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There was a sign at the pool our swim team used for several years which said, “Some people believe they can and 
some people believe they can not.  And they’re both right.”  Do you agree with that?  I sure do.  I’ve been 
swimming competitively since I was 8 but I never believed that I could swim 200 yards of butterfly nonstop until 
this month.  And I was right, I couldn’t.  Butterfly is my favorite stroke but it is the most physically taxing of all the 
strokes and I’ve never been able to swim it for more than a 100 years at a time. A few times in practice, I tried but 
each time by the end of 100 yards I’d be so out of breath and so physically exhausted that I could barely lift my 
arms out the water.  I just couldn’t imagine going even one yard further.  So for all the years I’ve been swimming, a 
hundred yards of butterfly has been my limit.  Well, a couple of Saturdays ago, I was talking with some friends at 
the pool as we got ready for practice and it turned out that each of them had swum a mile or more of butterfly at a 
time - and none of them have gills or webbed feet.  I said, “I can’t imagine swimming 200 yards of fly, let alone a 
mile.  How do you do that?” They told me that by slowing down, controlling their breathing and focusing on 
maintaining good form, they were able to keep swimming butterfly for long distances.  I had to at least give it a 
and at our next practice during warmups, I started swimming fly very slowly, concentrating on not getting out of 
breath, and maintaining good form  and keeping my body level with the surface - and to my great surprise, I was 
able to swim a 200 without much pain at all.  Since then, I swim 300-400 yards of slow, easy fly just to warm up 
and then as much fly as I can during our regular workout.  I’m getting stronger faster than I ever have before and 
I’m seeing more improvement in my technique than I’ve seen in years.  But the most amazing thing is that I’m able 
to do something at age 65 I thought was impossible when I was 45 - or 35 - or 18.   So what changed?  I’m certainly 
not as strong as I was when I was younger.  But I was able to believe that I could do something I never believed I 
could do before and as a result, what I had always assumed was impossible suddenly became very doable.  This 
experience has been a big deal for me and it has led me to question other limitations I have put on myself.  You 
know, “I could never do that, that’s just not the way I’m wired.” What I’m discovering is that there are some things 
we know we can do and there are some things we know we cannot do.  I will never run a 4 minute mile or be good 
in math, regardless of how much faith I might have that I can.  That’s not faith, that’s just wishful thinking.  But I 
believe that somewhere between the things we know we can do and the things that we know we cannot do, there 
is a third category: things we can do but don’t know it yet; things we can do if we break out of our unbelief and try.  
And for many Christians, obeying God fits into that third category; something we’re able to do but just don’t know 
it yet.  There are certain commands in the Scriptures that we are convinced we’ll never obey.  Sin has defeated us 
in that area too often.  Which is why as soon as somebody starts talking about obeying Christ, you’ll hear someone 
say, “Yeah but no one is perfect.  We all sin.  Nobody obeys all the time.” And that’s true.  We’re all indwelt by sin 
and sin has conquered us so often that its easy to believe that while obeying Christ is a nice ideal, practically it isn’t 
going to happen; at least not all the time.  There are some commands I don’t think I’ll ever keep unless Jesus does 
a miracle.  There are two reasons why Christians don’t obey Jesus; either we don’t think we can or we don’t want 
to.  This morning as we continue in 1 John, John explains the victory of faith and why no Christian can say, “I can’t 
obey God.”  Because when we were born again, Christ made us fully capable of obeying all of God’s commands.  
We just need to believe it.  We’ll deal with the “I don’t want to,” problem in obeying God a little later. 
 
Last we saw how John says that if I love God, I’ll love people.  Our relationships with people are the acid test of our 
real relationship with God and John says that if I say I love God but hate people, I’m a liar.  Then John showed us 
how to tell if we love people. “By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and observe His 
commandments.”  How do I know if I love you? Not by how I feel about you but do I treat you the way God 
commands me to treat you?  The goal of all God’s commands is love; how we love God and how we love people in 
the various circumstances of life.  So the way I can tell if I love you is to ask, “Am I obeying God and how He 
commands me to treat you?”  Which is actually quite freeing.  No longer do I have to wrestle with who’s right and 
who’s wrong, who’s to blame, or how can I get you to do what I want you to do or how can I control the outcome.  
The only issue I have to concern myself with is obeying God and treating you the way He commands and leaving 
the outcome in His hands.  “For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His commandments 
are not burdensome.  How do I know if I love God?  Do I keep His commandments.  How do I know if I love you?  



The same way; do I keep His commandments. That means I really can’t love you unless I know what He commands 
- which brings us back to what it means to be a disciple of Jesus, someone who is learning to obey all His 
commandments so that we can become like Him. 
 
That was last week’s lesson.  In the verses we’ll look at this morning, John now explains why God’s 
“commandments are not burdensome.”  Burdensome is a translation of a Greek word which meant “heavy, severe 
and very difficult.” John says that if we love God, we’ll keep His commands because God’s commands are not 
difficult or impossible for us to obey - even though we might disagree.  And so this morning, let’s see how John 
explains why God’s commands are not an impossibly heavy burden to carry; why Jesus could say that His burden is 
easy and His load is light.  By the way, for me this has been one of the most life-changing truths contained in the 
Scriptures.  John explains one of the fundamental truths of Scripture and once that truth gets a hold of you, you’ll 
never be the same.  Why aren’t God’s commands a burden? “For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; 
and this is the victory that has overcome the world--our faith. Who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who 
believes that Jesus is the Son of God?”   John has just explained that the way we love God and the way we love 
people is by obeying God’s commands.  And now, all of a sudden he begins talking about our relationship with the 
world.  What’s the connection?  The reason God’s commands are not a heavy burden for the Christian is because 
we’ve been born again which means not only do we have a new relationship with God and with God’s family, we 
also have a new relationship with sin and a new relationship with the world.  I want to ask two questions this 
morning.  1. What does John mean by overcoming the world?  2. How do we overcome the world?    
 
What does John mean by overcoming the world?  You’ll notice that three times in these two short verses, John 
talks about overcoming the world.  “For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory that 
has overcome the world--our faith. Who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the 
Son of God?”   Overcome means to conquer and John says that everyone who is born of God has been given the 
power to conquer this world.  So what does John mean? Earlier in this letter, we saw that when John talks about 
the world, he doesn’t mean the planet, but instead the anti-God, pro-sin culture of the world; the moral and 
spiritual environment in which we live which is created by masses of people enslaved to sin and hostile toward 
God and which constantly pulls us away from God and toward sin, idolatry and self-reliance.  The world makes 
obeying God very difficult.  In 1 John 2:15-17, John writes, “Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If 
anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.”   The world is God’s rival for our heart, for our mind, 
for our time and for our energies.  That’s why John says we can’t love both God and the world.  Why? “For all that 
is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but 
is from the world.“   So when John speaks of the world, he is not speaking of the world of nature.  He is speaking of 
everything on this planet which is opposed to God.  All human culture - regardless of race, nationality, politics or 
education - is infected with the sin of the people of that particular culture and so every culture’s values, practices 
and priorities are not God’s but sin’s.  All cultures, whether traditional, conservative, liberal or progressive, have 
been shaped by the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life.  In the Bible, lust refers to 
any strong, controlling desire.  It can be a good desire or a bad desire, but it is a desire which controls us.  So when 
John talks about loving the world, he is talking about living under the rule of our desires instead of under the rule 
of God; living for myself rather than for God because that is the way of the world, whether we live in the Bay Area 
or in the most conservative county of Texas or in Hong Kong.  There is no where we can go on this planet to escape 
the world or its influence.  And it is the world in which we live that makes obeying God feel like an impossible 
burden.  That’s why so many early Christians fled society, living alone in the desert or in small communities of 
monks and nuns, separating themselves as much as possible from a culture which seemed to constantly pull them 
away from God and back into sin.  However, they discovered  that escaping the influence of the world wasn’t so 
easy because they brought the world and its lusts with them into the desert and the monastery. So when John 
talks about overcoming or conquering the world, he’s not talking about Christians taking control of the culture, 
politically or legislatively.  He’s talking about overcoming the constant drag and influence of the world on us which 
makes obeying God seem so difficult.   Look at it this way.  All of us are indwelt by sin.  There is a disease inside of 
us that is constantly giving orders, constantly tempting and distracting us, constantly making suggestions and 
pulling us away from living for God to living for ourselves.  It has a remarkable ability to make sinful behavior look 
reasonable, attractive and easy and to make righteous behavior look unreasonable, hard, and boring.  And of 
course, this disease is what the Bible calls sin.  The Bible teaches that there are acts of sin but behind those acts 



there is a sinful nature; a nature that controls and dominates every human being, making us hostile and fearful of 
and unwilling and unable to submit to His will for our life.  The world in which we live awakens,  stimulates and 
inflames this disease within us.   
 
Last week after work, I made a run to Costco and on the way there, I found myself becoming angry and judgmental 
toward other drivers who kept getting in my way.  I found myself in the middle of this inner dialogue, “Why don’t 
you use your turn signal if you want to turn left?”  “The speed limit here is 25 miles per hour, not 15, lady!”  “Does 
this bus have to stop at every railroad crossing?”  This is from the heart of the guy who two days before talked 
about loving everybody unconditionally because God loves us.  And once I got to Costco, this inner dialogue got 
even louder.  Everybody was in my way, “Why do you leave your cart in the middle of the aisle?”  “Are you really 
going to eat that?”  “Do you have to squeeze every piece of fruit before you choose one?”  I was the judge of the 
world.  And I knew this isn’t the way Jesus responded to people at all.  I knew this was the sin which lives in me and 
which will be with me until I leave this mortal body behind and that by Christ’s power, I needed to refuse to listen 
to this garbage and choose to look at folks the way Jesus would look at them and to put their interests ahead of my 
own.  But here’s my point.  I would not have experienced that particular battle at that particular time if I had not 
driven to Costco.  The world is the environment in which we live that makes obedience to God so difficult.  
Everything in the world appeals to my pride, to my pleasures, to my prejudices and to my self-preoccupation.  
Jesus describes the impact of the world on us in the parable of the soils.  In Luke 8:14, He says, “And the seed - 
which we know to be God’s word and commandments - which fell among the thorns (the weeds) these are the 
ones which have heard, and as they go on their way, they are choked with worries and riches and pleasures of this 
life, and bring no fruit to maturity.”  Seed falling among weeds is a great picture of how the world chokes out the 
word and prevents it from having its affect in our lives.  Some of us are pulled away from God and His commands 
by the worries and troubles of this world.  Some of us are pulled away by the riches and possessions of the world 
while others are pulled away by the temporary pleasures this world offers.  We live in an environment which is 
hostile to our spiritual health and which appeals to the sin within us: an environment where there is always 
another temptation, another conflict, another attempt to deceive and to manipulate us, another distraction.  And 
so when John talks about overcoming the world in this passage, he’s not talking about taking control of the world, 
he’s talking defeating the world’s influence upon us.  
 
So my second question is  how do we overcome the world? “For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and 
this is the victory that has overcome the world--our faith. Who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who 
believes that Jesus is the Son of God?”   Who overcomes the world?  John says everyone is born of God.  God 
doesn’t change the world or take us out of the world; He changes us.  The moment we are born again as God’s 
children, we receive the power to conquer the world and we experience that power daily through faith in Jesus.  
That’s our big idea for this morning.  And once you  understand what happened to you when Christ came into your 
life, you will never be the same.  Deliverance from sin and from the world isn’t something we need Christ to do for 
us; He’s already done it.  We just need to believe it.  So let’s look at these two very important verses more closely.  
Remember, John is explaining why for the Christian, the commands of God are not a burden; because when we 
were born again, not only did our relationship with God change, our relationship with the world and sin changed as 
well. “For whatever is born of God overcomes the world;”   First of all, who is born of God? Back in vs. 1 of chapter 
5, John told us that “Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God.”  Becoming a Christian isn’t just 
converting to a new religion or joining a church.  Believing in Jesus involves the most radical and fundamental 
change possible.  You become a different person.  When Christ comes into your life,  you are permanently united 
with Him and everything that is true of Him instantly becomes true of you.  You are righteous because He is 
righteous.  You will live forever because He lives forever.  You are a child of God because He is the Son of God.  
Obeying God becomes natural for you because obeying God is natural to Jesus. That’s why Paul says in 2 Cor. 5:17 
that “if any man is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old things have passed away, behold new things have come.”  
Becoming a Christian is far more than adding a little religion to your life.  You become a brand new person with a 
new relationship with God, a new relationship to sin and a new relationship to the world.  When we baptize people 
at Creekside, I like to remind them that baptism symbolizes what actually happens to us when we’re born again.  
When Christ comes into my life, I instantly experience His death, burial and resurrection.  Death isn’t something a 
Christian looks forward to.  It’s something we look back upon because the instant we were baptized into Christ, we 
were baptized into His death.  The old me - the slave of sin and citizen of this world is put to death.  God doesn’t 



reform me, He kills me and starts over.  Why?  Because every resurrection is preceded by a death. God put me to 
death with Jesus so that He could raise me from the dead with Jesus.  He killed the old me so that He could make a 
new me.  He killed the slave so He could raise a free man.  I couldn’t become a new creation until the old creation 
was gotten rid of.  I couldn’t be born again unless the person I used to be is gone. God killed the old me to make a 
new me.  Of course, I wasn’t aware of what happened at the time.  I thought I was just asking Jesus to come into 
my life.  But one moment I was a son of the devil, the next moment, I was a son of God.   One moment I’m a slave 
to sin, hostile to God and spiritually dead; the next I’m a free man with a new heart and at peace with God.  And 
the new birth doesn’t just change my relationship with God, it changes my relationship with the world.  Paul writes 
in Galatians 6:14-15, “But may it never be that I should boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through 
which the world has been crucified to me and I to the world.  For neither is circumcision anything nor 
uncircumcision (referring to external religious rituals which cannot change human nature) but a new creation.”  
God doesn’t change the world, He changes us.  We don’t need to be freed from our slavery to the world’s 
influences.  We have been freed.  Which is why John writes, “For whatever is born of God overcomes the world;”  
So how do we experience that freedom from the constant gravitational pull and the temptations of the world?  
 
John continues, “and this is the victory that has overcome the world--our faith. Who is the one who overcomes the 
world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?”   The word that is translated “victory” here means “the 
conquering power.”  We find the power to conquer the world’s influence through our faith in Christ - which is why 
John adds, “Who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?“  Jesus has 
overcome the world and when we trust in Him, we also receive the power to overcome the world.   That’s what 
John means when he writes, “...this is the victory that has overcome the world--our faith. “ Notice the victory John 
is describing is something that has already been accomplished.  The world has been overcome.  The game has 
already been played and our side won. We just need to believe it.  At the end of His ministry, Jesus tells His 
disciples in John 16:33, “These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world you 
have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world."  Notice that Jesus is speaking here to His disciples, 
to those who are in Christ,  who have put their faith in Him and therefore now have a relationship with Him.    And 
even though they still live in the world which causes them no end of tribulation, Jesus tells them to be courageous, 
to not lose heart, but to be confident because He has overcome the world.   At this point in His life, He has 
conquered every attempt of the world to draw Him into sin, perfectly obeying His Father’s commands, living the 
life every human was created to live.  In just a few hours, He will go to the cross, sacrificing Himself for our sins, 
dying in our place.  Three days later, Jesus will rise from the dead which will make His victory over the world our 
victory over the world as His death and resurrection become our death and resurrection, releasing us from both 
the penalty and the power of sin and death and making us new people, children of God, born of His Spirit.  That’s 
why Jesus says that because He has overcome the world, those who believe in Him will overcome the world.  John 
asks, “Who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?“   So who 
overcomes the world?  The person who believes that Jesus is the Son of God, that He is who the Bible says He is 
and that He has accomplished all the Bible says He has accomplished.  And what the Bible promises is that Jesus 
has freed us from the power of sin and the power of this world and because He has overcome, we overcome.  
Conquering the magnetic pull of the world isn’t something we need to beg God to do because God gave you that 
victory the moment you were born again.  We just need to believe it.  That’s why John writes, “This is the victory 
that has overcome the world, our faith.”    
 
When I was fighting my little internal battle at Costco earlier in the week, there were a number of ways I could 
have viewed it.  I could have justified myself.  “I have a right to be irritated, there are just too many people here.”  
In which case, the world would have won.  I could have condemned myself.  “How can I call myself a follower of 
Jesus when this is what’s going on in my head?”  In which case, the world would have won..  Or I could have 
despaired.  “I’ve been a Christian for 45 years and this is as far as I’ve come?  What’s wrong with me.”  In which 
case, the world would have won.  But because I believe what the Bible says, I knew where these thoughts and 
feelings were coming from.  “Oh, that’s just the sin that lives in my body getting aroused by the world.  And that 
sin will be with me as long as I have this body.  But I’ve been freed from it because Jesus lives in me and I’m in 
union with Him.  So I’m going to refuse to listen to this dialogue any longer and trust Jesus to give me His love for 
these folks.”  And as soon as I made that decision, it was like waking up from a dream.  My perspective changed 



immediately.  I saw those folks through Jesus’ eyes.  Because Jesus lives in me and when I submitted myself to Him 
and trusted Him, He gave me the power to obey.   
 
Which brings us back to where we began.  “Some people believe they can and some people believe they can not.  
And they’re both right.”  Ask yourself, “Do I fail to obey God because I don’t believe I can or because I don’t want 
to?”  “This is the victory that has overcome the world, our faith.”   Faith in Christ answers both questions.  The Bible 
says that because I’m born again and Jesus now lives in me, I can obey.   I don’t need more power.  I just need to 
use the power God gave me when He gave me Jesus and say no to sin and yes to obedience, trusting that Christ 
will empower me to follow through.  Because if you’re born again, you have been freed from the rule of sin.  “For 
whatever is born of God overcomes the world; “ Being freed from sin’s rule doesn’t mean being freed from 
temptation.  We’ll always be tempted as long as we’re in this world.  But we always have the power to say no to 
sin and yes to God.  Swimming that 200 fly for the first time reminded me of the first time I said no to a sin that 
had enslaved me most of my adult life; a sin that I had begged God to remove from me.  But no matter how much I 
asked, nothing happened.  I continued to fail to obey.  But once I understood what really happened to me when 
Christ came into my life and how not only had my relationship with God changed, my relationship with sin and the 
world changed, I stopped asking God to do what the Bible said He had already done.  And the next time that 
temptation came along, I didn’t beg God to save me;   I just said no.  And I was just as surprised when the 
temptation immediately went away as I was when I swam my first 200.  I was able to do something I never could 
do before - because I believed.  If you’re born again, sin can no longer control you.  Jesus lives in you and His grace 
is greater than our sin.   We just have to choose to obey and trust Him to make it happen.  You see, knowing the 
Bible won’t change your life.  Believing the Bible changes your life.   That’s why John writes, “This is the victory that 
has overcome the world, our faith.”  If I cannot obey, it is because of unbelief and if I don’t want to obey, it is 
because of unbelief.  I believe sin’s promises rather than God’s promises.  I don’t believe that God is a rewarder of 
those who seek Him or that the wages of sin is death and ruin.  I believe the lie that sin can satisfy me when God 
warns that all sin can do is to addict and to destroy.  Whenever I find myself unwilling to obey, I go to the Bible to 
find out the rewards of obeying and the consequences of disobeying.  And what I learn is that everything I want in 
life is promised to those who will trust and obey.  And everything I don’t want in life is promised to those who put 
their hope in sin, and I find myself increasingly willing to obey God.  The Bible says that the righteous shall live by 
faith.  Faith is the victory that overcomes the world and sin because faith lays hold of the power God gave us when 
He saved us and made us new people.  The Christian life is begun by faith and the Christian life is lived by faith. 
“Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God.”    
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