
Creekside Community Church: Authentic Christianity:  The First Letter of John 
“What a Real Christian Looks Like (IV)” 1 John 2:18-29 
May 19, 2013 
John Bruce, Pastor   
 
About a year ago, I had lunch with a gentlemen who after attending one of our meetings, asked if I would meet 
with him.  Over lunch he told me he had been a Christian in college, become active in a church and married a 
Christian woman but after studying science and philosophy, he decided that he no longer believed in God and was 
now an atheist - and not just an atheist but an evangelical atheist, trying to convince others to join him in his 
unbelief.  I wondered how his atheism affected their marriage and he admitted it certainly wasn’t what she had 
signed on for but it was what it was.  Anyway, he wanted to offer his services to Creekside to teach a class on what 
atheists believe so that we might better understand their views.  I thanked him for the offer but told him I didn’t 
think that class fit into our plans for our church.  But he wasn’t the first person I’ve met who had walked away from 
Christ.  It has happened throughout the history of the church. Many of the modern cults today were started by 
people who had been members of churches at some point in their lives.  And many members of cults are former 
church goers. How does that happen?  Why do some people continue to walk with Jesus while others seem to 
believe for a while, and then walk away, never to return?  And how can we know what kind of person we are?  
That’s the issue the apostle John addresses in the last part of chapter 2 of 1 John. 
 
1 John is  a book of tests. How to know if you really know God, if you’re really a Christian, if you’re really walking 
with God.  We’ve been looking at some of the marks of a real Christian in chapter 2 and the fourth mark is that 
those who truly know Christ will keep on believing.  In vs. 18-23, John explains the test of persistence and then in 
vs. 24-29, he tells us how to persist.  Now beginning in vs. 18 we find out why the people John is writing to are so 
confused about who the real Christians are and whether they really know Christ.  There has been a large defection 
from the church. People have left, claiming that God revealed Himself to them, that they’re starting their own 
church, and if you really want to know God, you’ll join them.  You can imagine how upsetting this would be to the 
believers.  In the first century, people didn’t church hop because there were no other churches to hop to.  Today, if 
you don’t like the preaching, the people or the music in one church, you can always go to another.  But in the first 
century, there was one church.  All the Christians were together. And so a significant number of people leaving the 
church at the same time - especially a significant number of the better educated and more articulate members - 
was a major blow. Those who didn’t leave were depressed and confused.  “Did we do the right thing?  Should we 
have been more open to what they were teaching?  Maybe God has spoken to them and we are being close-
minded and myopic.”  That’s why John wrote this letter. 
 

 “Children, it is the last hour;”  John reminds these believers that they shouldn’t be surprised that people have left 
the church because of false teaching - because the Bible says that will be common in the last days.  Of course we 
think, John wrote this a long time ago at the end of the first century and obviously those weren’t the last days.  
What does he mean,  “Children, it is the last hour?”  According to the Bible, the last days began with Jesus and will 
end when Jesus returns.  Of course no one knows when that will happen and so for Christians throughout history, 
this has been the last hour.  Ever since Jesus promised that He could return at any time to return to transform the 
earth and restore it to what God created it to be, it has always been 5 minutes to midnight.  That’s true for us and 
that was true for John as well.  Now both Jesus and the apostles were very clear about what would characterize 
the period of time between His first and second coming.  Jesus says in Mark 13:22  for false Christs and false 
prophets will arise, and will show signs and wonders, in order to lead astray, if possible, the elect. Paul writes in 1 
Tim. 4:1 “But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to 
deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons,” Peter writes in 2 Peter 3:3 “Know this first of all, that in the last days 
mockers will come with their mocking, following after their own lusts,”  And Jude writes in Jude 1:17-18 “But you, 
beloved, ought to remember the words that were spoken beforehand by the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ, that 
they were saying to you, "In the last time there will be mockers, following after their own ungodly lusts."   
Throughout the last days, truth will be under constant attack.  Counterfeit Christs, false prophets, doctrines of 
demons, heresies, and people falling away from the faith will be the rule rather than the exception.  And the 
history of the church shows us how accurate these warnings were.  In the 1st century, books like 1 John, Jude, 
Galatians and Colossians were written to correct the false gospels and erroneous teachings which filled the church.  



The 4th century saw the doctrinal struggles about the nature of Christ settled by the great councils of the church, 
such as the Council of Nicea. Another outbreak of heresies broke out again in the 7th century with the rise of 
Mohammedanism and the claims of the Bishop of Rome to supremacy over all of Christendom. Again in the 9th 
century, there was the rise of strange and deceiving doctrines within Christian circles including the widespread 
false expectation of the return of Christ which for almost a hundred years nearly paralyzed the economy of Europe 
as men expected Him to return at the year 1000, even though Jesus said, “of that day and hour no man knows.”  In 
the 11th century, history records that the Crusades began an heretical fomenting of zeal for the false religious 
objective of capturing the city of Jerusalem from the Moslems instead of the true mission of the church as revealed 
in Scripture.  In the 13th century, the papacy consolidated its power over the ecclesiastical world. Then began the 
terrible days of the Inquisition with its persecution of both Jews and Christians. In the 15th century "the papal 
antichrist," as Martin Luther termed him, reigned unchallenged in his power as salvation by works rather than by 
faith was promoted, bringing about the Protestant reformation.  In the 18th century came the rise of German 
rationalism which undermined the supernatural characteristics of the gospel. In the 19th century groups like the 
Jehovah's Witnesses, Mormons, Christian Science, and Unity were born. Currently, the church of  21th century 
faces the prosperity gospel, open theism, and the seduction of the church by Postmodernism, relativism and 
subjectivism.  So John reminds the Christians that this is the last hour after all and so don’t be surprised by the 
defections and the false teaching you are experiencing. These are the kinds of things that Jesus and the apostles 
said would happen during the last days.  

 
“Children, it is the last hour and just as you heard that antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have 
appeared; from this we know that it is the last hour.  Because of movies, most people are familiar with the  
Antichrist today.  But I was surprised to learn that the word only appears in John’s letters.   Anti is a Greek 
preposition which can either mean “against” or “in place of.”  So antiChrist would either be the opponent of Christ 
or someone who tries to take the place of Christ.  Which is what was happening in the churches John is writing to.  
Notice that John uses antichrist is two ways.  He says that the Christians have heard that antichrist is coming 
referring to a specific individual who at the end of the age will publically oppose Jesus and will be the very 
incarnation of evil.  In the gospels, this individual is called the Abomination of Desolation, in 2 Thess 2:3-4 Paul calls 
him the man of sin, the one who exalts himself above all that is called God and sets himself up in the very temple 
of God.  In Revelation he is called the Beast.  Anyone who has read the Bible knows that the Antichrist is coming.  
But John also says that many antichrists have already arrived, probably referring to those who have defected from 
the church because they have sought to take Christ’s place in the church - which is true of every cult and false 
religion.  They all love God.  They just have trouble with Jesus as the only begotten Son of God.  In John’s day, it 
was a group called the Docetists who attempted to bring the Greek philosophy into the church, teaching that 
anything material was evil and anything spiritual was good.  The Docetists distinguished between the physical man 
Jesus and the Christ spirit who descended on Jesus in the form of a dove after He was baptized, empowering Him 
to perform miracles and proclaim “the unknown Father” but who then left before Jesus died.  The Docetists taught 
that Christ was pure spirit and immune to suffering and thatthe Son of God couldn’t become human since God 
being spirit couldn’t be in contact with evil matter.  That’s why John calls them antichrists - because they are 
substituting a false Jesus for the real Jesus who according to the Bible is simultaneously fully God and full man.  
How can we tell if a group is genuine or a cult?  We ask “What do they teach about Jesus?”  Are the followers of 
the biblical Christ or are they antichrist?  Do they agree with the Bible that Jesus is fully human and fully God?  Or 
do they teach that Jesus is something less than fully God or fully human? The Jehovah’s Witnesses teach that Jesus 
is the archangel Michael.  The Mormons teach that Jesus is a created being, Lucifer’s older brother and conceived 
by a physical act between God and Mary and who was once sinful but earned his own salvation.  In Theosophy, 
Christ is simply the divine principle in all of us.   The Unification church teaches that you are not only equal to 
Christ but can excel Him.  Christian Science is very close to the first century Docetists teaching that Jesus is just a 
man and Christ is the divine idea or principle. That’s the spirit of antichrist.  Every cult and false religion attacks the 
biblical Christ, seeking to substitute something else for the biblical Jesus.  That’s how we know, John says, that it is 
the last hour.  Because  Jesus and the apostles said that false Christs would appear in the last days.  
 
John’s point is that the Christians shouldn’t be alarmed or surprised that people in their church have left to form 
their own church. “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; but they went out, so that it would be shown that they all are not of us.  Now here’s what I 
want you to see.  John doesn’t say that these people left because they ceased to be Christians.  They left because 
they were never Christians to begin with. 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; but they went out, so that it would be shown that they all are not of us. 
People who leave the church - not people who leave our church to go to another - but people who leave the 
church in the sense that they leave orthodox Christianity - the teachings of Jesus and the apostles -  were never 
real born again Christians in the first place.   Those who abandon the truth never had the truth.  They are like the 
rocky soil in Jesus’ parable of the sower.  Jesus says a farmer sows seed on rocky ground and the seed sprang up 
but when the sun got hot the plants quickly died because it had no roots because the soil was so shallow.  In the 
same way, Jesus says, there are people who receive the message of Christ with joy - they appear to believe - but 
Jesus says they have no root, no genuine faith because as soon as the heat of affliction or persecution occurs, they 
immediately fall away because they were only temporary.  And in the parable of the wheat and the tares, Jesus 
makes it clear that there will always be both true and false believers in the church.  Now John isn’t talking about 
Christians who fall into sin or who backslide here; real Christians who for one reason or another, have stopped 
growing for the moment or are in rebellion.  Those folks still believe in Jesus, they’re just not walking with Him 
currently.  John is talking about people who once professed Christ but are now antichrist; they no longer believe in 
the biblical Jesus but in another Jesus.  Which is why he writes“They went out from us but they were really not of 
us.” I had a friend who walked away from Christ to return to his old gangster ways, running with a gang in SF.  For 
years he told everyone that he was no longer a Christian and lived about as evil a life as you can.  But one night, 
was walking on a beach and feeling alone and empty, he dropped to his knees and asked Jesus to be His Lord once 
more.  I asked him if he ever felt that Jesus had left him during that time.  He replied, “Absolutely not.  He wouldn’t 
let me go.”  All that to say, we don’t know what’s going on in a person’s heart or the end of their story.  But the 
Bible does say that there will be people who appear to be Christians but who aren’t and who will eventually desert 
Christ.  
 
Well, how do I know if I’m a true Christian or just someone who thinks he’s a Christian but who will eventually walk 
away? How do I know if I’m wheat or just a tare, a weed that looks like wheat?  In contrast to those who abandon 
the truth, let’s look at those who persist in believing and why.  Remember, John is writing to encourage the 
Christians; the people who stayed behind because they have remained faithful to what they have been taught.  
John says that the fact that you’ve hung on to what you were originally taught about Christ shows that you do in 
fact know God.  “But (in contrast to those who left) you have an anointing from the Holy One, (John is referring to 
the Holy Spirit who each Christian receives from God the moment they become a Christian and as a result of 
receiving the Holy Spirit) and you all know. (Meaning they know the truth about Jesus)  I have not written to you 
because you do not know the truth, but because you do know it, and because no lie is of the truth.” John didn’t 
write this letter to correct the Christians, he wrote this letter to encourage the Christians. The defectors claimed 
that they had secret, advanced information revealed to them by God and not to the rest of the church (which 
every cult claims.)  But John reminds the Christians they have nothing to be ashamed about or to feel inferior 
about.  John says, you’re the ones with the Holy Spirit and as a result, you know the truth.  I’m not writing to you 
because you don’t know the truth.  I’m writing to assure you that you already know the truth. And you know that 
no lie is of the truth.  “Who is the liar but the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the antichrist, the one 
who denies the Father and the Son. Whoever denies the Son does not have the Father; the one who confesses the 
Son has the Father also.   The Docetists claimed that they had received secret knowledge from God which the 
other members of the church didn’t possess.  But John asks, how can that be?  No lie is of the truth, right?  So if 
these guys are wrong about Jesus, then they’re wrong about everything.  If they deny that Jesus is the Christ, they 
may be talking with God but he isn’t the God of the Bible.  You can’t have a relationship with God without having a 
relationship with His Son because Jesus makes that relationship with God possible.  Remember, the Docetists said 
that because the spirit is good and the material is evil, there was no way that the man, Jesus, could be Divine.  
They divided Jesus from Christ; much like the Christian Scientists and other cults do today. So John asks, how can 
these guys claim to be receiving revelations from God?  If they’re wrong about Jesus, they’re wrong about 
everything else.  This is the antichrist, the one who denies the Father and the Son. Whoever denies the Son does not 
have the Father; the one who confesses the Son has the Father also.  The Docetists told the Christians, “Look, we 
may have different ideas about Jesus than you have, but we know the same God.”   John says, “Wrong!”  No one 
can deny the Son and have the Father.  Because your relationship with the Son determines your relationship with 



the Father.  Why does John say that?  Because that’s what Jesus told him.  John 12:44-45   "He who believes in Me, 
does not believe in Me but in Him who sent Me. "He who sees Me sees the One who sent Me. “   John 14:6  "I am 
the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.” Matthew 11:27    "All things have 
been handed over to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father; nor does anyone know the 
Father except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him.“  How do I know that I’m a true Christian? I 
keep on believing the truth about Jesus. What we believe about Jesus isn’t optional.  It’s essential because we can’t 
know God without knowing Jesus.  Look, Christians can disagree about God’s sovereignty and human responsibility 
- and do.  Christians can disagree about the gifts of the Holy Spirit, baptism, the end times, church government - 
and still be Christians.  But there can be no disagreement about Jesus.  He’s the heart of Christianity.  If people are 
wrong about Jesus, it doesn’t matter what they may be right about.  They’re not Christian.  
 
John’s point is that real Christians keep on believing in Jesus. They don’t change their opinion about Him but stay 
faithful to the Jesus of the Bible.  That’s why John assures the believers who have stayed that they know the truth.  
And if you’re a follower of Jesus today, so do you.  We don’t need more information half as much as we just need 
to believe and to apply what we already know about Jesus and the gospel.  We live in a culture which worships 
information, that believes that we never can have enough, that we always need to know more before we can make 
a decision.  Check with the experts before you do anything. Got a problem in your marriage.  Here’s a great book.  
Confused about parenting?  This organization can help.  Business not working?  You need a MBA.   I don’t know 
enough to act yet, I need more information.  Of course we can always learn more, yet I find that most of the 
problems I encounter aren’t the result of ignorance but the result of not applying what I already know.  That’s why 
John says, “I have not written to you because you do not know the truth but because you do know it.”  What if God 
has already given us everything we need to know and our job is to figure out how to use it?  Would that change the 
way we approach life?  Because that’s what John says.  You know the truth - meaning the truth about who Jesus is 
and what Jesus has done.  Every need we have as humans, God has met in Jesus - that’s the gospel.  And the 
Christian life isn’t learning more and more new stuff about Christ, it’s applying what we already know to each area 
of my life.  How should the fact that God has rescued me out of this present evil age by Christ’s life, death and 
resurrection and had made me a new creation, sending Jesus to live in me and has destined me for heaven affect 
my life today?  How do I live consistently with the truth I already know.   Because as you read the commands of the 
New Testament, they are all based on the gospel and what God has done for us in Christ.  “Forgive one another.”  
Why?  Because Christ has forgiven you.  “Don’t worry.”  Why? Because the gospel proves that God loves us and is 
good.  “Don’t be afraid.”  Why?  Because nothing in this world can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.  
Spiritual growth is not so much learning new truths as it is applying what we already know in deeper and deeper 
ways.     
 
And that’s why vs. 24-29 is an exhortation to those who know the truth to hold even more tightly to the truth 
they’ve already received. “As for you, (referring to those who know the truth) let that abide in you which you heard 
from the beginning. If what you heard from the beginning abides in you, you also will abide in the Son and in the 
Father.”  Abide is one of John’s favorite words.  It means to persist, to stay, to dwell in, to make your home in.  So 
after explaining the test of persistence, John now talks about how we persist and why.  “If what you heard from 
the beginning - the original message of the gospel - abides in you, you also will abide in the Son and in the Father.”   
How do I continue to walk with Jesus and His Father?  By continuing to read and listen and believe and apply the 
word of God to my life.  I cannot separate my relationship with Jesus from my relationship with His word.  “This is 
the promise which He Himself made to us: eternal life.”  God has promised us an eternal relationship with Him.  
That’s what eternal life is.  Jesus says in John 17:3, “This is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God 
and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.”  Eternal life is knowing and abiding in the Father and the Son - which is why 
we can be confident that if we believe the gospel, we can know we’re abiding in the Father and the Son because 
He has promised an eternal relationship with all those who put their faith in Him. These things I have written to 
you concerning those who are trying to deceive you.  The defectors who claim you really don’t know God like they 
know Him. As for you, the anointing which you received from Him abides in you, and you have no need for anyone 
to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught 
you, you abide in Him.   As we saw in vs. 20, the anointing is the Holy Spirit and because we have the Holy Spirit, 
we don’t need others to teach us about God, as the defectors claimed, because God Himself teaches us about all 
things.  As the Spirit teaches us the word of God, we abide in Christ.  We experience His presence.  The Word of 



God is the sword of the Spirit, the means the Spirit of God uses to communicate with me.  For this reason, I will be 
no closer to Christ than I am to the Scriptures which reveal Christ.  I can’t abide in Him without abiding in the 
Scriptures.  Trying to stay close to God without staying close to the Word is like trying to stay close to anybody 
without ever talking to them.  It’s impossible.  And even though Christ is in my life, if I’m not living in what I heard 
from the beginning - the truths of Scripture - I won’t be living in His presence, experiencing His power and guidance 
in my life. That’s why Jesus said, “If you continue in My word you are truly My disciples and you will know the truth 
and the truth will set you free.” I cannot be Christ’s disciple apart from abiding in His word. The Spirit-led life is the 
word-led life.   My prayer for Creekside is that eventually you could ask anyone here what God has been saying to 
them recently through His word and every person would have an answer because each of us is being taught daily 
by God’s Spirit from God’s word. And notice, it’s not always a matter of learning something new.  John writes, “If 
what you heard from the beginning abides in you, you also will abide in the Son and in the Father.”   Some people 
get discouraged when they read the Bible and don’t learn something new.  But John says we abide in God’s 
presence when we abide in His word, whether it’s old or new.  When I study the Scriptures, most of the time I’m 
being reminded of stuff I’ve forgotten or things I need to learn in a deeper way.  I have found that the most 
common spiritual problem for young Christians is spending consistent time reading their Bibles and praying.  And 
I’ve also found that the most common spiritual problem for older Christians is spending consistent time reading 
their Bibles and praying.  Why do you think that is?  Because that’s where the power is, the reality is, the presence 
of God is.  I am not abiding in God’s presence if I’m not abiding in God’s word.  That’s the way we persist and 
continue in the faith: letting the Spirit of God teach us daily from the word of God.  
 
That’s why John concludes this section with, Now, little children, abide in Him, so that when He appears, we may 
have confidence and not shrink away from Him in shame at His coming.  Why would we shrink away from Christ 
when He returns?  Because we know we’ve neglected our relationship with Him and even though He’s saved us, 
He is a virtual stranger to us.  Ever run into an old friend you haven’t seen for a long time and you’re embarrassed 
because you know you’ve neglected the relationship with them?  You stopped calling.  You stopped writing and 
eventually they gave up too?  I think that’s what John means here.  The heart of Christianity is our relationship with 
Jesus.  We’re saved by our relationship with Him and the purpose of our life is to get to know Him better and to 
walk with Him more closely by meeting with Him regularly in the Scriptures and in prayer.  John says that if I 
neglect Him now, I’ll be ashamed when I see Him face to face.  The Christian life is nothing less than walking with 
Christ.  You can be religious, keep the rules, and attend church, and yet never know Christ.  That’s why the two 
most important questions to ask yourself daily is, “What is Christ saying to me through the Scriptures?”  And “what 
am I going to do about it?”  I began this week to write down each day what I believe Christ is saying to me and I’ve 
been amazed and how much He says - if I listen; and how intimate and energizing my relationship with Him can be 
- if I’ll just pay attention - if I only abide.  Only one thing makes a person a Christian; not the family he grows up in 
or the church he attends or the things that he does.  Christian means Christ within and the only thing that makes a 
person a Christian is that Jesus Christ has come to live inside.  And He has to be asked.  If you believe that Jesus is 
God’s Son, and that He died on the cross in your place to set you free from your sins, rose from the dead to 
conquer death in your behalf so that you can live forever and will come into your life and transform it, invite Jesus 
to be your Lord and Savior today.  Ask Him to come into your life, forgive your sins and to make you the person He 
has made you to be. 
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