


Final Truths and Practice 

1 John 5:20-21

A. Two things we know (5:20a)
B. The purpose of the understanding (5:20b).
C. The culmination of the previous (5:20c).
D. God’s Son is, “the true God and eternal life”

(5:20d).
E. John’s final practical exhortation (5:21).



A. Two things we know (5:20a)

1. The first thing we know is, “that the Son of 

God has come.”
a. This is something that would have been 

universally disputed by the antichrists, the proto-

Gnostics, or false teachers, who did not know it. 

Why the disputation? 
b. It was because of the fact that summed up in the 

expression, “Son of God,” was a concept 

unbearable to them. The concept was what they 

calculated to be a false claim, namely, that in the 

Man Jesus united in one Person was also God

Himself. 



c. We have discussed it extensively, but the mindset 

of the proto-Gnostics was that it was not possible 

to have physical (evil) man united with spiritual 

(good) God. 
d. Their premise that the material realm was evil and 

the spiritual realm was good was simply false. 

There is nothing inherently evil about the material 

realm, and the spiritual is not inherently good 

either, just because it is immaterial in nature. Evil 

spirits exist (Acts 19:15-16)! 



2. The second thing we know is that the Son of 

God who came, “has given us (devdwken devdwken devdwken devdwken 
perfect, active, indicative) understanding 

(diavnoiandiavnoiandiavnoiandiavnoian).”
a. The perfect tense indicates that this is a gift that 

keeps on giving, that is, it has lingering results, 

meaning that the understanding not only remains, 

but also potentially keeps expanding and growing. 
b. The reference in the Gk. term for “understanding”

is “lit. a thinking through” and refers to “the 

faculty of thinking, comprehending, and 

reasoning” in the spiritual realm, “(an intelligence) 

by means of which we may know God.”



c. “That is to say, the obedient Christian possesses 

the necessary spiritual capacity to know God and 

this capacity results from the coming of Christ to 

die…(It is a) spiritual comprehension.”

• This reminds us of 1Jn. 2:20; “But you have an 

anointing from the Holy One, and you all 

know.” Cf. vs. 27.
d. Thus believers have the capacity to grasp the 

essential nature of the person and work of Christ, 

indeed, the capacity to do the things that are 

pleasing in His sight (3:22). The pseudo-

intellectual, quasi-sophisticated, proto-Gnostics in 

reality remained spiritually incapacitated by 

ignorance, lying, as they did, in the evil one (1Jn. 

5:19b). 



e. As Paul said with reference to mature believers, 

“we have the mind of Christ” (1Cor. 2:16b). He 

also said, “But a natural man does not accept the 

things of the Spirit of God; for they are foolishness 

to him, and he cannot understand them, because 

they are spiritually appraised” (vs. 14).



B. The purpose of the understanding (5:20b).
1. The clause could also be understood as 

pointing to result – it makes little difference 

in the end here. If the purpose is realized, 

then it becomes the result.
2. The purpose then of the gift of understanding 

is, “in order that we might know Him,” that is, 

the Father, “who is true (ajlhqinovnajlhqinovnajlhqinovnajlhqinovn),”
meaning, “genuine, authentic, real.”
• This is the real God, “as opposed to the fictional 

God of the heretics, the God that they made for 

themselves in their unregenerate, lying 

(‘understanding’) as men still do today. No one 

knows who God really is except the Son and he to 

whom the Son reveals him (Mt. 11:27; Jn. 1:18).”



• The term “know” here goes beyond the 

knowledge of initial salvation to comprehend the 

whole prospect of the Christian life.
• Doubtless, the antichrists claimed to know God, 

while bypassing Jesus Christ. John declared that to 

be an impossibility (1Jn. 2:22-23). Jesus plainly 

taught the same thing, “He who does not honor 

the Son does not honor the Father who sent Him”

(Jn. 5:23b). Consequently, not responding to 

Jesus’ word means that one does not believe the 

Father either (vs. 24; Lk. 10:16). Whatever “god”

the antichrists worshiped, it was not the real God, 

but an imaginary one.



C. The culmination of the previous (5:20c).
1. John’s readers have achieved that knowledge 

to one degree or another. That culminates in 

the further reality that, “we are in Him who is 

true, in His Son Jesus Christ.” Thus it is “we”

believers, not the antichrists who, “are in 

Him,” that is, in the Father, “who is true”

meaning as above, “genuine, authentic, real.”
• Remember that the position and experience of 

the false teachers, along with all the unsaved, is 

that they are, “in the power of the evil one” (vs. 

19b), not the true God.



2. “In Him” here does not mean only that a 

person is born of God as in 5:1. “The 

statement that ‘we are in Him’ recalls the 

same expression in 2:5 (‘by this we know that 

we are in Him’) which John immediately links 

to abiding in Him (2:6). As we have seen, 

‘abiding’ is John’s description of the 

experience of ‘living as a disciple’ (cf. John 

15:8)” (ZCH).
• “So the words ‘in Him’ have a totally different 

meaning from Paul’s concept of being ‘in Christ,’

but refer instead to the ‘abiding life’ of obedience 

to God’s commands” (ZCH – Bold added for emphasis.).



3. Believers are further said to be “in His Son 

Jesus Christ,” a statement rich with meaning 

regarding the Messiah. He is God’s Son. He 

bears the human name “Jesus,” as directed by 

the Father through the angel to Joseph in Mt. 

1:21, because He is the Savior, and He also 

has the title “Christ,” for He is the anointed 

One, the God-man, who will one day rule the 

world. 
• Translators have struggled with how to connect 

and understand the phrases, “and we are in Him 

who is true” and the next, “in His Son Jesus 

Christ.” Should there be a comma, an “and,” or a 

connecting word like “even” as in the NIV?



• Lenski’s comments here are perceptive and 

accurate: “We translate without the use of a 

comma: ‘And we are in the real One (God) in his 

Son Jesus Christ.’…Only in this way are we in God. 

Apart from the Son no one is in God (John 14:6). 

He who denies the Son has not the Father (2:23). 

This is the burden of the entire epistle” (Bold added for 

emphasis.).

• The sense seems to be simply, “we are in Him…in 

His Son.” That is how we come to be in the Father!

As a result, it is impossible to be in the true or real 

God without being in His Son Jesus Christ. Thus 

the one who does not have the Son does not have 

the God who sent Him. A person who has never

understood this cannot be saved or be in 

fellowship with God.



D. God’s Son is, “the true God and eternal life”

(5:20d).
1. Though some have tried to refer this 

expression to the Father, a cursory reading in 

either Greek or English naturally sees the 

antecedent as the Son. Here are some 

reasons for this point of view.

• John uses the Gk. word for “this” about 70 times 

with almost all of them in “some sort of positive 

connection with the Son.” Not one time does he 

refer to the Father with the term (Cf. Wallace).

• “Eternal life” is an “epithet nowhere else used 

of the Father” – only of the Son. 



2. Elsewhere, Jesus claimed to be life (Jn. 11:25; 14:6). 

Eternal life was a theme in connection with the Son 

in John’s introduction as well (1Jn. 1:1–2). 

Moreover, we cannot refrain from referring to 5:11-

13.3. IMPORTANT: The statement, “This is the true God 

and eternal life,” with reference to Jesus Christ is 

perhaps as strong a statement as we have in the NT 

on the deity of Christ. If the matter comes up for 

discussion, don’t forget this text!



E. John’s final practical exhortation (5:21).
1. He said, “Little children, guard yourselves from 

idols.” This is no simple pietistic statement. It follows 

logically from all the foregoing material of the letter.

2. This is a serious final command, as John tenderly 

addressed his readers for the seventh and final time 

with the expression, “Little children.” Then came the 

command, “guard (fulavxatefulavxatefulavxatefulavxate aorist, active, 

imperative) yourselves from idols,” i.e., “views of 

God that are divorced from the truth of God’s self-

revelation in Jesus Christ; in contrast to this (truth), 

the (idols) are but phantoms in the Gr-Rom. sense of 

the term.”



Conclusion:

The gods of the antichrists were idols, and they 

consisted of Jesus eviscerated or robbed of either His 

humanity or His deity, more often the latter. Believers 

could protect themselves from such idols and this 

idolatry by maintaining a sound Christology of Jesus 

being all of man and all of God in one person, “the 

true God and eternal life.”




