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“Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and
everyone who loves the father loves his child as well. 2 This is how we
know that we love the children of God: by loving God and carrying out his
commands. 3 In fact, this is love for God: to keep his commands. And his
commands are not burdensome, 4 for everyone born of God overcomes the
world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith. ®* Who
is it that overcomes the world? Only the one who believes that Jesus is the
Son of God” (1 John 5:1-5).

Good morning everyone! For those who don’t know me, let me briefly
introduce myself. My name is Ahreum, I’'m Pastor Joe and Christine’s
daughter. And the reason | visit about once a year is because | live in
England. I'm a New Testament PhD student at the University of
Cambridge, and | just passed my oral defense a few weeks ago. My victory
is yours as well — it's the fruit of your encouragement, prayers, and support
for several years. | have to say, being a New Testament scholar isn’t easy
— not only because of the hard work, but I've also noticed that there aren’t a
lot of people who look like me in the biblical scholar world. There seems to
be a lot more women in Old Testament studies, but for some reason there
aren’t a lot of women or ethnic minorities in New Testament studies, so
sometimes I've felt like the odd person out. So | genuinely appreciate all
the prayers and support — really helped get me through. So thank you all so
much.

So let me share a bit about what I've been studying the past three years.
Most New Testament scholars are Pauline scholars — meaning they study
the letters of the apostle Paul like Romans or First Corinthians. And many
are Synoptic Gospel scholars, meaning they study the books of Matthew,
Mark, or Luke. | am one of the few Johannine scholars out there, and
although most Johannine scholars study the Gospel of John or Revelation,
I've spent the last three years looking at the Letters of John, specifically
First John. The reason | wanted to study First John is because | really
appreciated the letter’'s emphasis on love. In fact, chapter four mentions
love more times than in any other chapter in the Bible. | like that because
sometimes people, both in and outside of the church, seem to forget (or
maybe don’t even realize) that Christianity is a love-based religion. That
famous verse from John 3:16 tells us that God sent Jesus because He



loved the people He created. And the first letter of John even says a couple
times that “God is love” (4:8, 16).

But one thing | noticed while studying First John is that there is this
consistent tone of conflict in the letter. John uses the word “conquer” a lot.
If you've read other versions like the NIV version, you might remember the
word “overcome” is used instead. But the original Greek word (nikad) is
closer to “conquer” or “defeat.” That word nikaé was often used in military
contexts around this time. And you can almost sense that military tone
when the letter talks about conquering different opponents earlier in the
letter such as the evil one, the antichrists (1 and 2 John are the only places
where we see the word “antichrist” in the Bible), false prophets — and as we
see from today’s passage, even the world itself seems to be conquered by
the Christians.

My research question was, “Why is John talking about Christians
conquering these opponents and conquering the world?” What does that
mean? One of the things we learn as Bible scholars is that it’s really
important to consider the original context in which things are written.
Remember that this letter was written 2000 years ago. Imagine someone
2000 years from now, in 4021, reads a letter that you wrote today. And let's
say, the future reader has no idea that around 2021 there was this
pandemic going around. So the future reader might totally misunderstand
you when you write, “| really dislike having this mask all the time and
needing to distance myself from everyone.” They might think you’re being
really poetic and talking about being fake with people and being an
introvert.

Of course, a letter we write isn’t the same as biblical scripture, but my point
is that cultural context is really important because we could easily
misunderstand the Bible if we’re not considering the context in which it was
written. So during my PhD research, | tried to pay attention to the culture of
the first century when | was doing my studies on First John. This letter was
likely written around 95 AD. The good thing is that some other documents
and inscriptions and statues and buildings from the time still survive, and
they help us piece together what the culture was like at the time.

When reading First John, we need to remember that this was written to a
small group of Christians in the first century who believed in something very
different from most people. In each town, if there were 50 Christians, that



would’ve been a lot. Meanwhile, everyone else, and | mean everyone else
believed in multiple gods and goddesses. Imagine if in Sagamore Beach,
we were surrounded by statues and temples of Zeus, Athena, and
Aphrodite everywhere, and everyone in the town worshipped these gods
and goddesses. When you’re at work, you're the only one who doesn’t
worship multiple gods. Even the coins have imprints of the emperor and
other gods on them, and the whole town worships these gods and worships
the emperor and believes in multiple gods.

So we have to remember that, at the time this letter was written, the
Christians were the weirdos. They were the ones who believed in
something very different. Some of the Christians might have doubted and
thought Everyone else believes in something different. Maybe we’re wrong
about this whole Jesus thing. And in fact, we see earlier in chapter two that
people did leave the Christian community, and those are the people he
calls antichrists — might sound harsh to us, but | think John’s point is that
they believe in something that is anti to Christ, meaning opposite to Christ.
He says that they don’t know the truth about Jesus.

The letter uses military imagery when talking about conquering the evil one
(referring to the devil), conquering antichrists and false prophets, and even
conquering the world, but we see towards the end of the letter that it’s not
meant to be a violent fight. As we heard from today’s passage:

3 For the love of God is this, that we obey his commandments. And his
commandments are not burdensome, * for whatever [whoever] is born
of God conquers the world. And this is the victory that conquers the
world, our faith. * Who is it that conquers the world but the one who
believes that Jesus is the Son of God?

You'll notice John emphasizes that the victory is a faith victory, and that the
‘conqueror” is the one who believes in Jesus as the “Son of God.” In fact,
John emphasizes Jesus as the Son a surprising 22 times in the letter. Why
would he do that? Well, in the culture of the time, if you mentioned “the son
of god,” people would think you were talking about the Roman emperor.
The emperors were often known as the divine son. And that title (in Latin,
divi filius) was often printed on the coins as well. And in the culture, when
you talked about a “conqueror,” most people would have thought about the
Roman soldiers, who conquered the world with military force.



But John flips the script and says that the Christians might seem to be a
small minority of people who believe in something crazy, but they aren’t
weirdo losers. They are victorious conquerors. Not military conquerors like
the Roman soldiers, but they conquer the temptations and struggles of the
world around them with their faith. When they believe in Jesus, the real Son
of God, they’re winning. John reminds them several times, they’ve received
eternal life. And he reminds the Christians that life is about loving God and
loving people, and when we follow God, it's not meant to feel burdensome.

So | learned that the conflict in First John acknowledges the conflict we feel
with the world around us. If the readers of this letter followed the world’s
perspective, they could have easily thought of themselves as the weirdos,
the losers — the minority. Everyone in the world around them believed that
the emperor was a son of god, and that the Greek and Roman gods were
the real gods. In this letter, we see an encouragement to see the truth from
God’s perspective. John knows it isn’t easy living in a culture which values
something different. He ends his letter with “keep yourselves from idols.”
His final sentence is a word of caution because if Christians buy into the
worldly things and indulge in those, they will usually find that these things
draw them away from the truth about Jesus. But when we do believe in the
truth, and love God and love people, we know that we are winning at life
because we aren’t adopting the worldly perspective. We're seeing with
Jesus glasses, seeing from God’s perspective, and living the victorious life.
Amen.



