel. In the middle of the
tribulation, “the beast” will turn against Israel and
begin to persecute the Jews. The two witnesses will not
be around to protect the nation and a frightening anti-
Semitic movement will ensue.

Jerusalem is called a “great city” (Rev. 11:8), and
from a human viewpoint, this is a true statement. But
God looks at men and nations from a spiritual view-
point. To Him, Jerusalem will be considered as
polluted and worldly as Sodom and as rebellious and
proud as Egypt.

The resurrection of the witnesses (vv. 11–14).
Miraculously, the two witnesses are not only raised
from the dead, but caught up into heaven! God rescues
them from their enemies and gives a solemn witness to
the watching world. The world’s great joy suddenly
becomes great fear. (Note the word great in Rev. 11,
repeated eight times.)

Are we to interpret the three-and-a-half days liter-
ally? Or does the phrase simply mean “after a short
time”? It seems too specific to mean that. Does it sym-
bolize a longer period, say three-and-a-half years? It is
not likely that two dead bodies would be kept lying in
a city street for more than three years. Perhaps this is a
picture of a rapture of all the saints in the midst of the
tribulation, and the three-and-a-half years cover the
first half of the period. If so, then what is symbolized
by the death of the two witnesses? This interpretation
solves one problem only to create another.

These days appear to be literal days, just as the
forty-two months in Revelation 11:2 are literal
months. The Bible does not explain why this length of
time was chosen and it is useless for us to speculate.

Our Lord’s friends watched Him ascend to heaven
(Acts 1:9–12), but the witnesses’ enemies will see them
resurrected and will be shaken with fear. Their fear will
increase when a great earthquake occurs, killing 7,000
men and destroying a tenth part of Jerusalem. A great
earthquake occurred when the sixth seal was opened
(Rev. 6:12), and there will be a greater one when the
seventh vial is poured out (Rev. 16:18–20).

The Testimony of the Elders (11:15–19)
We have been waiting since Revelation 8:13 for this
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third “woe” to arrive and now it is here. When the sev-
enth angel blew the trumpet, three dramatic events
occurred. 

An announcement of victory (v. 15). These “great
voices” were probably the choirs of heaven. The great
announcement is that the kingdom (John uses the sin-
gular because “the beast” now has the world under his
control) of this world belongs to Jesus Christ. Of
course, Christ does not claim His royal rights until He
returns, but the victory has already been won. Satan
offered Him the world’s kingdoms, but He refused the
offer (Matt. 4:8–9). Instead, He died on the cross,
arose, and returned victoriously to heaven, and there
the Father gave Him His inheritance (Ps. 2:4–9).

However, we must not incorrectly assume that our
Lord is not reigning today, because He is. According to
Hebrews 7:1–2, Jesus Christ is “King of righteousness”
and “King of peace.” He is enthroned with the Father
(Rev. 3:21), and He will reign until He defeats all His
foes (1 Cor. 15:25). Today, He rules over a spiritual
kingdom, but in that future day, He will reign over the
nations of the world and rule with a rod of iron.

No matter how difficult the circumstances might
be, or how defeated God’s people may think they are,
Jesus Christ is still King of kings and Lord of lords, and
He is in control. One day, we shall triumph!

An acclamation of praise (vv. 16–18). The elders
left their own thrones and prostrated themselves in
worship before God’s throne. They gave thanks for
three special blessings: that Christ reigns supremely
(Rev. 11:17), that He judges righteously (Rev. 11:18),
and that He rewards graciously (Rev. 11:18).

In Revelation 4:10–11, the elders praised the
Creator; and in Revelation 5:9–14, they worshipped the
Redeemer. Here the emphasis is on the Conqueror and
the King. Keep in mind that in John’s day the church on
earth looked as though it were defeated, for Rome was
the conqueror and king. John was reminding the saints
that they were “a kingdom of priests” reigning with the
Savior (Rev. 1:5–6). It may seem at times that the
throne of heaven is empty, but it is not. Jesus Christ has
both power and authority—in fact, all authority (Matt.
28:18, where the word power means “authority”).
“Thou… hast begun to reign” is a good translation.

Christ not only reigns supremely, but He judges
righteously (Rev. 11:18). The Lamb is also the Lion! In
Revelation 11:18, we have a “table of contents” for the
remainder of the book of Revelation. These events did
not take place the instant the angel blew his trumpet;
he simply signaled the beginning of the process, and
now these events would take place as planned.

“The nations were angry.” What do the nations have
to be angry about? Certainly the Lord has been good
and gracious to them. He has provided their needs (Acts
14:15–17; 17:24–31), assigned their territories, and
graciously postponed His judgment to give men oppor-
tunity to be saved. Even more, He sent His Son to be
the Savior of the world. Today, God offers forgiveness to
the nations! What more could He do for them?

Then, why are the nations angry? Because they want
to have their own way. “Why do the heathen [the
nations] rage, and the people imagine a vain thing? The
kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers take
counsel together, against the Lord, and against his
anointed [Christ], saying, ‘Let us break their bands
asunder, and cast away their cords from us’” (Ps.
2:1–3). They want to worship and serve the creature
instead of the Creator (Rom. 1:25). Like adolescent
children, the nations want to cast off all restraint, and
God will permit them to do so. The result will be another
“Babylon” (Rev. 17—18), man’s last attempt to build
his Utopia, a “heaven on earth.”

Note the change in attitude shown by the nations
of the world. In Revelation 11:2, the nations ruthlessly
take over Jerusalem. In Revelation 11:9, they rejoice at
the death of the two witnesses. But now they are angry;
their arrogance and joy did not last very long. This bel-
ligerent attitude finally will cause the nations to unite
to fight God at the great battle of Armageddon.

“And thy wrath is come.” The word translated
“angry” in Revelation 11:18 is the verb form of the
word translated “wrath.” But man’s wrath can never
equal the wrath of the Lamb (Rev. 6:16–17). Even
Satan’s wrath, as cruel as it is, is no match for God’s
wrath (Rev. 12:17). There was intense suffering in the
first half of the tribulation, but only the last half will
reveal the wrath of God (Rev. 11:18; 14:10; 16:19;
19:15). There are two Greek words for anger: thumos,
which means “rage, passionate anger,” and org∑, used
here, which means “indignation, a settled attitude of
wrath.” God’s anger is not an outburst of temper; it is
holy indignation against sin. Both of these Greek
words are used in Revelation to describe God’s anger:
org∑ is used only four times; thumos, seven (Rev.
14:10, 19; 15:1, 7; 16:1, 19; 19:15). God’s anger is
not dispassionate, for He hates sin and loves righ-
teousness and justice, but neither is it temperamental
and unpredictable.

“And the time of the dead, that they should be
judged” takes us to the very end of God’s prophetic
program. In one sense, every day is a “day of the Lord”
because God is always judging righteously. God is
longsuffering toward lost sinners and often postpones
judgment, but there will be a final judgment of sinners
and none will escape. This judgment is described in
Revelation 20:11–15.

There will also be a judgment of God’s children,
known as “the Judgment Seat of Christ” (Rom.
14:10–13; 1 Cor. 3:9–15; 2 Cor. 5:9–11). God will
reward His faithful servants (Matt. 25:21), and the suf-
ferings they experienced on earth will be forgotten in
the glory of His presence. Though God’s children will
not be judged for their sins (that judgment took place
on the cross), they will be judged for their works and
rewarded generously by the Master.

The judgment seat of Christ will take place in
heaven after Christ has called His people home. When
He returns to earth to establish His kingdom, the saints
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will be ready to reign with Him, with every blemish of
the church removed (Eph. 5:25–27; Rev. 19:7–8).
Today, we groan as we serve God, because we know
only too well our handicaps and blemishes, but one
day, we shall serve Him perfectly!

“Them that destroy the earth” refers to the rebel-
lious earth-dwellers who will not submit to God. How
ironic that these people live for the earth and its pleas-
ures, yet at the same time are destroying the very earth
that they worship! When man forgets that God is the
Creator and he is the creature, he begins to exploit his
God-given resources, and this brings destruction. Man
is a steward of creation, not the owner.

As mentioned before, Revelation 11:18 is a sum-
mary statement of events yet to come. It is heaven’s
song of praise for the Lord’s faithfulness to accomplish
His purposes in the world. Again, it appears strange to
us that heavenly beings can sing about judgment.
Perhaps if we had more of the throne’s perspective, we
would be able to join their praises.

An assurance of God’s faithfulness (v. 19). This
chapter opened with a temple on earth, but now we see
the temple in heaven. The focus of attention is on the ark
of God, the symbol of God’s presence with His people.

In the Old Testament tabernacle and temple, the
ark stood behind the veil, in the Holy of Holies. God’s
glory rested on the ark, and God’s law was within the
ark, beautifully illustrating that the two must never be
separated. He is the holy God and must deal right-
eously with sin. But He is also the faithful God who
keeps His promises to His people. It was the ark of God
that led Israel through the Jordan and into their inher-
itance (Josh. 3:11–17). This vision of the ark would
greatly encourage God’s suffering people to whom
John sent this book. “God will fulfill His promises!”
John was saying to them. “He will reveal His glory!
Trust Him!”

Once again, John saw and heard the portents of a
storm (see Rev. 4:5; 8:5). Greater judgment is about to
fall on the rebellious people of earth! But God’s people
need not fear the storms for He is in control. The ark
reminds them of His presence and the faithfulness of
His promises. And on that ark was the mercy seat on
which the blood was sprinkled each day of Atonement
(Lev. 16:15–17). Even in wrath, God remembers His
mercy (Hab. 3:2).

The stage is now set for the dramatic appearance of
“the beast,” Satan’s masterpiece, the false Christ who
will control the world.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Revelation 12—13
THE TERRIBLE TRIO

R evelation 12—13 introduces us to the three key
characters in the drama of the last half of the
tribulation: Satan the dragon, the false Christ,

and the false prophet. These three are, in a sense, an
evil trinity, opposing the true God and His people on
earth. While these events will be of special signifi-
cance to God’s people at that time, the message of
these two chapters can encourage suffering saints dur-
ing any age.

Satan is the great enemy of the church, and he
fights against God and His people by accusing the
saints in heaven and attacking them on earth.
However, Christ has overcome the old serpent, and He
gives victory to His people.

The adversary always works through human means,
in this case, “the beast” (false Christ or Antichrist) and
the false prophet. Satan is an imitator, a counterfeiter,
and he seeks to control men by means of deception.
“The beast” is the future world dictator who promises
to solve the pressing problems of the nations; the false
prophet is his “propaganda minister.” For a time, it
appears that the satanic trio is succeeding, but then
their world empire begins to collapse, the nations
assemble for one final battle, Jesus Christ appears, and
the battle is over.

Has this not been the pattern for the church’s con-
flict with evil over the centuries? Whether the ruler has
been a Caesar, a Hitler, a Stalin, or an agnostic human-
ist, Satan has energized and motivated him. The ruler
has promised the people all that they want and need,
only to lead them into slavery. He has usually had an
associate to promote his program to the people and to
entice them, if not force them, to obey. Often their
submission amounted almost to worship.

God has permitted His people to suffer under the
despotism of these rulers, but He has also enabled His
people to experience great victories, even in martyr-
dom. They have been true overcomers! Then He has
brought deliverance, only to have the cycle repeat itself,
with each succeeding dictatorship worse than the pre-
vious one. The climax will come with the appearance
of the Antichrist in his time (2 Thess. 2).

The Dragon (Rev. 12)
John’s vision opens with two wonders in heaven (Rev.
12:1–6). The first is a woman giving birth to a son.
Since this child is identified as Jesus Christ (compare
Rev. 12:5 with Rev. 19:15 and Ps. 2:9), this symbolic
woman can be none other than the nation Israel. It was
through Israel that Jesus Christ came into the world
(Rom. 1:3; 9:4–5). By further comparing the descrip-
tion in Revelation 12:1 with Genesis 37:9–10, the
identification seems certain.

In the Old Testament, Israel is often compared to a
woman, and even a woman in travail (Isa. 54:5; 66:7;
Jer. 3:6–10; Mic. 4:10; 5:2–3). The apostate world sys-
tem is compared to a harlot (Rev. 17:1ff.), and the
church to a pure bride (Rev. 19:7ff.).

The son is born and is then caught up to the throne
of God (Rev. 12:5). We have symbolized here the birth
of Christ and His victorious ascension, but nothing is
said about either His life or His death. The colon in the
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middle of the verse represents thirty-three years of his-
tory!

The woman with child is the first wonder; the great
red dragon is the second. Revelation 12:9 makes it clear
that this is Satan. The color red is associated with death
(Rev. 6:4), and Satan is a murderer (John 8:44). The
heads, horns, and crowns will appear again in
Revelation 13:1 and 17:3. The heads represent moun-
tains (Rev. 17:9), and the horns represent kings (Rev.
17:12). We shall study the meaning of these symbols in
more detail later.

The dragon was cast out of heaven (Rev. 12:9), and
he took with him a third of the angels (Rev. 12:7, 9).
They are spoken of as “stars” in Revelation 12:4 (see
also Dan. 8:10). This is evidently a reference to the fall
of Satan (Isa. 14:12–15), when he and his hosts
revolted against God. However, the casting out
described in Revelation 12:7–10 is yet future.

Just as soon as the child was born, Satan tried to
destroy Him. This conflict between Satan and “the
woman” began soon after man fell (Gen. 3:15).
Throughout Old Testament history, Satan tried to pre-
vent the birth of the Redeemer. There was always a
“dragon” standing by, waiting to destroy Israel or the
ancestors of the Messiah. Pharaoh is called a “dragon”
(Ezek. 29:3), and so is Nebuchadnezzar (Jer. 51:34). At
one critical point, the royal line was limited to one lit-
tle boy (2 Kings 11:1–3). When Jesus Christ was born,
Satan used King Herod to try to destroy Him (Matt.
2). Satan thought that he had succeeded when he used
Judas to betray the Lord and hand Him over to be cru-
cified. But the cross was actually Satan’s defeat! “And
they overcame him [Satan] by the blood of the Lamb”
(Rev. 12:11).

Even today Satan has access to heaven, where he
accuses God’s people, but he cannot dethrone the
exalted Savior. His strategy is to persecute God’s people
and devour them if possible (1 Peter 5:8). He has a spe-
cial hatred for the Jewish people and has been the
power behind anti-Semitism from the days of Pharaoh
and Haman (see the book of Esther) to Hitler and
Stalin. Finally, in the middle of the tribulation, there
will come a wave of anti-Semitism such as the world
has never seen (Rev. 12:6). But God will protect His
people during those three-and-a-half years (1,260 days;
see Rev. 11:2; 13:5).

Apart from the 144,000 (who are sealed and pro-
tected), a believing remnant of Jews will survive this
very troublesome time. We are not told where God will
protect them or who it is that will care for them.
Matthew 24:15–21 will take on special meaning for
those believing Jews who live in the end days. Note
especially the parenthesis in Revelation 12:15.

You and I are involved in a similar conflict today
(see Eph. 6:10ff.). Satan is out to destroy the church,
and our victory can come only through Jesus Christ.

The next scene in this cosmic drama is a war in
heaven (Rev. 12:7–12). Scripture makes it clear that
Satan has access to heaven even today (Job 1—2).

Once he was the highest of God’s angels, but he
rebelled against God and was cast down (Isa.
14:12–15). Interestingly, as God’s church faithfully
serves Christ and wins the lost, Satan is also cast down
and defeated (Luke 10:1–2, 17–20; Matt. 16:18; note
also 12:29).

Of course, when Jesus Christ died on the cross, it
meant Satan’s ultimate defeat (John 12:31–33). Satan
will one day be cast out of heaven (Rev. 12:7–10), and
then finally cast into hell (Rev. 20:10).

What is this celestial conflict all about? The fact
that Michael led God’s angels to victory is significant,
because Michael is identified with the nation Israel
(Dan. 10:10–21; 12:1; note also Jude 9). The name
Michael means “who is like God?” and this certainly
parallels Satan’s egocentric attack on Jehovah—”I will
be like the Most High” (Isa. 14:14). Apparently, the
devil’s hatred of Israel will spur him to make one final
assault against the throne of God, but he will be
defeated by Michael and a heavenly host.

But perhaps there is another factor involved in this
war. After the church is taken to heaven, believers will
stand before the judgment seat of Christ and have their
works examined. On the basis of this judgment,
rewards will be given (Rom. 14:10–12; 1 Cor.
3:10–15; 2 Cor. 5:10–11). It seems likely that Satan
will be present at this event and will accuse the saints,
pointing out all the “spots and wrinkles” in the church
(Eph. 5:24–27).

The name devil means “accuser,” and Satan means
“adversary.” Satan stands at the throne of God and
fights the saints by accusing them (see Job 1—2; Zech.
3). But Jesus Christ, the “heavenly Advocate” (1 John
2:1–2), represents the church before God’s holy throne.
Because Jesus Christ died for us, we can overcome
Satan’s accusations “by the blood of the Lamb.” Our
salvation is secure, not because of our own works, but
because of His finished work at Calvary.

How furious Satan will be when the church comes
forth in glory “without spot or wrinkle, or any such
thing.” When the accuser sees that his tactics have
failed, he will become angry and threaten the very
peace of heaven.

How does this future war apply to the church
today? The same serpent who accuses the saints in
heaven also deceives the nations on earth (Rev. 12:9),
and one of his strategies is to lie about the church. He
deceives the nations into thinking that the people of
God are dangerous, deluded, even destructive. It is
through Satan’s deception that the leaders of the
nations band together against Christ and His people
(Ps. 2; Acts 4:23–30). God’s people in every age must
expect the world’s opposition, but the church can
always defeat the enemy by being faithful to Jesus
Christ.

Christ’s shed blood gives us our perfect standing
before God (1 John 1:5—2:2). But our witness to
God’s Word and our willingness to lay down our lives
for Christ defeats Satan as well. Satan is not equal to
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God; he is not omnipotent, omnipresent, or omnis-
cient. His power is limited and his tactics must fail
when God’s people trust the power of the blood and of
the Word. Nothing Satan does can rob us of “salvation,
and strength, and the kingdom of our God, and the
power of his Christ” (Rev. 12:10), if we are yielded to
Him. God’s great purposes will be fulfilled!

Believers in any age or situation can rejoice in this
victory, no matter how difficult their experiences may
be. Our warfare is not against flesh and blood, but
against the spiritual forces of the wicked one, and these
have been defeated by our Savior (Eph. 6:10ff.; note
also Eph. 1:15–23).

Heaven will rejoice when Satan is cast out, but the
earth-dwellers will not, for the last half of the tribula-
tion will mean intense suffering for the world. The
“woe” in Revelation 12:12 reminds us of the “three
woes” referred to in Revelation 8:13. The first “woe” is
described in Revelation 9:1–12, and the second in
Revelation 9:13–21. The third “woe” is referred to in
Revelation 11:14ff., but this passage only summarizes
the events that will climax God’s plan for the earth. It
may be that part of this third “woe” is casting out Satan
and permitting his terrible wrath on earth.

This, then, is the third scene in the drama: Satan’s
wrath on earth (Rev. 12:13–16). Knowing that his time
is short, and having no more access to heaven, the
adversary must vent all of his anger earthward. He
begins with Israel (the woman), and creates a wave of
anti-Semitism. Satan has always hated the Jews because
they are God’s chosen people and the vehicle through
which salvation came into the world. Satan would like
to destroy the nation, particularly as the time draws
near for the Messiah to return to earth to establish the
promised kingdom. A Jewish remnant must be ready to
receive Him and form the nucleus for the kingdom
(Zech. 12:9—14:21; Rev. 1:7).

God will prepare a special place where the Jewish
remnant will be protected and cared for. It is interest-
ing that the remnant’s escape from Satan is described in
terms of a flying eagle, for this is a repeated image in
the Old Testament with reference to Israel. God deliv-
ered Israel from Egypt “on eagles’ wings” (Ex. 19:4)
and cared for the people in the wilderness as an eagle
would her young (Deut. 32:11–12). Their return from
Babylonian captivity was like “mounting up with wings
as eagles” (Isa. 40:31).

Note that the remnant will be sheltered for the last
half of the tribulation. We do not know where this
sheltered place will be, nor do we need to know. But
the lesson for all of us is clear: God cares for those
whom He wants to use to accomplish His purposes on
earth. True, some people will give their lives (Rev.
12:11), but others will be spared (see Acts 12 for an
example of this principle).

The phrase “water as a flood” is not explained, but
there is a parallel in Psalm 124. (Also note the phrase
“escaped as a bird” in verse 7 of this same Psalm.) This
“flood” is probably an outpouring of hatred and anti-

Semitic propaganda. Or it may symbolize armies that
invade Israel and seek to defeat the remnant. If that is
the meaning, then the earth opening up could well be
an earthquake that God sends to destroy the invaders.
When Satan discovers that the people he seeks to kill
are protected, then he turns on those who were not car-
ried to the hidden place of safety. He will declare war,
and God will permit him to have victory for a time
(Rev. 13:7), but ultimately, the old serpent will be
defeated.

The Beast from the Sea (13:1–10)
Some texts read, “And he [Satan] stood upon the sand
of the sea.” The sea symbolizes the Gentile nations
(Rev. 17:15). From one of them, Satan will bring forth
his “Super Leader,” the man we call “Antichrist.” Up to
this point, Antichrist has headed a ten-nation
European league, but now he is about to embark on a
new career as Satan’s world dictator.

You will remember that Antichrist began his career
as a peacemaker (Rev. 6:2) and even “settled” the Arab-
Israeli problem by making a covenant with the Jews to
protect them for seven years (Dan. 9:27). This protec-
tion would permit the nation to rebuild the temple and
reinstitute religious rituals (Dan. 9:27; Rev. 11:1). But
in the middle of the seven-year period (the time we are
studying now in Rev. 10—14) he will break that
covenant, stop the ceremonies, and set up himself as
god in the temple (Dan. 9:27; 2 Thess. 2:1–12).

The symbolic description of “the beast” enables us
to learn something about his origin and character. God
does not see him as a man, made in the divine image,
but as a wild animal, under the control of Satan. He is
a man (Rev. 13:18), but he is energized from hell, for
he comes out of the pit (Rev. 11:7; 17:8). Just as Jesus
Christ is God in the flesh, so “the beast” will be Satan
in a human body (see John 13:2, 27).

The seven heads represent seven mountains (Rev.
17:9), and since Rome was built on seven hills, this
must be a veiled reference to that powerful city (see
Rev. 17:18). It would be a most meaningful allusion in
John’s day!

The ten horns represent ten kingdoms (Dan. 7:24;
Rev. 17:12). It appears that “the beast” will head a
“United States of Europe,” a revived Roman Empire,
before taking over as world dictator. All nations will no
doubt admire and thank him for the “peace” he has
achieved, little realizing the sorrow and destruction he
will bring to the world.

The three animals named in Revelation 13:2
remind us of the four beasts Daniel saw in his dream
(Dan. 7): a lion (Babylon), a bear (Media-Persia), a
leopard (Greece), and a “terrible beast” (the Antichrist).
John saw these animals, or kingdoms, in reverse order
since he was looking back, while Daniel was looking
ahead. The final world empire will be rooted in all the
previous empires and unite in one their evil and power.
Added to the ferocity of these beasts will be Satan’s own
power, throne, and authority!
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Once Satan presents his great “masterpiece,” the
counterfeit Christ, to the world, what will happen
next?

First, there will be wonder (Rev. 13:3). Certainly a
terrified world will wonder at Antichrist’s power and
his sudden rise to international fame and authority. But
mankind will also wonder at the healing of his
“wound.” What is this “wound”? John does not explain
it, but perhaps what he later wrote (Rev. 17:9–13) can
help interpret the symbolism. This “wound” must be
important, because John mentioned it three times
(Rev. 13:3, 12, 14), including the fact that it was
sword-inflicted.

The seven heads represent seven mountains, but
also seven kings or kingdoms (Rev. 17:10). Antichrist
or “the beast” is one of these seven kings (Rev. 17:11),
but he is also the eighth. Apparently, he reigns twice,
but how can this be? The suggestion has been made
that “the beast” will be a European leader who will
form a ten-nation federation (Rev. 17:12), but be
slain in the process. Revelation 11:7 and 17:8 state
that “the beast” will ascend out of the abyss. Is it pos-
sible that Satan will (with God’s permission) resurrect
a man from the dead? If Satan has power to give life
to a dead idol (Rev. 13:15), could he not also give life to
a dead body?

If “the beast” ruled as one of the seven kings, was
slain, and then raised up again, he could rule as the
eighth king. If, on the other hand, the image is seen
representing kingdoms rather than individuals, we
would have the reemergence of a “dead kingdom” on
the world scene. However, it would be difficult to
understand how a kingdom could be slain by a sword.
It is best, I think, to apply this prophecy to individual
persons.

Not only will there be wonder, but there will also be
worship (Rev. 13:4). Worship is the one thing Satan has
always wanted (Matt. 4:8–10), and he will receive it
through “the beast.” The second “beast,” described in
the last half of this chapter, will organize and promote
the worship of Antichrist, making it the official religion
of the world!

There will also be words (Rev. 13:5–6). Almost all
dictators have risen to power by controlling people
with their words. Some of us can recall when Adolf
Hitler was rising to power, and know now how he mes-
merized huge crowds with his speeches. Satan will
make “the beast” a great orator, whose addresses will
blaspheme God, His name, His tabernacle (heaven),
and the saints in heaven. Since Satan will have recently
been cast out of heaven, this blasphemy is to be
expected.

Satan can do nothing without God’s permission
(see Job 1—2; Luke 22:31–32), so “the beast’s” author-
ity is delegated, not inherent. It will last for
three-and-a-half years, the last half of the tribulation.

In his night vision, Daniel saw “the beast” as the
fourth and final empire (Dan. 7:19–28). There, as in
John’s vision, is the same image of the ten horns with

the added revelation that “the beast” must defeat three
of the kings to gain control. Daniel also heard “the
beast’s” blasphemous words (Dan. 7:25).

Finally, there will be war (Rev. 13:7–10). God will
permit Antichrist to war against His people (“wear out
the saints,” Dan. 7:25) and even to defeat some of
them. John prophesied that some of the saints will be
captured and some will be martyred. But because of
their faith, they will have patience, or endurance (see
Heb. 6:12; Rev. 1:9), and will not deny the Lord in
spite of persecution and death.

The world’s population will be divided: those who
are saved, with their names in God’s book, will not sub-
mit to “the beast”; those who are lost—the
earth-dwellers—will worship “the beast” and do his
bidding. Note that Revelation 13:9 applies this truth to
“any man,” no matter in which age he may live.
Certainly in John’s day, this was meaningful; for every
Roman citizen had to acknowledge, “Caesar is Lord.”
Likewise in every age of the church, true believers have
had to take their stand for Christ, come what may.

Keep in mind that “the beast” is a counterfeit
Christ. The world would not receive Christ, but it will
receive Antichrist (John 5:43). The world would not
believe the truth, but they will believe the lie (2 Thess.
2:8–12). Jesus spoke (and still speaks) gracious words
of salvation, and men turn a deaf ear, but they will lis-
ten to the blasphemous words of “the beast.” The
world will not worship the Christ, but they will bow
down to Antichrist.

In Revelation 17, we will learn that “the beast” rises
to power by means of “the harlot,” a symbol of the
apostate world church. This is not any one denomina-
tion or faith, but a world religious system that has
rejected God’s Son and God’s truth. However, when
“the beast” rises to universal power, he will no longer
need “the harlot” and shall subsequently destroy her
and establish his own satanic religion.

The Beast from the Earth (13:11–18)
In Revelation 16:13; 19:20; and 20:10, the beast from
the earth is called “the false prophet.” The dragon or
Satan is the counterfeit Father (“I will be like the Most
High”), “the beast” is the counterfeit Christ, and the
false prophet is the counterfeit Holy Spirit. This com-
pletes the satanic trinity.

One of the ministries of the Holy Spirit is to glorify
Christ and lead people to trust and worship Him (John
16:7–15). The false prophet will point to Antichrist
and his image and compel people to worship Satan
through “the beast.”

The image of the horns (Rev. 13:11) suggests that
the false prophet has authority, but the absence of a
crown indicates that his authority is not political. Our
Lord warned that there would be false prophets (Matt.
24:11, 24), and this one will be the greatest. He will
have the “character” of a lamb but the voice of the
dragon. What a deceiver he will be—and all the world
will listen to him!
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When our Lord ministered on earth, Jewish leaders
often asked Him to perform some sign to prove that
He was indeed their Messiah, and Jesus refused. But
the false prophet will perform deceptive signs that will
lead the world into devil-worship (see 2 Thess. 2:9).
His greatest sign will be “the abomination of desola-
tion” mentioned by Daniel (Dan. 9:27; 11:36), Jesus
(Matt 24:15), and Paul (2 Thess. 2:4).

What is “the abomination of desolation”? It is the
image of “the beast,” set up in the temple in Jerusalem.
An idol is bad enough, but setting it up in the temple
is the height of all blasphemy. Since Satan could not
command worship in heaven, he will go to the next
best place—the Jewish temple in the Holy City (see
Dan. 8:9–14).

The false prophet, energized by Satan, will perform
his “lying wonders” and even duplicate some of the
signs performed by the two witnesses (Rev. 13:13; see
also 11:5). Up to this time, the two witnesses have been
ministering at the temple in Jerusalem, but “the beast”
will slay them and take over the temple. When God
raises the two witnesses from the dead and takes them
to heaven, the false prophet will answer that challenge
by giving life to the image of “the beast.” Not only will
the image move, but it will speak!

Not content to control people through religious
deceit, the false prophet will institute strong economic
measures as well. Everybody (except believers; Rev.
20:4) will receive a special mark in order to buy or sell,
but the only way to get that mark is to submit to “the
beast” and worship him. Surely this is a strong allusion
to the Caesar worship in the Roman Empire, but this
same policy has been used by political leaders through-
out history.

This special mark is the name or number of “the
beast”—the mystical 666. In the ancient world, the let-
ters of the alphabet were used for numbers, both in
Greek and Hebrew, and Bible students have been
attempting for years to unravel the mystery of this
name and number. If you work at it hard enough,
almost any name will fit!

Since man was created on the sixth day, six is the
number of man. Creation was made for man and like-
wise has the number six stamped on it: twenty-four
hours to a day (4 x 6), twelve months to a year (2 x 6).
Seven is the number of perfection and fullness, but six
is the “human number,” just short of perfection.

Despite all man’s imaginative calculations, we must
confess that no one knows the meaning of this number
and name. No doubt believers on earth at that time
will understand it clearly. The “satanic trinity” cannot
claim the number seven; it must settle for 666.

This much is sure: in recent years, we have seen a
worldwide increase in the use of numbers for identifi-
cation. In the United States, a person’s Social Security
number is indispensable. In fact, numbers are more
important to computers than names! Perhaps this is an
advance warning of what will happen on earth when
“the beast” is in control.

We have reached the middle of the tribulation in
our study, but we are not yet ready for the return of the
Lord. Before John revealed how the great drama will
climax, he paused to overview great events to come,
and that will be our next topic.

An antichristian system pervades our world, and
true believers must not be a part of it (1 John 2:15–17).
We must shun false worship (1 Cor. 10:14–22), that
we may be found faithful to the Lord in these last days
(2 Tim. 3)!

CHAPTER NINE
Revelation 14—16
VOICES OF VICTORY

One of the themes that link Revelation 14—16
together is expressed by the word voice, which is
used eleven times. In the events recorded, God

speaks to His people or to the lost world, or His crea-
tures speak out in praise of the Lord or in warning to
the world. As the world moves into the last half of the
tribulation, heaven is not silent.

The Voice of the 144,000 (14:1–5)
This special group of Jewish men was sealed by God
before the seventh seal was opened (Rev. 7), and now
they are seen on Mount Zion with the Lord Jesus Christ.
Contrast this picture to the one described in Revelation
13: the followers of “the beast” whose mark is on their
foreheads (Rev. 13:16). God always has His faithful peo-
ple, no matter how wicked the world may become.

The 144,000 are standing with Christ on Mount
Zion, but which Mount Zion: the heavenly one (Heb.
12:22–24) or the earthly one? I personally believe that
this is the heavenly Mount Zion, and that the scene
anticipates Christ’s coronation and the establishment
of His kingdom when He returns to earth (Zech.
14:4ff.). Christ today is enthroned in the heavenly
Zion (Ps. 2:6), and we are enthroned with Him (Eph.
2:6). The scene in Revelation 14 is the assurance to
God’s people that He cares for His own and finally will
take them to glory.

Not only are the 144,000 standing, but they are
also singing (Rev. 14:2–3). Because of the special expe-
riences they had during the tribulation, they have a
new song to sing that others cannot share (see Ps. 33:3;
40:3; 96:1; 98:1; 144:9; 149:1). They are accompanied
by heavenly harps and other heavenly voices. It is
encouraging to know that one day our sorrows will be
transformed into songs!

John also pointed out their separation (Rev. 14:4–5).
The 144,000 did not belong to the earth because they
had been redeemed out of the earth. They were not
earth-dwellers, but citizens of heaven. Believers today
do not belong to this very special group but, like them,
we have been redeemed and are not part of this world
system (see John 17:14–19; Phil. 3:17–21).
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The phrase “defiled with women” does not imply
that sex within marriage is evil, because it is not (Heb.
13:4). It merely indicates that these 144,000 Jewish
men were unmarried. In the Bible, fornication and
adultery are pictures of idolatry (Ex. 34:15; James 4:4).
While most of the world bowed down to the image of
“the beast,” the 144,000 were faithful to the true God.
While others lied to get what they needed, the 144,000
were without guile and blemish.

The term firstfruits means “the very finest.” But it
also carries the idea of an expected harvest. On the
Feast of Firstfruits, the priest waved the sheaf before the
Lord as a sign that the entire harvest belonged to Him
(Lev. 23:9–14). The 144,000 may be the firstfruits of
the harvest yet to come; they may be the nucleus of the
coming kingdom. However, it would seem difficult for
a heavenly company such as this to establish an earthly
kingdom.

The Voices of the Angels (14:6–20)
At least six different angels are involved in this scene,
each with a particular message to proclaim.

“Judgment is come” (vv. 6–7). During the present
age, the angels are not privileged to preach the gospel.
That responsibility has been given to God’s people.
While the nations will fear “the beast” and give honor
to him, this heavenly messenger will summon them to
fear and honor God alone. It is a reminder that God is
the Creator and He alone deserves worship. This is not
the gospel message as we know it (1 Cor. 15:1–4);
rather, it is a return to the message of Romans 1:18ff.,
what theologians call “natural theology.”

All creation bears witness to God’s existence as well
as to His power and wisdom. Nonetheless, “the beast”
will convince men that he is in charge of the world, and
that their destinies are in his hands. The message of the
angel calls men back to basics: God is Creator—wor-
ship and serve Him. The fear of the Lord, not the fear
of “the beast,” is the source of wisdom (Prov. 9:10).

“Babylon is fallen” (v. 8). This proclamation
anticipates the events of Revelation 18 (see also Rev.
16:18–19). We will consider it in detail then.
“Babylon” is God’s name for the world system of “the
beast,” the entire economic and political organization
by which he rules. “The harlot” (Rev. 17) is the reli-
gious system that “the beast” uses to help build his
organization. When Antichrist establishes his own reli-
gion (Rev. 13:11–15), he will destroy the “harlot,” but
it is God who will destroy Babylon.

“Escape God’s wrath” (vv. 9–13). The third mes-
sage is directed especially to those who are deciding
about following “the beast.” It is a warning that “the
easy way” is really the hard way, that to “go along with
the world” means to go away from God. The Greek
text reads, “If any man continues to worship the beast,”
suggesting that there is still opportunity for repentance
and salvation.

“Drinking the cup” is sometimes used as an image
of judgment (Jer. 25:15ff.; 51:7ff.; note also Rev. 14:8).

God’s final judgments on mankind will be “vials of
wrath” poured out from heaven (Rev. 16). God will not
mix mercy with this judgment (Ps. 75:8; Hab. 3:2), but
will pour out His undiluted indignation on a rebellious
world.

Images like “fire and brimstone” (Rev. 14:10) and
“smoke” (Rev. 14:11) upset some people. They ask,
“How can a God of love actually permit His creatures
to suffer eternal torment?” But we must keep in mind
that God’s love is a holy love, not one based on senti-
mentality, and therefore He must justly deal with sin.
We may not like the word torment, but it is here just
the same (Rev. 14:10; see also 9:5; 11:10; 20:10).

We must also keep in mind that God has repeatedly
warned sinners and given them opportunity to repent.
The first angel in this series invited sinners to turn to
God, and the second one warned that the whole
“Babylonian” system would be destroyed. If people per-
sist in their sins even after God sends judgments and
warnings, then they have only themselves to blame.

John intended for his readers to see the contrast
between Revelation 14:11 and 13: no rest for the
wicked, but eternal rest for the saints (see 2 Thess.
1:3–12). Better to reign with Christ forever than with
Antichrist for a few short years! Better to endure perse-
cution patiently now than to escape it and suffer
throughout eternity!

“The harvest is ripe” (vv. 14–20). The Person pic-
tured here on the white cloud is undoubtedly our Lord
Jesus Christ (see Dan. 7:13–14; Rev. 1:13). We have
had the image of the cup, and now we have the image
of the harvest, both of the grain (Rev. 14:14–16) and
of the grape (Rev. 14:17–20). Again, this anticipates
the final judgment of the world.

While winning lost souls to Christ is sometimes
pictured as a harvest (John 4:34–38), this image is also
used of God’s judgment (Matt. 13:24–30, 36–43; Luke
3:8–17). God permits the seeds of iniquity to grow
until they are ripe, and then He judges (Gen. 15:16).

The grape harvest is often a picture of judgment
(see Joel 3:13ff., which anticipates the day of the
Lord). In actuality, Scripture portrays three different
“vines.” Israel was God’s vine, planted in the land to
bear fruit for God’s glory, but the nation failed God
and had to be cut down (Ps. 80:8–16; Isa. 5:1–7; see
also Matt. 21:33–46). Today, Christ is the Vine and
believers are branches in Him (John 15). But the world
system is also a vine, “the vine of the earth” in contrast
to Christ, the heavenly Vine, and it is ripening for
judgment. The wicked system—Babylon—that intox-
icates people and controls them, will one day be cut
down and destroyed in “the winepress of the wrath of
God.”

Some see in this image an anticipation of the “bat-
tle of Armageddon,” when the armies of the world will
gather against Jerusalem (Zech. 14:1–4; Rev. 16:16).
Certainly, John is using hyperbole when he describes a
river of blood four feet deep and 200 miles long (see
also Isa. 63:1–6). Today, God is speaking to the world
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in grace, and men will not listen. One day hence, He
must speak in wrath. The bitter cup will be drunk, the
harvest of sin reaped, and the vine of the earth cut
down and cast into the winepress.

The Voice of the Victors (15:1–4)
At this point, John saw the seven angels holding the
seven vials of God’s wrath, poised for action. The
wicked world is about to “drink of the wine of the
wrath of God” (Rev. 14:10), but before the angels pour
out their judgments, there is an “interlude” of blessing.
Before sending the “third woe” (Rev. 11:14), God once
again reassures His faithful people.

John saw the believers from the tribulation who had
overcome “the beast” and his system. These are the
people who “loved not their lives unto the death” (Rev.
12:11). Since they did not cooperate with the satanic
system and receive the mark of “the beast,” they were
unable to buy or sell (Rev. 13:17). They were totally
dependent on the Lord for their daily bread. Some of
them were put into prison and some were slain (Rev.
13:10), but all of them practiced faith and patience.

This entire scene is reminiscent of Israel following
the exodus. The nation had been delivered from Egypt
by the blood of the lamb, and the Egyptian army had
been destroyed at the Red Sea. In thankfulness to God,
the Israelites stood by the sea and sang “the song of
Moses.”

The tribulation saints whom John saw and heard
were standing by the “sea of glass” in heaven (Rev. 4:6),
just as the Israelites stood by the Red Sea. They were
singing “the song of Moses” and also “the song of the
Lamb.” “The song of Moses” is recorded in Exodus 15,
and its refrain is: “The Lord is my strength and song,
and he is become my salvation” (Ex. 15:2). The
144,000 sang a song that nobody else could sing, but
this is a song all saints can sing.

When Israel returned from Babylonian captivity
and reestablished their government and restored tem-
ple worship, they used this same refrain at the
dedication services (Ps. 118; see especially v. 14).

In the future, when God shall call His people back
to their land, Isaiah prophesied that they will sing this
song again (Isa. 11:15—12:6). “The song of Moses” is
indeed an important song in the hymnal of the Jewish
nation.

This scene would give great assurance and
endurance to suffering saints in any age of the church.
It is possible to be victorious over the world system!
One does not have to yield to the “mark of the beast.”
Through the blood of the Lamb, we have deliverance.
Our Lord’s work on the cross is a “spiritual exodus”
accomplished by His blood. (Note Luke 9:31, where
the word “decease” is exodus in the Greek.)

In their song, the tribulation saints praise God’s
works as well as His ways. The earth-dwellers certainly
would not praise God for His works, and they would
never understand His ways. God’s works are great and
marvelous, and His ways are just and true. There is no

complaint here about the way God permitted these
people to suffer! It would save us a great deal of sorrow
if we would acknowledge God’s sovereignty in this
same way today! “The Lord is righteous in all his ways,
and holy in all his works” (Ps. 145:17).

The phrase “king of saints” can also be read “king
of ages.” God is the eternal King, but He is also in
charge of history. Nothing happens by accident. The
singers seek to glorify God and honor Him, the very
praise the first angel proclaimed in Revelation 14:7.
Antecedents of this song may be found in Psalms 86:9;
90:1–2; 92:5; 98:2; 111:9; and 145:17.

Revelation 15:4 is another anticipation of the
kingdom, foretelling the time when all nations shall
worship the Lamb and obey Him. This verse also
announces that God’s judgments are about to be
manifested.

The Voice of Fulfillment (15:5—16:21)
The “great voice” out of the temple commands the
seven angels to pour out the contents of their vials
(Rev. 16:1), after which he announces “It is done”
(Rev. 16:17). The “mystery of God” is finished! (Rev.
10:7) The martyrs in glory had asked, “How long?”
(Rev. 6:9–11) and now their cry would be answered.

The seven angels emerge from the heavenly temple
(see Rev. 11:19), because their work is holy as are the
judgments they bring. The angels’ clothing reminds us
of the priestly garments, for their service is a divine
ministry. When the Old Testament tabernacle and
temple were dedicated, these earthly buildings were
filled with God’s glory (Ex. 40:34–35; 2 Chron.
7:1–4), but now the heavenly temple is filled with
smoke (see Isa. 6:4; Ezek. 10:4). This smoke likewise is
evidence of God’s glory and power.

Each of the angels has a specific “target” for the
contents of his vial. The earth-dwellers have already
suffered from the seal and trumpet judgments, but this
final series of judgments will climax God’s plan, lead-
ing to Babylon’s fall and Jesus Christ’s return to earth.

Grievous sores (v. 2). This vial judgment reminds
us of the sixth plague in Egypt (Ex. 9:8–12; note also
Deut. 28:27, 35). Only those who have submitted to
“the beast” and who have rejected the warning of the
first angel will experience this judgment (Rev. 14:6–7).

Revelation 16:10–11 suggests that these sores do
not disappear, for by the time of the fifth vial, people
are still in pain from the first judgment. Yet their pain
will not cause them to repent (see Rev. 9:20–21).
William R. Newell used to say, “If men are not won by
grace, they will never be won.”

It is an awesome thought to consider almost the
entire population of the world suffering from a painful
malady that nothing can cure. Constant pain affects a
person’s disposition so that he finds it difficult to get
along with other people. Human relations during that
period will certainly be at their worst.

Waters turned to blood (vv. 3–6). The second and
third vials parallel the first plague in Egypt (Ex.
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7:14–25). The second vial will center on the sea, and
the third will turn the inland waters (rivers and foun-
tains) into blood. When the second trumpet judgment
occurred, a third part of the sea became blood, but
with this judgment, the entire system of seas and
oceans will be polluted. The third trumpet made a
third part of the inland waters bitter as wormwood, but
the third vial will turn all of those bitter waters into
blood.

Heaven gives justification for this terrible judg-
ment: the earth-dwellers have shed the blood of God’s
people, so it is only right that they should drink blood.
In God’s government, the punishment fits the crime.
Pharaoh tried to drown the Jewish boy babies, but it
was his own army that eventually drowned in the Red
Sea. Haman planned to hang Mordecai on the gallows
and to exterminate the Jews, but he himself was hanged
on the gallows, and his family was exterminated (Est.
7:10; 9:10). King Saul refused to obey God and slay
the Amalekites, so he was slain by an Amalekite (2
Sam. 1:1–16).

Great heat from the sun (vv. 8–9). All earthly life
depends on the light of the sun. In previous judgments,
a part of the sun had been dimmed (Rev. 8:12), but
now the heat of the sun is increased. Anyone who has
been on the desert knows how merciless the sun’s heat
can be. Remembering too that the water system is now
useless, you can imagine how people will suffer from
thirst. Alas, even this judgment will not bring men to
their knees (see Mal. 4:1)!

Darkness (vv. 10–11). This is not worldwide dark-
ness; only “the beast,” his throne, and his kingdom are
affected. This reminds us of the fifth trumpet (Rev.
9:2) and the ninth plague (Ex. 10:21–23). Where is the
throne of “the beast”? His image is in the temple in
Jerusalem, so that may be the center of his operation.
Or perhaps he is ruling from Rome, in cooperation
with the apostate church headquartered there.

When God sent the ninth plague to Egypt, the entire
land was dark, except for Goshen where the Israelites
lived. The judgment of the fifth vial is just the opposite:
there is light for the world, but darkness reigns at the
headquarters of “the beast”! Certainly this will be a great
blow to his “image” throughout the earth.

The Euphrates dried up (vv. 12–16). This
famous river was mentioned earlier in Revelation,
when the sixth trumpet sounded (Rev. 9:13ff.) and the
angels were loosed who were bound therein. At that
time, an army of demonic horsemen was also released.
Now, an army from the nations of the world gathers
for the great battle at Armageddon. The drying up of
the river will make it possible for the army of the
“kings of the East” to come to Palestine and invade the
Holy Land.

We often speak of “the battle of Armageddon,” but
nowhere does the Bible use that phrase. On September
2, 1945, when General Douglas MacArthur supervised
signing the peace treaty with Japan, he said: “We have
had our last chance. If we will not devise something

greater and more equitable [than war], Armageddon
will be at our door.”

The name Armageddon comes from two Hebrew
words, har Megiddo, the hill of Megiddo. The word
Megiddo means “place of troops” or “place of slaugh-
ter.” It is also called the Plain of Esdraelon and the
Valley of Jezreel. The area is about fourteen miles wide
and twenty miles long, and forms what Napoleon
called “the most natural battlefield of the whole earth.”
Standing on Mount Carmel and overlooking that great
plain, you can well understand why it would be used
for gathering the armies of the nations.

It was on this plain that Barak defeated the armies
of Canaan (Judg. 5:19). Gideon met the Midianites
there (Judg. 7), and it was there that King Saul lost his
life (1 Sam. 31). Titus and the Roman army used this
natural corridor, as did the Crusaders in the Middle
Ages. British General Allenby used it when he defeated
the Turkish armies in 1917.

From a human viewpoint it appears that the armies
of the nations are gathering on their own, but John
makes it clear that the military movement is according
to God’s plan. The satanic trinity, through demonic
powers, will influence the nations and cause the rulers
to assemble their armies. They will even work miracles
that will impress the rulers and cause them to cooper-
ate. But all this will merely fulfill the will of God and
accomplish His purposes (see Rev. 17:17). The Gentile
nations will look on Armageddon as a battle, but to
God, it will be only a “supper” for the fowls of the air
(Rev. 19:17–21),

Zechariah 12 and 14 describe this event from
Israel’s point of view. Since “the beast” has set up his
image in the temple at Jerusalem, and since many of
the Jews will not bow down to him, it is natural that
the Holy City should be the object of attack. However,
not only the Jews are involved, for God has a purpose
for the Gentile nations as well. Joel 3:9–21 parallels the
Zechariah references, and Joel 3:19 makes clear that
God will punish the Gentiles for the way they have
treated the Jews (see also Isa. 24; Zeph. 3:8ff.).

The outcome of the “battle” is recorded in
Revelation 19: the Lord returns and defeats His ene-
mies. Obviously, the assembling and marching armies
create no problem for Almighty God. When the
nations rage and defy Him, “He that sitteth in the
heavens shall laugh: the Lord shall have them in deri-
sion. Then shall he speak unto them in his wrath, and
vex them in his sore displeasure” (Ps. 2:4–5).

“It is done” (vv. 17–21). The devil is “the prince
of the power of the air,” so perhaps this seventh vial has
a special effect on his dominion (Eph. 2:2). But the
immediate result is a devastating earthquake that
affects the cities of the nations. Satan’s entire system is
now about to be judged by God: his religious system
(the harlot, Rev. 17), his political and economic system
(Babylon, Rev. 18), and his military system (the armies,
Rev. 19).

The “great city” (Rev. 16:19) is probably Jerusalem
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(see Rev. 11:8). The prophet Zechariah prophesied an
earthquake that would change the topography of
Jerusalem (Zech. 14:4). But the key idea here is that
Babylon would fall (see Jer. 50—51). “The beast’s”
great economic system, which subjugated the people of
the world, would be completely destroyed by God.

Added to the earthquake will be a hailstorm with
hailstones of tremendous weight. (A talent of silver
weighs about 125 pounds!) This judgment is reminis-
cent of the seventh plague in Egypt (Ex. 9:22–26). Just
as Pharaoh and the Egyptian leaders did not repent, so
the earth-dwellers will not repent; in fact, they will
blaspheme God! No wonder the hail comes, for blas-
phemers are supposed to be stoned to death (Lev.
24:16).

Reviewing these three chapters, we see the encour-
agement they give to suffering Christians. The sealed
144,000 will arrive on Mount Zion and praise God
(Rev. 14:1–5). The martyrs will also be in glory, prais-
ing God (Rev. 15:1–4). John’s message is clear: it is
possible to be victorious over “the beast” and be an
overcomer!

Movements of armies, confederations of nations,
and worldwide opposition to God cannot hinder the
Lord from fulfilling His Word and achieving His pur-
poses. Men think they are free to do as they please, but
in reality, they are accomplishing the plans and pur-
poses of God!

Every generation of Christians has been able to
identify with the events in Revelation 14—16. There
has always been a “beast” to oppress God’s people and
a false prophet to try to lead them astray. We have
always been on the verge of an “Armageddon” as the
nations wage war.

But in the last days, these events will accelerate and
the Bible’s prophecies will be ultimately fulfilled. I
believe the church will not be on the scene at that time,
but both Jewish and Gentile believers will be living
who will have to endure Antichrist’s rule.

The admonition in Revelation 16:15 applies to us
all: “Behold, I [Jesus] come as a thief. Blessed is he that
watcheth, and keepeth his garments, lest he walk
naked, and they see his shame.” Jesus Christ may
return at any time, and it behooves us to keep our lives
clean, to watch, and to be faithful.

CHAPTER TEN
Revelation 17—18
DESOLATION AND DESTRUCTION!

Beginning in Revelation 17, John describes the
Lamb’s step-by-step victory over “the beast” and his
kingdom. In Revelation 17, the religious system is

judged; in Revelation 18, the political and economic
system fall victim. Finally, the Lord Himself returns to
earth; judges Satan, “the beast,” and the false prophet
(Rev. 19:19–20); and then establishes His kingdom.

One reason John used symbolism was so that his
message would encourage believers in any period of
church history. The true church is a pure virgin (Rev.
19:7–8; see also 2 Cor. 11:2), but the false religious sys-
tem is a “harlot” who has abandoned the truth and
prostituted herself for personal gain. In every age, there
has been a “harlot” who has persecuted God’s people,
and this will culminate in the last days in a worldwide
apostate religious system.

Likewise, every age has featured a “Babylon,” a
political and economic system that has sought to con-
trol people’s minds and destinies. Just as the contrast to
the “harlot” is the pure bride, so the contrast to
“Babylon” is the City of God, the New Jerusalem, the
eternal home prepared for the Lamb’s wife (Rev.
21:9ff.). Each generation of believers must keep itself
pure from the pollution of both the “harlot” and
“Babylon.”

In these two chapters, John prophesies two divine
judgments.

The Desolation of the Harlot (17)
The scene begins with an invitation (Rev. 17:1–2). One
of the angels asks John to come and see what God will
do with “the beast’s” worldwide religious system. Four
times in this chapter, the woman is called a “harlot”
(Rev. 17:1, 5, 15–16), and her sin is called “fornica-
tion” (Rev. 17:2, 4). Her evil influence has extended to
the whole world, reaching even into high places (“the
kings of the earth”).

Following the invitation, John was carried away “in
the Spirit” into the wilderness. There he saw “the har-
lot” and wrote down the description of what he saw
(Rev. 17:3–6). Genesis 2 speaks of a pure bride in a
lovely garden, but by the Bible’s end, civilization has
degenerated to an impure harlot in a wilderness! That
is what sin does to the world.

The description is very full. The woman is dressed
in expensive garments, decorated with gold and pre-
cious stones. She is holding a golden cup in her hand
and is drunk with the blood of the saints. On her fore-
head (see Rev. 13:16; 14:1) she wears a special name.

Her posture is important. She is seated upon “many
waters” (Rev. 17:1), and upon a scarlet beast with seven
heads and ten horns. No wonder John was “greatly
astonished” (niv) when he beheld the woman and “the
beast.”

But what did it all mean? Thankfully, the angel gave
John (and all believers) the explanation of these symbols
(Rev. 17:7–18).

Let’s begin with the woman. Revelation 17:18
makes clear that she is identified with a city that
existed in John’s day (“reigns” is present tense). This
city is prosperous and powerful, but also idolatrous
(“blasphemy”) and dangerous. For one thing, it pol-
lutes the nations with its filth and abomination
(pictured by the golden wine cup); for another, it per-
secutes those who belong to the Lord (Rev. 17:6).
Power, wealth, pollution, persecution: these words
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summarize the “great harlot’s” involvement on a
worldwide scale.

The woman’s name also involves “mystery” (Rev.
17:5). In the New Testament, a “mystery” is a hidden
truth that only the spiritually initiated can understand.
To grasp one of God’s mysteries requires spiritual intel-
ligence and discernment. In this case, the mystery has
to do with Babylon.

The city of Babylon was founded by Nimrod (Gen.
10:8–11). The name Bab-el means “the gate of God.”
Ironically, the famous tower of Babel (Gen. 11:1–9)
was an idolatrous attempt by man to defy God. When
the Lord sent judgment on the builders by making
mankind’s one language into many, the word bab-el
came to mean “confusion.” Later in history, Babylon
became a great empire before finally falling to Media-
Persia. But from the beginning of Nimrod’s city in
Genesis 10, an insidious anti-God “Babylonian influ-
ence” has been felt throughout history.

The woman is “the great harlot,” but she is also “the
mother of harlots.” The Babylonian system has, in one
way or another, given birth to all false religions. She has
also seduced men into opposing God and persecuting
His servants.

The seven mountains (Rev. 17:9) probably symbol-
ize the city of Rome, built on seven hills. Certainly in
John’s day, the Roman Empire was living in luxury,
spreading false religion, polluting the nations with its
idolatry and sin, and persecuting the church.

John’s readers would not be surprised when he used
an evil harlot to symbolize a wicked city or political sys-
tem. God even called Jerusalem a harlot (Isa. 1:21).
Isaiah said that Tyre was a harlot (Isa. 23:16–17), and
Nahum used this same designation for Nineveh (Nah.
3:4). (Read Jer. 50—51 for further historical parallels
to John’s prophetic message.)

As noted earlier, scarlet is the color of Satan (Rev.
12:3) and of sin (Isa. 1:18). Scarlet was a popular color
in Rome, and both scarlet and purple were associated
with rank and riches.

But the woman must not be separated from “the
beast” that carries her. “The beast” has seven heads and
ten horns. The seven heads symbolize seven mountains
(Rev. 17:9) and also seven kings or kingdoms (Rev.
17:10), in keeping with Old Testament imagery (Ps.
30:7; Dan. 2:35). I have already suggested that the
seven mountains can be interpreted geographically as
the seven hills of Rome, but they may also be inter-
preted historically as seven kingdoms.

According to Revelation 17:10, five of these kings
(or kingdoms) had passed off the scene, one was pres-
ent in John’s day, and one was yet to come. If so, then
the five past kingdoms would be Egypt, Assyria,
Babylon, Persia, and Greece. The present kingdom
would be Rome, and the future kingdom would be that
of “the beast.” In order to understand Revelation
17:10–11, we must consider Revelation 17:12.

“The beast” not only has seven heads, but also ten
horns, which represent ten kings. But these are very

special kings: they enable “the beast” to rise to power
and are even willing to yield their authority to him.
Recall that at the opening of the first seal (Rev. 6:1–2),
Antichrist began his “peaceful” conquest of the nations.
He organized a “United States of Europe,” brought
peace to the Middle East, and appeared to be the great
leader the troubled world was seeking.

But in the midst of the seven-year period, this ruler
broke his covenant with Israel (Dan. 9:27) and began
to persecute the people of God as well as the nation
Israel. Energized by Satan and assisted by the false
prophet, “the beast” became the world’s dictator and its
god. In this way, “the beast” was both “one of the seven
[kings, kingdoms]” but also “the eighth.” His kingdom
was nothing but a revival of the Roman Empire (“one
of the seven”), but it was a new kingdom (“the eighth”).

But how does all this relate to Babylon? The
“Babylonian system” of false religion has been a part of
history since Nimrod founded his empire. Scholars
have discovered it is amazingly like the true Christian
faith! Alas, it is Satan’s counterfeit of God’s truth.
Babylonians practiced the worship of mother and
child, and even believed in the death and resurrection
of the son.

Readers in John’s day would identify “the harlot”
with the Roman Empire. Readers in the Middle Ages
might identify it as the Roman ecclesiastical system.
Today, some believers see “the harlot” and the
Babylonian system in an apostate “world church” that
minimizes doctrinal truth, rejects the authority of the
Word, and tries to unite professed believers on some
other basis than faith in Jesus Christ.

However, in the days when John’s prophecy will be
fulfilled, an amazing thing will happen: “the harlot”
will be made desolate by the very system that carried
her! It is important to note that “the beast” carries “the
harlot.” Satan (and Antichrist) will use the apostate reli-
gious system to accomplish his own ends (i.e., attain
world power), but then he will do away with “the har-
lot” and establish his own religious system. And all of
this will be the fulfillment of God’s Word (Rev. 17:17).

Since “the beast” sets up his image in the temple
about the middle of the tribulation, we can assume
that “the harlot” and “the beast” work together dur-
ing those first three-and-a-half years. This is
corroborated by the fact that the ten kings assist him
in desolating “the harlot” (Rev. 17:16). These are the
same ten kings associated with “the beast” when he
sets up the “United States of Europe” during the first
half of the tribulation.

Throughout history, political systems have “used”
religious bodies to further their political causes. At the
same time, church history reveals that religious groups
have used politics to achieve their purposes. The mar-
riage of church and state is not a happy one, and has
often spawned children that have created serious prob-
lems. When dictators are friendly with religion, it is
usually a sign that they want to make use of religion’s
influence and then destroy it. The church of Jesus
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Christ has been most influential in the world when it
has maintained a separated position.

Compare the description of “the harlot’s” desola-
tion with that of the death of Jezebel (2 Kings
9:30–37).

Finally, note that those who trust the Lord are not
influenced by “the harlot” or defeated by the kings
(Rev. 17:14). Once again, John points out that the true
believers are the “overcomers.”

Satan’s counterfeit religion is subtle, requiring spir-
itual discernment to recognize. It was Paul’s great
concern that the local churches he founded not be
seduced away from their sincere devotion to Christ (2
Cor. 11:1–4). In every age, there is the tremendous
pressure to conform to “popular religion” and to aban-
don the fundamentals of the faith. In these last days,
we all need to heed the admonitions in 1 Timothy 4
and 2 Timothy 3 and remain true to our Lord.

The Destruction of Babylon (18)
Babylon was not only an ancient city and a powerful
empire, but also the symbol of mankind’s rebellion
against God. In Revelation 18, Babylon represents the
world system of “the beast,” particularly in its eco-
nomic and political aspects. At the same time, John
calls Babylon a “city” at least eight times (Rev. 14:8;
17:18; 18:10, 16, 18–21). Old Testament prophecy
seems to make clear that the city itself will not be
rebuilt (Isa. 13:19–22; Jer. 51:24–26, 61–64). Some
equate Babylon with Rome, particularly since “the har-
lot” and “the beast” cooperate during the first half of
the tribulation. Perhaps Peter was using Babylon as a
“code name” for Rome when he wrote his first letter (1
Peter 5:13). Certainly, John’s readers would think of
the Roman Empire as they read these words about
Babylon.

John heard four voices give four important
announcements.

The voice of condemnation (vv. 1–3). This
announcement was anticipated in Revelation 14:8
(some commentators would also include Rev. 16:19,
but I have interpreted the “great city” in that context as
Jerusalem). There is a definite reference here to
Jeremiah 51—52, where the prophet saw the fall of his-
torical Babylon. But here John saw the destruction of
spiritual Babylon, the world system organized by “the
beast.” It was no ordinary angel that made this
announcement, for he had great power and a glory that
radiated throughout the whole earth. Despite Satan’s
devices and the opposition of evil men, “the earth shall
be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord”
(Hab. 2:14).

The phrase “is fallen, is fallen” not only adds dra-
matic effect to the announcement, but suggests a dual
judgment: ecclesiastical Babylon, “the harlot,” in
Revelation 17, and political Babylon here in Revelation
18. This thought is amplified in Revelation 18:6 when
God announces that Babylon will receive “double” for
her many sins.

The church, the bride of the Lamb, is the habita-
tion of God (Eph. 2:22); Babylon, on the other hand,
is the habitation of Satan (Rev. 18:2). This parallels the
judgment on ancient Babylon (Isa. 13:21ff.; Jer.
51:37ff.). Furthermore, John called the city “a cage of
every unclean and hateful bird” (Rev. 18:2). In Christ’s
parable of the sower, He also used the birds as a picture
of Satan (Matt 13:31–32).

This judgment has come because the Babylonian
“system” has polluted the whole world. As in the judg-
ment of “the harlot,” the sin is that of “fornication” or
idolatry. The system intoxicated the people of the
world with all the riches and pleasures it had to offer.
It catered to those who were “lovers of pleasures more
than lovers of God” (2 Tim. 3:4).

Christians in every age have had to heed the warn-
ing of 1 John 2:15–17. How easy it is to become
fascinated by the things the world has to offer. Like a
person taking a sip of wine, we can soon find ourselves
drinking deeply and then wanting more. The world
system that opposes Christ has always been with us,
and we must beware of its subtle influence.

The world system satisfies the desires of the earth-
dwellers who follow “the beast” and reject the Lamb.
But worldly things never permanently satisfy or last.
The love of pleasures and possessions is but an insidi-
ous form of idolatry, demonic in its origin and
destructive in its outcome.

The voice of separation (vv. 4–8). This admoni-
tion parallels Jeremiah 50:8 and 51:6, 45. In all ages,
God’s true people have had to separate themselves from
that which is worldly and anti-God. When God called
Abraham, He ordered him to get out of his country
(Gen. 12:1). God separated the Jewish nation from
Egypt and warned the Israelites not to go back. The
church today is commanded to separate itself from that
which is ungodly (Rom. 16:17–18; 2 Cor. 6:14–7:1).

John offered two reasons for God’s people separat-
ing themselves from the diabolical system. The first is
that they might avoid pollution, becoming “partakers
of her sins” (Rev. 18:4). “Neither be partaker of other
men’s sins” (1 Tim. 5:22). The word means “joint fel-
lowship or partnership.” There is a good partnership in
the Lord (Phil. 4:14), but there is also an evil partner-
ship that we must avoid (Eph. 5:11). True unity of the
Spirit exists among believers, but we must not compro-
mise by joining forces with that which is opposed to
Christ.

The second reason is that God’s people might be
spared the terrible plagues He will send on Babylon.
God had patiently endured the growing sins of the evil
system, but now the time had come for His wrath to be
poured out. He would treat Babylon just as she treated
His people.

What specific sins would God judge? We have
already noted Babylon’s evil influence on the nations of
the world, seducing them with idolatry. Another sin
that will be judged is pride: “She hath glorified herself!”
(Rev. 18:7) She saw herself as a queen who could never
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be dethroned, and this false confidence and pride could
never be accepted by the Lord (see Isa. 47 for the par-
allel, especially vv. 7–9).

A third sin is Babylon’s worship of pleasures and lux-
ury. To “live deliciously” (Rev. 18:7) is to live proudly
in luxury while others go without. It means to make
possessions and pleasures the most important things in
life and to ignore the needs of others. John summarized
this attitude as “the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the
eyes, and the pride of life” (1 John 2:16).

God’s people must not delay in separating them-
selves from this evil system, because God’s judgment
will come suddenly and Babylon will be destroyed in a
single day. Sometimes God’s judgments work silently
“as a moth” (Hos. 5:12), but at other times they are “as
a lion” (Hos. 5:14) and spring suddenly, and there is no
escape. In one day, the entire economic empire will col-
lapse! But those who have their citizenship in heaven
will rejoice at the judgment of God.

The voice of lamentation (vv. 9–19). This long
paragraph describes the mourning of the merchants as
they see Babylon go up in smoke and all their wealth
destroyed. The image here is that of a prosperous
ancient city that is visited by many ships. The wealth of
the city provides for many nations and employs many
people. It is worth noting that not only do the mer-
chants lament the fall of Babylon (Rev. 18:11) but also
the kings of the earth (Rev. 18:9). Business and govern-
ment are so intertwined that what affects one affects
the other.

Certainly, the city of Rome was the center for world
trade and government in John’s day, and it was known
for its extravagance and luxury. Politically and econom-
ically, the people in the empire were dependent on
Rome. Today, with the complex connections that exist
between governments and businesses, and with the
interrelated computer systems, it would not take long
for “Babylon” to collapse and the world’s economic sys-
tem to be destroyed.

The word translated “wail” (Rev. 18:9) means “a
loud lamentation” as opposed to silent weeping. In
fact, the same word is translated “weep” in Revelation
18:11. Note that the merchants are not feeling sorry
for the city, but for themselves: they have lost valuable
customers! God had brought an end to their life of lux-
ury and wealth. Even their employees weep (Rev.
18:17–18).

John gave an inventory of some of the commodities
that brought wealth to these kings, merchants, and
shipmasters. Gold, silver, and precious stones led the
list. Then he described costly garments (see also Rev.
18:16) and items made of different materials. “Thyine
wood” (Rev. 18:12) was valued highly by the Romans
who used it for decorative cabinets and other luxury
furnishings.

Imported spices were greatly sought in that day,
both for foods and for personal use as perfumes. The
city of Rome had to depend on imported foods, just as
many nations do today. In fact, our great cities would

starve were it not for trucks and trains that daily bring
in fresh produce and meats.

Last on the list, and most disturbing, is “slaves and
the souls of men” (Rev. 18:13). It has been estimated
that one third of Rome’s population was enslaved, and
it was not unusual for 10,000 human beings to be auc-
tioned off in one day in the great slave markets of the
empire. There were probably over 60 million slaves
throughout the empire, people who were treated like
pieces of furniture, bought and sold, used and abused.

Is John suggesting that there will, in the end times,
be a return to slavery? Perhaps not in the ancient sense,
but certainly we can see an increasing loss of freedom
in our world today. Persons are “bought and sold” (and
even traded!) by athletic teams, and our great corpora-
tions more and more seek to control the lives of their
officers and workers. As people become more enslaved
to luxury, with more bills to pay, they find themselves
unable to break loose from the “system.”

It would take little imagination to conceive of a
universal enslavement under the rule of “the beast.” We
have already seen that he required his mark on every-
one who would buy or sell (Rev. 13:16–17), and he
also demanded that all people worship his image. He
will promise “freedom,” but put men and women in
bondage (2 Peter 2:19). He will take advantage of the
people’s appetites (Rev. 18:14) and use their appetites
to enslave them.

John may also have had in mind Ezekiel 27, the
lament over the fall of Tyre. As you read that chapter,
you will find a number of parallels.

The voice of celebration (vv. 20–24). In contrast
to the lament of the kings and merchants is the rejoic-
ing of heaven’s inhabitants that Babylon has fallen.
How important it is that God’s people look at events
from God’s point of view. In fact, we are commanded
to rejoice at the overthrow of Babylon, because in this
judgment God will vindicate His servants who were
martyred (see Rev. 6:9–11).

Note the repeated refrain, “No more!” Jeremiah
used a similar approach when he warned Judah of the
nation’s coming judgment at the hands of the
Babylonians (Jer. 25:8–10). Now that same judgment
comes to Babylon herself! This description of Babylon’s
losses indicates to us that both the luxuries and the
necessities will be removed. Both music and manufac-
turing, work and weddings, will come to a violent end.

Revelation 18:24 should be compared with
Revelation 17:6 and Matthew 23:35. Satan has used
religion and business to persecute and slay the people
of God. During the first half of the tribulation, as “the
beast” rises to power, ecclesiastical and political-eco-
nomic Babylon will work together in opposing the
Lord and His people. It will seem that God does not
care, but at the right time, the Lord will vindicate His
people and destroy both “the harlot” and the great city.
God is patient with His enemies, but when He does
begin to work, He acts suddenly and thoroughly.

We must not think that this voice of celebration

Revelation 18

1075



calls us to be glad because sinners are judged. The fact
of divine judgment ought always to break our hearts,
knowing that lost sinners are condemned to eternal
punishment. The joy in this section centers on God’s
righteous judgment, the fact that justice has been done.
It is easy for comfortable Bible students to discuss these
things in their homes. If you and I were with John on
Patmos, or with the suffering saints to whom he wrote,
we might have a different perspective. We must never
cultivate personal revenge (Rom. 12:17–21), but we
must rejoice at the righteous judgments of God.

At this point in our study, the political and eco-
nomic system of “the beast” has at last been destroyed.
All that remains is for Jesus Christ to come from
heaven and personally meet and defeat “the beast” and
his armies. This He will do, and then establish His
righteous kingdom on earth.

But the important question is: “Are we citizens of
‘Babylon’ or citizens of heaven?”

Can you rejoice because your name is written in
heaven? If not, then the time has come for you to trust
Jesus Christ and “get out of Babylon” and into the fam-
ily of God.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Revelation 19—20
THE KING AND HIS KINGDOM

How will it all end?” has been mankind’s major
question for centuries. Historians have studied
the past, hoping to find a clue to understanding

the future. Philosophers have tried to penetrate the
meaning of things, but they have yet to find the key.
No wonder perplexed people have turned in despera-
tion to astrology and spiritism!

The prophetic Word of God shines like a “light…
in a dark place” (2 Peter 1:19), and on that we can
depend. Here in Revelation 19—20, John has recorded
five key events that will take place before God “wraps
up” human history and ushers in His new heavens and
earth.

Heaven Will Rejoice (19:1–10)
When Babylon fell on the earth, the command was
given in heaven, “Rejoice over her!” (Rev. 18:20), and
what we read in this section is heaven’s response to that
command. The word alleluia is the Greek form of the
Hebrew word hallelujah, which means “praise the
Lord.” This is heaven’s “Hallelujah Chorus” and it will
be sung for three reasons.

God has judged His enemies (vv. 1–4). Since the
“great whore [harlot]” of Revelation 17 was destroyed
by “the beast” and his fellow rulers (Rev. 17:16) in the
middle of the tribulation, the “great whore” referred to
here must be Babylon the Great. Comparing
Revelation 17:2 with 18:3 and 9, the connection is
obvious. Both the apostate religious system and the

satanic economic-political system led the world astray
and polluted mankind. Both were guilty of persecuting
God’s people and martyring many of them.

The song emphasizes God’s attributes, which is the
proper way to honor Him. We do not rejoice at the sin-
fulness of Babylon, or even the greatness of Babylon’s
fall. We rejoice that God is “true and righteous” (Rev.
15:3; 16:7; 17:6) and that He is glorified by His holy
judgments. As we discovered in Revelation 8:1–6,
God’s throne and altar are related to His judgments.
Revelation 19:3 should be compared with Revelation
14:10–11, and Revelation 19:4 with Revelation
5:6–10.

God is reigning (vv. 5–6). The literal translation
is, “The Lord God omnipotent has begun to reign.”
This does not suggest that heaven’s throne has been
empty or inactive, because that is not the case. The
book of Revelation is the “book of the throne,” and the
omnipotent God has indeed been accomplishing His
purposes on earth. This burst of praise is an echo of
Psalm 97:1—”The Lord reigneth; let the earth rejoice!”

God has been reigning on the throne of heaven, but
He is now about to conquer the thrones of earth as well
as the kingdom of Satan and “the beast.” In His sover-
eignty, He has permitted evil men and evil angels to do
their worst, but now the time has come for God’s will
to be done on earth as it is in heaven. Domitian was
emperor of Rome when John was on Patmos, and one
of his assumed titles was “Lord and God.” How signif-
icant it must have been, then, to John’s readers that he
used the word alleluia four times in the first six verses
of this chapter—truly, only Jehovah is worthy of wor-
ship and praise.

The bride is ready (vv. 7–10). The bride, of
course, is the church (2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:22–33), and
Jesus Christ, the Lamb, is the Bridegroom (John 3:29).
At a wedding, it is customary to focus attention on the
bride, but in this case, it is the Bridegroom who receives
the honor! “Let us be glad and rejoice, and give honor
to him.”

“What did the bride wear?” is the usual question
asked after a wedding. The Lamb’s bride is dressed “in
the righteous acts of the saints” (literal translation).
When the bride arrived in heaven at the judgment seat
of Christ, she was not at all beautiful (in fact, she was
covered with spots, wrinkles, and blemishes according
to Paul in Eph. 5:27), but now she is radiant in her
glory. She has “made herself ready” for the public cere-
mony.

Jewish weddings in that day were quite unlike wed-
dings in the Western world. First, there was an
engagement, usually made by the parents when the
prospective bride and groom were quite young. This
engagement was binding and could be broken only by
a form of divorce. Any unfaithfulness during the
engagement was considered adultery.

When the public ceremony was to be enacted, the
groom would go to the bride’s house and claim her
for himself. He would take her to his home for the
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wedding supper, and all the guests would join the
happy couple. This feast could last as long as a week.

Today, the church is “engaged” to Jesus Christ, and
we love Him even though we have not seen Him (1
Peter 1:8). One day, He will return and take His bride
to heaven (John 14:1–6; 1 Thess. 4:13–18). At the
judgment seat of Christ, her works will be judged and
all her spots and blemishes removed. This being com-
pleted, the church will be ready to return to earth with
her Bridegroom at the close of the tribulation to reign
with Him in glory (see Luke 13:29; Matt. 8:11). Some
students believe that the entire kingdom age will be the
“marriage supper.”

Revelation 19:9 contains the fourth of the seven
“beatitudes” found in the book (see Rev. 1:3).
Certainly the bride is not invited to her own wedding!
This invitation goes out to the guests, believers from
the Old Testament era and the tribulation. During the
eternal state, no distinctions will be made among the
people of God, but in the kingdom age, differences will
still exist as the church reigns with Christ and as Israel
enjoys the promised messianic blessings.

John was so overwhelmed by all of this that he fell
down to worship the angel who was guiding him, an
act that he later repeats (Rev. 22:8–9)! Of course, wor-
shipping angels is wrong (Col. 2:18), and John knew
this. We must take into account the tremendous emo-
tional content of John’s experience. Like John himself,
this angel was only a servant of God (Heb. 1:14), and
we do not worship servants (see Acts 10:25–26).

Christ Will Return (19:11—20:3)
First, John described the Conqueror (Rev. 19:11–16)
and then His conquests (Rev. 19:17—20:3). The rider
on the white horse (Rev. 6:2) is the false Christ, but
this Rider is the true Christ. He is not coming in the
air to take His people home (1 Thess. 4:13–18), but to
the earth with His people, to conquer His enemies and
establish His kingdom.

Note the emphasis on Jesus’ names (Rev. 19:11–13,
16). He is “Faithful and True” (see Rev. 3:14), in con-
trast to “the beast” who was unfaithful (he broke the
covenant with Israel) and false (he ruled by means of
deception and idolatry). Suffering saints need to be
reminded that God is faithful and will not desert them,
because His promises are true.

Perhaps the “secret name” (see Rev. 19:12) is the
same as the “new name” (Rev. 3:12). Not knowing
what this name is, we cannot comment on it, but it is
exciting to know that, even in heaven, we shall learn
new things about our Lord Jesus!

“The Word of God” is one of the familiar names of
our Lord in Scripture (John 1:1–14). Just as we reveal
our minds and hearts to others by our words, so the
Father reveals Himself to us through His Son, the
incarnate Word (Rev. 14:7–11). A word is made up of
letters, and Jesus Christ is “Alpha and Omega” (Rev.
21:6; 22:13). He is the “divine alphabet” of God’s rev-
elation to us.

The Word of God is “living and powerful” (Heb.
4:12); what’s more, it fulfills His purposes on earth
(Rev. 17:17; note also Rev. 6:11; 10:7; 15:1). Jehovah
Himself says, “I am watching to see that my word is
fulfilled” (Jer. 1:12 niv). Just as the Word was the
Father’s Agent in Creation (John 1:1–3), so the Word
is His Agent for judgment and consummation.

Christ’s most important name is “King of kings,
and Lord of lords” (Rev. 19:16). This is His victorious
name (Rev. 17:14), and it brings to mind references
such as Daniel 2:47 and Deuteronomy 10:17. Paul
used this same title for our Lord Jesus Christ in 1
Timothy 6:15. The title speaks of Christ’s sovereignty,
for all kings and lords must submit to Him. No matter
who was on the throne of the Roman Empire, Jesus
Christ was his King and Lord!

The greatness of Christ is seen not only in His
names, but also in John’s description of the conquering
King (Rev. 19:12–16). The eyes “as a flame of fire”
symbolize His searching judgment that sees all (Rev.
1:14). The many crowns (diadems) indicate His mag-
nificent rule and sovereignty. The vesture dipped in
blood speaks of judgment and probably relates to
Isaiah 63:1–6 and Revelation 14:20, the conquest of
His enemies. It is not our Lord’s blood that marks His
vesture, but that of His foes.

The sharp sword is a symbol of God’s Word (Rev.
19:21; see also Eph. 6:17; Heb. 4:12; Rev. 1:16). This
is in keeping with the fact that Christ will consume the
enemy “with the spirit of His mouth” (2 Thess. 2:8;
note also Isa. 11:4). We have met with the “rod of iron”
before (Rev. 2:27; 12:5), a symbol of His justice as He
rules over the earth. The image of the winepress must
be associated with the judgment at Armageddon (Rev.
14:14–20; see also Isa. 63:1–6).

Jesus is not alone in His conquest, for the armies of
heaven ride with Him. Who are they? Certainly the
angels are a part of this army (Matt. 25:31; 2 Thess.
1:7), but so are the saints (1 Thess. 3:13; 2 Thess.
1:10). Jude describes the same scene (Jude 14–15). The
word saints means “holy ones” and could refer to
believers or angels.

It will be unnecessary for the army to fight, for
Christ Himself will defeat the enemy through three
great victories.

He will defeat the armies of the kings of the
earth (vv. 17–19, 21). These warriors have assembled
to fight “against the Lord and against His anointed”
(Ps. 2:1–3), but their weapons prove futile. The battle
turns out to be a slaughter—a “supper” for the scav-
enger birds! The first half of Revelation 19 describes
the marriage supper of the Lamb; the last half describes
the “supper of the great God” (see Matt. 24:28; Luke
17:37).

The word flesh occurs six times in this paragraph.
While John’s immediate reference is to the human
body, eaten by the vultures, there is certainly a deeper
meaning here: man fails because he is flesh and relies
on flesh. The Bible has nothing good to say about
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fallen human nature. Recall the Lord’s words before the
flood: “My spirit shall not always strive with man, for
that he also is flesh” (Gen. 6:3). (See also John 3:6;
6:63; Rom. 7:18; Phil. 3:3.) “All flesh is as grass” (1
Peter 1:24) and must be judged.

This is the account of the well-known “battle of
Armageddon,” which was anticipated earlier (Rev.
14:14–20; 16:13–16). All that our Lord has to do is
speak the Word, and “the sword of His mouth” will
devour His enemies.

He will defeat “the beast” and false prophet (v.
20). Since Satan’s “henchmen” are the leaders of the
revolt, it is only right that they be captured and con-
fined. They are cast into the lake of fire (see Rev. 20:10,
14–15), the final and permanent place of punishment
for all who refuse to submit to Jesus Christ. “The
beast” and false prophet are the first persons to be cast
into hell. Satan will follow 1,000 years later (Rev.
20:10), to be joined by those whose names are not
recorded in the Book of Life (Rev. 20:15).

Today, when an unbeliever dies, his spirit goes to a
place called hades, which means “the unseen world”—
that is, the realm of the dead. When believers die, they
go immediately into the presence of the Lord (2 Cor.
5:6–8; Phil. 1:19–23). Hades will one day be emptied
of its dead (Rev. 20:13), who will then be cast into hell
to join Satan, the beast, and the false prophet.

Satan will be defeated (vv. 1–3). The “bottomless
pit” spoken of in Revelation 20:1 is not the same as
hell; it is the “abyss” that we have met before in our
studies (Rev. 9:1–2, 11; 11:7; 17:8). Satan is not cast
into hell immediately, because God still has one more
task for him to perform. Rather, Satan is confined in
the bottomless pit for 1,000 years. First, Satan was cast
out of heaven (Rev. 12:9), and now he is cast out of
earth!

Some Bible students feel that the “chaining” of
Satan took place when Jesus died on the cross and arose
from the dead to ascend to heaven. While it is true that
Jesus won His decisive victory over Satan at the cross,
the sentence against the devil has not yet been effected.
He is a defeated foe, but he is still free to attack God’s
people and oppose God’s work (1 Peter 5:8). I think it
was Dr. James M. Gray who suggested that, if Satan is
bound today, it must be with a terribly long chain! Paul
was sure that Satan was loose (Eph. 6:10ff.), and John
agreed with him (Rev. 2:13; 3:9).

Having taken care of His enemies, the Lord is now
free to establish His righteous kingdom on the earth.

Saints Will Reign (20:4–6)
The phrase “thousand years” occurs six times in
Revelation 20:1–7. This period in history is known as
“the millennium,” from two Latin words, mille (“thou-
sand”) and annum (“year”)—the 1,000-year kingdom
of Christ on earth. At last, Christ and His church will
reign over the nations of the earth, and Israel will enjoy
the blessings promised by the prophets (see Isa. 2:1–5;
4:1–6; 11:1–9; 12:1–6; 30:18–26; 35:1–10).

Is this a literal kingdom on earth, or should these
verses be “spiritualized” and applied to the church
today? Some interpreters say that the term “a thousand
years” is simply a number meaning “ultimate perfec-
tion” (10 x 10 x 10 = 1,000). They assert that it is a
symbol of Christ’s victory and the church’s wonderful
blessings now that Satan has been defeated and bound.
This view is known as amillennialism, which means “no
millennium”—that is, no literal kingdom.

The problem with this view is that it does not
explain why John introduced the period with a resur-
rection of the dead. He was certainly not writing about
a “spiritual” resurrection, because he even told how
these people died! And in Revelation 20:5, John wrote
of another literal resurrection. If we are now in the
1,000-year kingdom of victory, when did this resurrec-
tion take place? It seems reasonable to assume that John
wrote about a literal physical resurrection of the dead,
and a literal kingdom on earth.

What is the purpose of the millennial kingdom? For
one thing, it will be the fulfillment of God’s promises
to Israel and to Christ (Ps. 2; Luke 1:30–33). Our Lord
reaffirmed them to His own apostles (Luke 22:29–30).
This kingdom win be a worldwide display of Christ’s
glory, when all nature will be set free from the bondage
of sin (Rom. 8:19–22). It will be the answer to the
prayers of the saints, “Thy kingdom come!” It will also
be God’s final demonstration of the sinfulness of sin
and the wickedness of the human heart apart from
God’s grace, but more on this later.

The tribulation martyrs will be raised from the
dead and given glorious thrones and rewards. The
church will share in this reign, as symbolized by the
twenty-four elders (Rev. 5:10; see also 2:26–28; 3:12,
21; 1 Thess. 4:13–18; 2 Tim. 2:12). Some Bible stu-
dents believe that the Old Testament saints will also be
a part of this “first resurrection” (Dan. 12:1–4).

The phrase “general resurrection” is not found in
the Bible. On the contrary, the Bible teaches two resur-
rections: the first is of the saved and leads to blessing;
the second is of all the lost and leads to judgment (note
especially John 5:28–29; Dan. 12:2). These two resur-
rections will be separated by 1,000 years.

Revelation 20:6 describes the special blessings of
those who share in the first resurrection. They did not
earn these blessings; they are part of the believer’s
inheritance in Jesus Christ. This is the sixth of the
seven “beatitudes” in Revelation; the final one is in
Revelation 22:7. These resurrected believers will share
Christ’s glorious life, reigning as kings and priests with
Him, and never experience the “second death,” the lake
of fire (hell, Rev. 20:14).

During the millennium, the inhabitants of the
earth will include not only glorified saints, but also
citizens of the nations who bow in submission to
Jesus Christ (see Matt. 25:31–40; also 8:11). Because
of the earth’s perfect conditions, people will live long
lives (Isa. 65:17–25, especially v. 20). They will marry
and have children who will outwardly conform to our
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Lord’s righteous rule. But not all of them will be truly
born again as the millennium progresses, and this
explains why Satan will be able to gather a great army
of rebels at the close of the kingdom age (Rev. 20:8).

For many centuries, man has dreamed of a “golden
age,” a “Utopia” in which the human race will be free
from war, sickness, and even death. Men have tried to
achieve this goal on their own and have failed. It is only
when Jesus Christ reigns on David’s throne that the
kingdom will come and the earth be delivered from the
oppression of Satan and sin.

Satan Will Revolt (20:7–10)
At the close of the millennium, Satan will be released
from the pit and permitted to lead one last revolt
against the Lord. Why? As final proof that the heart of
man is desperately wicked and can be changed only by
God’s grace. Imagine the tragedy of this revolt: people
who have been living in a perfect environment, under
the perfect government of God’s Son, will finally admit
the truth and rebel against the King! Their obedience
will be seen as mere feigned submission, and not true
faith in Christ at all.

The naming of “Gog and Magog” (Rev. 20:8) does
not equate this battle with the one described in Ezekiel
38—39, for that army invades from the north, while
this one comes from the four corners of the earth.
These two events are related, however, inasmuch as in
both battles, Israel is the focal point. In this case,
Jerusalem will be the target (“beloved city,” Ps. 78:68;
87:2). God will deal with this revolt very quickly and
efficiently, and Satan will be cast into hell. Note that
“the beast” and false prophet will still be suffering in
the lake of fire after 1,000 years (see Matt. 25:41)!

In one sense, the millennial kingdom will “sum up”
all that God has said about the heart of man during the
various periods of history. It will be a reign of law, and
yet law will not change man’s sinful heart. Man will still
revolt against God. The millennium will be a period of
peace and perfect environment, a time when disobedi-
ence will be judged swiftly and with justice, and yet in
the end the subjects of the King will follow Satan and
rebel against the Lord. A perfect environment cannot
produce a perfect heart.

God is now about to “wrap up” human history.
One great event remains.

Sinners Are Recompensed (20:11–15)
There shall be a second resurrection, and the unsaved
will be raised and will stand before God’s judgment.
Do not confuse this judgment at the White Throne
with the judgment seat of Christ, where believers will
have their works judged and rewarded. At this judg-
ment, there will be only unbelievers, and there will be
no rewards. John described here an awesome scene.
Heaven and earth will flee away and no place will be
left for sinners to hide! All must face the Judge!

The Judge is Jesus Christ, for the Father has com-
mitted all judgment to Him (Matt. 19:28; John

5:22–30; Acts 17:31). These lost sinners rejected
Christ in life; now they must be judged by Him and
face eternal death.

From where do these “dead” come? Death will give
up the bodies, and hades (the realm of the spirits of the
dead) will give up the spirits. There will even be a res-
urrection of bodies from the sea. No sinner will escape.

Jesus Christ will judge these unsaved people on the
basis of what is written “in the books.” What books?
For one thing, God’s Word will be there. “The word
that I have spoken, the same shall judge him in the last
day” (John 12:48). Every sinner will be held account-
able for the truth he or she has heard in this life.

There will also be a book containing the works of
the sinners being judged, though this does not suggest
that a person can do good works sufficient to enter
heaven (Eph. 2:8–9; Titus 3:5). Why, then, will Jesus
Christ consider the works, good and bad, of the people
before the White Throne? To determine the degree of
punishment they will endure in hell. All of these peo-
ple will be cast into hell. Their personal rejection of
Jesus Christ has already determined their destiny. But
Jesus Christ is a righteous Judge, and He will assign
each sinner the place that he deserves.

There are degrees of punishment in hell (Matt.
11:20–24). Each lost sinner will receive just what is
due him, and none will be able to argue with the Lord
or question His decision. God knows what sinners are
doing, and His books will reveal the truth.

“The Book of Life” will be there, containing the
names of God’s redeemed people (Phil. 4:3; Rev.
21:27; note also 13:8; 17:8). No unsaved person will
have his or her name in the Lamb’s Book of Life; only
true believers are recorded there (Luke 10:20).

When the judgment is finished, all of the lost will
be cast into hell, the lake of fire, the second death.
Many people reject the biblical doctrine of hell as being
“unchristian,” and yet Jesus clearly taught its reality
(Matt. 18:8; 23:15, 33; 25:46; Mark 9:46). A senti-
mental kind of humanistic religion will not face the
reality of judgment, but teaches a God who loves every-
one into heaven and sends no one to hell.

Hell is a witness to the righteous character of God.
He must judge sin. Hell is also a witness to man’s
responsibility, the fact that he is not a robot or a help-
less victim, but a creature able to make choices. God
does not “send people to hell”; they send themselves by
rejecting the Savior (Matt. 25:41; John 3:16–21). Hell
is also a witness to the awfulness of sin. If we once saw
sin as God sees it, we would understand why a place
such as hell exists.

In light of Calvary, no lost sinner can condemn
God for casting him into hell. God has provided a way
of escape, patiently waiting for sinners to repent. He
will not lower His standards or alter His requirements.
He has ordained that faith in His Son is the only way
of salvation.

The White Throne Judgment will be nothing like
our modern court cases. At the White Throne, there
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will be a Judge but no jury, a prosecution but no
defense, a sentence but no appeal. No one will be able
to defend himself or accuse God of unrighteousness.
What an awesome scene it will be!

Before God can usher in His new heavens and
earth, He must finally deal with sin, and this He will
do at the Great White Throne.

You can escape this terrible judgment by trusting
Jesus Christ as your personal Savior. By so doing, you
will never be a part of the second resurrection or expe-
rience the terrors of the second death, the lake of fire.

“He that heareth my word,” said Jesus, “and
believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life, and
shall not come into condemnation [judgment], but is
passed from death unto life” (John 5:24).

Have you trusted Him and passed from death unto
life?

CHAPTER TWELVE
Revelation 21—22
ALL THINGS NEW!

Human history begins in a garden and ends in a
city that is like a garden paradise. In the apostle
John’s day, Rome was the admired city, yet God

compared it to a harlot. “That which is highly
esteemed among men is abomination in the sight of
God” (Luke 16:15). The eternal city of God is com-
pared to a beautiful bride (Rev. 21:9), because it is the
eternal home for God’s beloved people.

God’s statements recorded in Revelation 21:5–6
aptly summarize these final two chapters: “Behold, I
make all things new… It is done.” What began in
Genesis is brought to completion in Revelation, as the
following summary shows:

The Citizens of the City (21:1–8)
John gives us a threefold description of the citizens of
the city.

They are God’s people (vv. 1–5). The first heaven
and earth were prepared for the first man and woman
and their descendants. God had readied everything for
them when He placed them in the garden.
Unfortunately, our first parents sinned, ushering death
and decay into God’s beautiful world. Creation is in
bondage and travail (Rom. 8:18–23), and even the
heavens “are not clean in His sight” (Job 15:15).

God has promised His people a new heaven and
earth (Isa. 65:17; 66:22). The old creation must make
way for the new creation if God is to be glorified. Jesus
called this event “the regeneration” of the earth (Matt.
19:28), and Peter explained it as a cleansing and
renewing by fire (2 Peter 3:10–13). Bible students are
not agreed as to whether the old elements will be
renewed or whether the old will be destroyed and a
whole new creation ushered in. The fact that the
Greek word translated new means “new in character”
(Rev. 21:1, 5) may lend credence to the former expla-
nation.

“No more sea” does not mean “no more water.” It
simply indicates that the new earth will have a different
arrangement as far as water is concerned. Three fourths
of our globe consists of water, but this won’t be the case
in the eternal state. In John’s day, the sea meant danger,
storms, and separation (John himself was on an island
at the time!); so perhaps John was giving us more than
a geography lesson.

Even despite Scripture’s description, it is difficult to
imagine what the eternal city will be like. John charac-
terizes it as a holy city (see Rev. 21:27), a prepared city
(see John 14:1–6), and a beautiful city, as beautiful as a
bride on her wedding day. He amplifies these charac-
teristics in Revelation 21—22.

But the most important thing about the city is that
God dwells there with His people. The Bible gives an
interesting record of the dwelling places of God. First,
God walked with man in the garden of Eden. Then He
dwelt with Israel in the tabernacle and later the temple.
When Israel sinned, God had to depart from those
dwellings. Later, Jesus Christ came to earth and “taber-
nacled” among us (John 1:14). Today, God does not
live in man-made temples (Acts 7:48–50), but in the
bodies of His people (1 Cor. 6:19–20) and in the
church (Eph. 2:21–22).

In both the tabernacle and the temple, the veil
stood between men and God. That veil was torn in two
when Jesus died, thus opening a “new and living way”
for God’s people (Heb. 10:19ff.). Even though God
dwells in believers today by His Spirit, we still have not
begun to understand God or fellowship with Him as
we would like, but one day, we shall dwell in God’s
presence and enjoy Him forever.

The eternal city is so wonderful that the best way
John found to describe it was by contrast—”no more.”
The believers who first read this inspired book must
have rejoiced to know that, in heaven, there would be
no more pain, tears, sorrow, or death, for many of their
number had been tortured and slain. In every age, the
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hope of heaven has encouraged God’s people in times
of suffering.

The citizens of heaven are a satisfied people (v. 6).
People who live in modern cities do not think much
about water, but this was a major concern in John’s day.
No doubt John himself, working in the Roman mines,
had known the meaning of thirst. Tortured saints
throughout the ages would certainly identify with this
wonderful promise from the Lord. Free and abundant
living water for all!

These heavenly citizens are an overcoming peo-
ple (vv. 7–8). “He that overcometh” is a key phrase in
this book (Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21; note also
12:11). As John pointed out in his first epistle, all true
believers are overcomers (1 John 5:4–5), so this prom-
ise is not just for the “spiritually elite.” Because we are
the children of God, we shall inherit all things.

After the great Chicago fire of 1871, evangelist
Dwight L. Moody went back to survey the ruins of his
house. A friend came by and said to Moody, “I hear
you lost everything.”

“Well,” said Moody, “you understood wrong. I have
a good deal more left than I lost.”

“What do you mean?” the inquisitive friend asked.
“I didn’t know you were that rich.”

Moody then opened his Bible and read to him
Revelation 21:7—”He that overcometh shall inherit all
things, and I will be his God.”

In contrast to the overcomers, Revelation 21:8
describes the people who were overcome by sin and
would not trust the Lord. What is their destiny? The
lake of fire! The world considers Christians as “losers,”
but it is the unbelievers who are the losers!

The fearful are the cowardly, the people who did
not have the courage to stand up for Christ (see Matt
10:32–33). The word abominable means “polluted,”
and refers to those who indulged in sin and were thus
polluted in mind, spirit, and body (2 Cor. 7:1). The
other characteristics mentioned in Revelation 21:8
need no special explanation, except to note that all of
them would be true of “the beast’s” followers (note Rev.
17:4, 6; 18:3, 9; 19:2).

The Character of the City (21:9—22:5)
The eternal city is not only the home of the bride; it is
the bride! A city is not buildings; it is people. The city
John saw was holy and heavenly; in fact, it descended
to earth from heaven, where it was prepared. John’s
description staggers the imagination, even accepting
the fact that a great deal of symbolism is involved.
Heaven is a real place of glory and beauty, the perfect
home for the Lamb’s bride.

We have already noted that “the glory of God” has
appeared in different places throughout history. God’s
glory dwelt in the tabernacle and then in the temple.
Today, His glory dwells in believers and in His church.
For all eternity, the glory of God will be seen in His
Holy City. It is the only light the city will need.

The city’s description follows the pattern of cities

with which John’s readers were familiar: foundations,
walls, and gates. The foundations speak of permanence,
in contrast to the tents in which “pilgrims and
strangers” lived (Heb. 11:8–10). The walls and gates
speak of protection. God’s people will never have to fear
any enemies. Angels at the gates will act as sentries!

In this city, saints of the old covenant and the new
covenant will be united. The twelve gates are identified
with the twelve tribes of Israel, and the twelve founda-
tions with the twelve apostles (see Eph. 2:20).
Including the tribe of Levi, there were actually thirteen
tribes, and, including Paul, there were thirteen apos-
tles. When John listed the tribes in Revelation 7, both
Dan and Ephraim were omitted, perhaps indicating
that we should not press these matters too literally.
John is simply assuring us that all of God’s believing
people will be included in the city (Heb. 11:39–40).

John had measured the earthly Jerusalem (Rev. 11),
but now he is invited to measure the heavenly city.
Foursquare means “equal on all sides,” so the city might
be a cube or a pyramid. More importantly, the fact that
it is equal on all sides indicates the perfection of God’s
eternal city: nothing is out of order or balance.

The measurements are staggering! If we take a cubit
as eighteen inches, then the city walls are 216 feet high!
If a furlong is taken as 600 feet (measures differed in
ancient days), the city would be about 1,500 miles
square! There will be plenty of room for everyone!

The city’s construction cannot but fascinate us. The
walls are jasper, which is a clear crystal, but the city
itself will be made of pure gold, as clear as crystal. The
light of God’s glory will shine throughout the city,
resembling a huge Holy of Holies.

Building foundations are usually underground, but
these foundations will not only be visible but beauti-
fully garnished with precious stones. Each separate
foundation will have its own jewel, and the blending of
the colors will be magnificent as God’s light shines
through.

No one can be dogmatic about the colors of these
gems, and it really does not matter. Jasper, as we have
seen, is a clear crystal. Sapphire is a blue stone, and
chalcedony is probably greenish-blue. The emerald, of
course, is green, and the sardonyx is like our onyx, a
white stone streaked with brown, though some schol-
ars describe it as red and white.

Sardius is a red stone (sometimes described as
“blood red”), and chrysolite a yellow quartz like our
modern topaz. Beryl is green and topaz a yellow-green.
We are not sure about the chrysoprasus; some think it
is a golden-tinted stone, others, an apple-green color.
The jacinth is probably blue, though some claim it was
yellow, and the amethyst is a rich purple, or blue-red.

Our God is a God of beauty, and He will lavish His
beauty on the city He is preparing for His people.
Perhaps Peter had the Holy City in mind when he
wrote about the “manifold grace of God” (1 Peter
4:10), for the word translated “manifold” means “many
colored, variegated.”
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In ancient times, the pearl was considered a “royal
gem,” produced by a mollusk covering an irritating
grain of sand within its shell. But the pearl gates of the
heavenly city will never be closed (Rev. 21:25) because
there will be no danger of anything entering that would
disturb or defile her citizens.

John noted that some items were missing from the
city, but their absence only magnified its glory. There
will be no temple, since the entire city will be indwelt
by God’s presence. Indeed, “secular” and “sacred” will
be indistinguishable in heaven. The sun and moon
will be absent since the Lord is the light of the city,
and there will never be any night (see Isa. 60:19).

The mention of nations in Revelation 21:24 and 26
suggests that there will be peoples (plural) on the new
earth. Since in the eternal state there will be only glori-
fied beings, we must not think that the earth will be
populated with various nations such as exist today.
Instead, these verses reflect the ancient practice of kings
and nations bringing their wealth and glory to the city
of the greatest king. In the heavenly city, everyone will
honor the “King of kings” (see Ps. 68:29; 72:10–11;
Isa. 60).

In Revelation 22:1–5, we move inside the city to
discover that it is like a beautiful garden, reminiscent of
the garden of Eden. There were four rivers in Eden
(Gen. 2:10–14), but there is only one river in the heav-
enly city. Ezekiel saw a purifying river flowing from the
temple, certainly a millennial scene (Ezek. 47), but this
river will flow directly from God’s throne, the very
source of all purity. Man was prohibited from eating of
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and pre-
vented from eating of the tree of life (Gen. 2:15–17;
3:22–24). But in the eternal home, man will have
access to the tree of life. The river and the tree symbol-
ize abundant life in the glorious city.

“No more curse” takes us back to Genesis 3:14–19
where the curse began. Interestingly, even the Old
Testament closes with the statement, “Lest I come and
smite the earth with a curse” (Mal. 4:6). But the New
Testament announces, “And there shall be no more
curse!” Satan will be consigned to hell; all of creation will
be made new; and the curse of sin will be gone forever.

What will we do in heaven for all eternity?
Certainly, we shall praise the Lord, but we shall also
serve Him. “His servants shall serve him” (Rev. 22:3) is
a great encouragement to us, for in heaven our service
will be perfect. As we seek to serve the Lord here on
earth, we are constantly handicapped by sin and weak-
ness, but all hindrances will be gone when we get to
glory. Perfect service in a perfect environment!

What will this service be? We are not told, nor do
we need to know now. It is sufficient that we know
what God wants us to do today. Our faithfulness in life
prepares us for higher service in heaven. In fact, some
students think that we shall have access to the vast uni-
verse and perhaps be sent on special missions to other
places. But it is useless to speculate, because God has
not seen fit to fill in the details.

Not only shall we be servants in heaven, but we
shall also be kings. We shall reign forever and ever! This
speaks of sharing Christ’s authority in glory. As believ-
ers, we are seated with Christ in the heavenlies today
(Eph. 2:1–10), but in the eternal state, we shall reign as
kings over the new heavens and earth. What an honor!
What grace!

Certainly, many interesting questions could be
asked about our future abode in heaven, but most must
go unanswered until we reach our glorious home. In
fact, John closed his book by reminding us that we
have responsibilities today because we are going to
heaven.

The Challenge of the City (22:6–21)
Heaven is more than a destination; it is a motivation.
Knowing that we shall dwell in the heavenly city ought
to make a difference in our lives here and now. The
vision of the heavenly city motivated the patriarchs as
they walked with God and served Him (Heb. 11:10,
13–16). Knowing that He was returning to the Father
in heaven also encouraged Jesus Christ as He faced the
cross (Heb. 12:2). The assurance of heaven must not
lull us into complacency or carelessness, but spur us to
fulfill our spiritual duties.

We must keep God’s Word (vv. 6–11, 18–19).
Because what John wrote is the Word of God, his
words are faithful and true (see Rev. 19:11). The same
God who spoke through the prophets also spoke
through the apostle John. As the “capstone” of God’s
revelation, John’s book cannot be divorced from the
rest of the Bible. If we deny that John wrote the truth,
then we must also deny the prophets.

What does it mean to “keep the sayings of the
prophecy of this book” (Rev. 22:7)? Basically, it means
to guard, to watch over, to preserve intact. We must not
add to the Word of God or take anything from it (see
Deut. 4:2; Prov. 30:5–6). And this responsibility is
especially great in light of Christ’s return. The word
shortly in Revelation 22:6 means “quickly come to
pass.” The church has expected Christ to return since
the days of the apostles, and He has not yet come, but
when John’s prophesies begin to be fulfilled, they will
happen very quickly. There will be no delay.

The warnings in Revelation 22:18–19 do not sug-
gest that people who tamper with the Bible will be
brought back to earth to suffer the tribulation’s
plagues, or that they will lose their salvation. Nobody
fully understands the Bible or can explain everything
in it, and those of us who teach the Word sometimes
have to change our interpretations as we grow in
knowledge. God sees the heart, and He can separate
ignorance from impudence and immaturity from
rebellion.

It was customary in ancient days for writers to put
this kind of warning at the close of their books,
because the people who copied them for public dis-
tribution might be tempted to tamper with the
material. However, John’s warning was not addressed
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to a writer, but to the hearer, the believer in the con-
gregation where this book was read aloud. By
analogy, however, it would apply to anyone reading
and studying the book today. We may not be able to
explain the penalties given, but we do know this: it is
a dangerous thing to tamper with the Word of God.
The one who guards the Word and obeys it will be
blessed; the one who alters it will be disciplined in
some way.

For a second time, John was overwhelmed by
what he saw and heard, and he fell down to worship
the angel who was speaking to him (see Rev. 19:10). The
angel gave John three words of counsel: do not wor-
ship angels; worship God; and do not seal up the
Revelation. The prophet Daniel was commanded to
seal his book (Dan. 12:4), because the time was not
yet ready. John’s book was an “apocalypse,” an unveil-
ing (Rev. 1:1), and, therefore, it must not be sealed.

Once again, the Holy Spirit is reminding us of the
living unity of God’s Word. We have seen in our study
how John, led by the Spirit, reached back into the Old
Testament and used many of the images found there,
including Daniel’s prophecy. Scripture is its own best
interpreter.

Does Revelation 22:11 suggest that God does not
want men to repent and change their ways? No,
because that would be contrary to the message of
Revelation and of the gospel itself. The angel’s words
must be understood in light of the repeated statement,
“Behold, I come quickly” (Rev. 22:7, 12), as well as his
statement, “For the time is at hand” (Rev. 22:10). Jesus
Christ’s coming will occur so quickly that men will not
have time to change their characters.

Revelation 22:11, therefore, is a solemn warning
that decision determines character, and character deter-
mines destiny. Suffering believers might ask, “Is it
worth it to live a godly life?” John’s reply is, “Yes! Jesus
is returning, and He will reward you!” Next comes
John’s second admonition.

We have the responsibility of serving the Lord
(vv. 12–14). “My reward is with me” implies that God
is mindful of our sufferings and our service, and noth-
ing will ever be done in vain if it is done for Him. At
the judgment seat of Christ, believers will be judged
according to their works, and rewards will be given to
those who have been faithful.

Throughout church history, there have been those
who have (to use Dwight L. Moody’s words) become
“so heavenly minded that they were no earthly good.”
They quit their jobs, sold their property, and sat and
waited for Jesus to return. All of them have been
embarrassed, of course, because it is unbiblical to set
dates for His coming. It is also unbiblical to become
careless and lazy just because we believe Jesus is coming
soon. Paul faced this problem with some of the believ-
ers in Thessalonica (2 Thess. 3).

No wonder John added, “Blessed are they that do
his commandments” (Rev. 22:14). If we really believe

that Jesus is coming soon, we will watch and be faith-
ful (Luke 12:35ff.).

Revelation 22:13 is a great encouragement to any-
one who seeks to serve the Lord. Whatever God starts,
He will finish, for He is the Alpha and Omega, the
beginning and the ending, the first and the last (see
Phil. 1:6; 2:12–13).

We must keep our lives clean (vv. 15–16). The
contrast here is between those who do God’s com-
mandments and enter the city, and those who reject
His Word and are excluded from the city (see Rev.
21:8, 27). It is not likely that those who “do His com-
mandments” are a special or an elite group of saints.
The phrase is similar to “them that overcome” and
characterizes all the people of God. Obedience to God’s
Word is a mark of true salvation.

Our Lord’s titles in Revelation 22:16 are most inter-
esting. The “root” is buried in the ground where no one
can see it, but the “star” is in the heavens where every-
one can see it. In “the root and offspring of David” we
have Jesus’ Jewish, national name, but in “the bright
and morning star” we have His universal name. One
speaks of humility, the other of majesty and glory.

As “the root … of David,” Jesus Christ brought
David into existence. As “the offspring of David,” Jesus
came into this world, born a Jew from David’s line.
Both the deity and the humanity of Jesus are evident
here. For a parallel, see Matthew 22:41–46.

The “morning star” announces dawn’s soon arrival.
Jesus Christ will come for His church as “the Morning
Star.” But when He returns to judge, it will be as “the
Sun of righteousness” in burning fury (Mal. 4:1–3).
Because God’s people look for their Lord’s return, they
keep their lives clean and dedicated to Him (1 John
2:28–3:3).

We must keep expecting Jesus Christ to return
(vv. 17, 20–21). Three times in this closing chapter
John wrote, “I [Christ] come quickly” (Rev. 22:7, 12,
20). But He has “delayed” His return for nearly 2,000
years! Yes, He has, and Peter tells us why: God wants to
give this sinful world opportunity to repent and be
saved (2 Peter 3:1ff.). In the meantime, the Spirit of
God, through the church (the bride), calls for Jesus to
come, for the bride wants to meet her Bridegroom and
enter into her home. “Even so, come, Lord Jesus” (Rev.
22:20).

But believers ought also to invite lost sinners to
trust Christ and drink the water of life. Indeed, when
the church lives in expectancy of Christ’s return, such
an attitude provokes ministry and evangelism as well as
purity of heart. We want to tell others of the grace of
God. A true understanding of Bible prophecy should
both motivate us to obey God’s Word and to share
God’s invitation with a lost world.

If our study of Revelation has been truly led by the
Spirit, then we will join John in the Bible’s last prayer:

“Even so, come, Lord Jesus!”
Are you ready?
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