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  Faith Overcomes Sin 
 

At Easter we proclaim:  “Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!”  So … is that 
true only at Easter?  As we prepare to share in His presence through Holy 
Communion this morning, it is appropriate to consider the core of our faith.  
What does it mean to be a Christian?  Is a Christian someone who admires the 
teachings of Jesus? Is it someone who tries to apply some of these teachings?  
Does being a Christian mean gaining inner peace or some spiritual benefit?  
Does it simply mean trying to make the world a better place?  Are Christians 
merely the glue that holds Western civilization together?  Who is a true Christian 
and who is not?  These questions are not really new at all.  Within a few short 
years of His resurrection and ascension, people were asking questions about 
Jesus.   

Spiritual counterfeits sprang up wherever the gospel spread.  Some early 
examples include the Judaizers,i the Gnostics, the Doceticsii and the 
Cerinthians.iii  And some who professed a Christian faith had been led astray by 
these false teachers. 

The “Beloved Disciple,” the one to whom Jesus had commended His 
mother as He hung on the cross, was the author of the Gospel of John, the book 
of Revelation, and three short letters to some early Christians.  His first was a 
"dear Children" letter to encourage them to stand fast, to remain in fellowship 
with God, to reject false teachers and to show true Christian love to each other. 
He writes to clarify for believers and to confront the false gospels being taught.  
It still speaks eloquently to the moral and spiritual confusion of the 21st-century.  
Today we’ll look at the fifth chapter of the first letter of John.  
In this first letter John weaves together the themes of truth, obedience, and 
love.  If we want to have fellowship with God, we must . . . 1) Know God's truth, 
2) Obey God's commandments, and 3) Love God's children. 

“I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so 
that you may know that you have eternal life,” 1 John 5:13.  Today we’ll finish up 
with John’s first letter, reflecting on the last few verses. 
 
Forgiveness of Sin 
 “All wrongdoing is sin, and there is sin that does not lead to death,” 1 John 
5:17.  One of the things that upset the religious authorities the most was Jesus’ 
forgiving sin.  It is axiomatic that only God can forgive sin, and the Jews had 
their Temple ritual of atonement, for forgiveness of sin.  Then along comes 
Jesus saying, “But I want you to know that the Son of Man has authority on 
earth to forgive sins…” Mark 2:10.  John, in this letter, has been telling us that 



Jesus is the only Son of God, fully divine, and fully capable of cleansing us of sin, 
because of His payment for our sin on the Cross. 

Please note:  All sins lead to death eventually.  For a believer to continue 
on a sinful course may shorten his life; or if willfully he continues he will have 
turned to the way of death, rather than the Source of life – God himself.  John 
reminds us that though we are believers we are still prone to sinning, and all 
deviation from perfect holiness is sin.   

Our basic nature is revealed by the way we live:  
a) Unbelievers 

through disobedience and hatred. 
b) Believers 

through obedience and love. 
For non-believers sin is normal and natural; it’s just the way of the world, 

fallen from God’s grace.  For believers, however, sin abnormal and unnatural.  
When unbelievers sin they reveal their true identity.  When Christians sin, 
we hide our true identity – our new identity having been born anew in Christ 
Jesus.  Even the slightest bit of sin contradicts our new nature and pulls us 
away from fellowship with God.  Sin keeps me from fellowship with God, while 
fellowship with God keeps me from sin.  Traced back to its roots, all sin 
is devilish and all righteousness is godlike. 

Though sin remains a daily reality for the believer, we must never make 
light of sin because every sin is a betrayal of who we really are in Christ.   “We 
know that anyone born of God does not continue to sin; the One who was born of 
God keeps them safe, and the evil one cannot harm them,” 1 John 5:18.  Only 
through the Holy Spirit can I win the ongoing battle between sin and my new 
nature, and prevent the evil one from taking hold of me. 

Furthermore, we can help one another to live in our new nature – to walk the 
way of Christ.  “If you see any brother or sister commit a sin that does not lead 
to death, you should pray and God will give them life. I refer to those whose sin 
does not lead to death,” 1 John 5:16.  We should be praying one another, sinning 
believers as we are.  We’re afraid to speak and pray about sinning.  Sometimes 
what we think is compassion is really indulgence of sinning, which is not healthy 
for anyone.  We may slowly drift into spiritual compromise out of love for a 
sinning brother.  Our lack of attention and action is like asking God to overlook 
sin, to favor his love over his justice, and thus be asking for that which 
ultimately dishonors His name.  Sometimes we value our loved ones more than 
we value God, and thereby place our feelings above God’s Word.  This is a tough 
situation to be in … but haven’t many of us found ourselves there with family and 
church family? 

"If anyone sees" implies a close personal relationship.  "… his brother" 
always refers to a true believer in 1 John.  This is why I keep exhorting folks to 
get into a small group.  Trusting relationships are crucial, so that you can be 



honest about sin.  Sins not leading to death, sins that can be forgiven are things 
like ignorance, foolish passion, frailty, personal weakness, or just falling back 
into your old self before Christ.  Sometimes we hold on to sinful patterns of 
behavior and maybe we need to ask our brothers and sisters to pray for us.  "He 
should pray…" means to humbly ask. This is the believer's role in intercession.  
"God will give him life," referring to physical life and a restored spiritual life. 

Last week I said there are three prayers that God will always answer: 
1. "Father, forgive me for Jesus' sake." 
2. "Thy will be done."  
3. "Give me strength to obey your commands." 

After we have honestly confessed our sin, and genuinely prayed those three 
prayers, we can pray for one another like this, "Lord, restore my brother or sister 
and, if it is your will, use me to do it." 
  
The Unpardonable Sin 

Now, what about “the sin that leads to death?”  Is there some 
unpardonable sin that it is useless to pray about?  John writes: “… I refer to 
those whose sin does not lead to death. There is a sin that leads to death.  I am 
not saying that you should pray about that,” 1 John 5: 16-17.  "There is a kind of 
sin," he says, yet John does not specify.  Scholars have posited three theories 
as to what John means:  

1. A specific sin so terrible that it warrants physical death, as in the Old 
Testament — murder, idolatry, adultery. 

2. Pattern of presumptuous sin by a believer that results in premature 
death.  Spiritual awareness can grow dim if one continues to ignore God’s 
commands and one continues to rationalize that what he is doing is not so bad.  
Disregarding the truth destroys the ability to respond to the truth!  First you 
stifle spiritual impulses.  Second, you decisively reject the truth.  And this path 
leads to the third… 
 3. Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, which leads to apostasy and spiritual 
death. Jesus spoke of an unforgivable sin.  “And so I tell you, every kind of sin 
and slander can be forgiven, but blasphemy against the Spirit will not be 
forgiven.  Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, 
but anyone who speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this 
age or in the age to come,” Matt. 12:31-32. 

And again, “Truly I tell you, people can be forgiven all their sins and every 
slander they utter, but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be 
forgiven; they are guilty of an eternal sin.”  He said this because they were 
saying, “He has an impure spirit,” Mark 3:28-30. 

What does it mean to blaspheme the Holy Spirit?   It means to deny the 
work of God, that Jesus was doing, saying that the miracle or transformation 
was caused by “an impure spirit.”   It means to deny the power of the Holy Spirit 



to remake us in God’s image.  It means to deny that Jesus has the power to 
transform lives. 
 One of the emphases of Methodism has been on the sanctifying work of the 
Holy Spirit.  In the small group Methodists have asked one another:  How is the 
Spirit renewing my use of money?  How is the Spirit renewing my use of time?  
How is the Spirit renewing my understanding of love to match Bible’s “divine 
nature” of love, as opposed to the culture’s over-sexualized view of love?  “While 
Methodists have tended to believe that God’s sanctifying work can be done 
immediately and completely in this life, most Methodists did, and … still do, 
experience God’s sanctifying grace as Wesley did. Namely, they experience the 
slow work of the Spirit over the course of our lives to renew us in his image.”iv   
 
When Not To Pray 

Every believer shares an awesome responsibility for personal intercession for  
other believers, for their spiritual growth and for their spiritual restoration. Is 
there a time when it is better not to pray for someone?  John believes so.  "I do 
not say that one should pray for that" 1 John 5:17.  There can come a time that 
one is so hardened spiritually that our prayers cannot avail them help.  Their 
spiritual awareness may be dead and so they will not notice hints from God.  

This is a hard saying from John’s letter.  Yet, let us not grow so soft in our 
prayers that we excuse the  

sins of others.  Sometimes the best thing that can happen is to stop praying, 
stand back and let God do his work.  "God, do what you want, and I will accept 
it."  Oh how some souls reap bitter consequences of their wrongful actions’ and 
then approach a devout Christian leader soliciting his intercessory prayers.  Yet 
they do not make effort to set aright their relationship with the Almighty, and 
their un-surrendered hearts block any transformation God could do in their lives.  
What are we to pray for except perhaps that one would confess his sin and turn 
to God?  Only then may these troubled souls get out of the mess the Mighty 
disciplinarian has allowed them to choose. 
 
Blessed Responsibilities 

When our faith is put to work, when it is active and not passive, it releases 
God’s power in us and through us.  Let us watch our own hearts lest there 
should grow up in us an obstinate disregard for the work of the Holy Spirit and 
God's Word. 
Because God's reputation is at stake in our behavior, we should not be surprised 
when the Holy Spirit judges us for repeatedly disregarding his warnings. 

John concludes this letter with these words, “Dear children, keep 
yourselves from idols,” 1 John 15:21.  It’s a simple reminder.  We are God's 
children therefore we do not worship false gods, or worship images or any 
creature.  We must guard against every inward idol; from loving, desiring, fearing 



anything more than God.  Our politics, our lifestyles, our time, our passions and 
desires, even our “self-fulfillment” can be idols, edging God out of the picture.  
We must actively and consciously choose that which is good and right and pure 
and holy, over that which is not (that which the world offers in abundance). We 
must keep ourselves from anything that pulls us away from close fellowship with 
God our Father. 
 “We know also that the Son of God has come and has given us 
understanding, so that we may know him who is true. And we are in him who is 
true by being in his Son Jesus Christ.  He is the true God and eternal life,” 1 John 
5:20. 

Living faith in Jesus overcomes the world, gives us assurance of eternal 
life, enables us to pray according to God's will, and allows us to have confidence 
in the day of judgment. 

“Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of 
doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits 
us,” 1 Peter 2:12. 
 
																																																								
ihttps://www.gotquestions.org/Judaizers.html		In	the	early	church,	those	who	taught	a	combination	of	God’s	
grace	and	human	effort	were	called	“Judaizers.”	The	word	Judaizer	comes	from	a	Greek	verb	meaning	“to	live	
according	to	Jewish	customs.”	The	word	appears	in	Galatians	2:14	where	Paul	describes	how	he	confronted	Peter	
for	forcing	Gentile	Christians	to	“Judaize.”	

A	Judaizer	taught	that,	in	order	for	a	Christian	to	truly	be	right	with	God,	he	must	conform	to	the	Mosaic	
Law.	Circumcision,	especially,	was	promoted	as	necessary	for	salvation.	Gentiles	had	to	become	Jewish	
proselytes	first,	and	then	they	could	come	to	Christ.	The	doctrine	of	the	Judaizers	was	a	mixture	of	grace	(through	
Christ)	and	works	(through	the	keeping	of	the	Law).	This	false	doctrine	was	dealt	with	in	Acts	15	and	strongly	
condemned	in	the	book	of	Galatians.	
ii	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Docetism.			Docetism	is	the	belief	that	Jesus	only	seemed	to	be	human,	and	
that	his	human	form	was	an	illusion.	
iiihttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cerinthus.		Cerinthus	denied	that	the	Supreme	God	made	the	physical	world.[1]	In	
Cerinthus'	interpretation,	the	Christ	came	to	Jesus	at	baptism,[2]	guided	him	in	his	ministry,[citation	needed]	but	left	him	
at	the	crucifixion.	
iv	Rev.	Dr.	Jack	Jackson	on	“Sanctifying	Grace,”	(E.	Stanley	Jones	Associate	Professor	of	Evangelism,	Mission,	and	
Global	Methodism	at	Claremont	School	of	Theology).	
	


