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“To Conquer the World” — April 19, 2015
1 John 5:1–5
Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God, and everyone who loves the parent loves the child. 2By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments. 3For the love of God is this, that we obey his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome, 4for whatever is born of God conquers the world. And this is the victory that conquers the world, our faith. 5Who is it that conquers the world but the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?


The First John passage offers something beyond what we usually think of—the ability to overcome the world itself. “This is the victory that conquers the world, our faith” (1 John 5:4).
Is this possible? Apparently. I don’t think they would be tantalizing us with something that’s not possible. The Bible is not peddling some kind of fantasy or pretend victory. There must be a real victory that we can experience in our lives if our faith is strong. Different people will have different experiences in their lives of victory over flagging faith, or over dimming enthusiasm, or over feelings of hopelessness and helplessness, or over the sadness of disappointment, or over discouragement at the way one is being treated by a supervisor or other authority figure. 

Let’s start with the experience of a Psalmist, one that is repeated many times throughout the Psalms. I will look at Psalm 69. “I am lowly and in pain,” the author writes, but then continues with hope: “let your salvation, O God, protect me. . . . You who seek God, let your hearts revive. For the Lord hears the needy, and does not despise his own that are in bonds” (69:29, 32–33). The author faces great difficulty, but is able to assert faith, hope. 

A hopeful statement helps bring about what is hoped for. We experience revival when we affirm: “You who seek God, let your hearts revive. For the Lord hears the needy.”

This is a faith that can empower us to keep cheerful when we are in a bad environment, are even being mistreated. 

Maybe the victory is like the remark at the end of our reading from Acts: “So that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord” (Acts 3:20). The times of refreshing. Is that what is meant by victory over the world? An experience of renewal, of uplift, of spiritual encouragement? I think so, but overcoming the world is not just a momentary experience, it is one that has lasting meaning, that connects your difficult present with your glorious future. 

The real victory is only had when you gain renewed trust in the eternal life, in everlasting progress in the Father’s kingdom, unending experience and growth in the spiritual life that lies ahead of us. There is no victory without hope, and hope is not deep and lasting unless it attains an insight into our future destiny.

The miraculous healings that we read about in the New Testament are not different in kind from the healing that all of us will experience, except that ours will probably not be instantaneous, but will occur gradually, in the course of spiritual living. Much of what happened miraculously in the presence of Jesus or the apostles, will happen to us gradually and in the normal course of spiritual growth . . . in the afterlife. We all need healing, recovery, and spiritual progress. These will be normal and expected transformations in the afterlife. Could we think of the afterlife not as a matter of reward or punishment, but as a place of growth and encounter? God loves us as a spiritual parent, and wants to watch us grow, as any loving parent wants for his or her children. This is promised for us.

God has a plan of endless progress for us. This shines through in so many expressions of Christian faith. Peter says “By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you” (1 Peter 1:3–4)

If we believe that, then we can live here on an even keel, not dependent on the swings of outrageous fortune, not dependent on the environment at all. Then we can sing the hymn that says, “Day by day this pathway smoothes, since first I learned to love it. The peace of Christ makes fresh my heart, a fountain ever springing. All things are mine since I am Christ’s—how can I keep from singing?” 

This is a faith that has overcome the world, that overcomes the feeling of being dominated by the world. No matter how spiritual you are, or how many years of Christian faith you have under your belt, you can be assaulted by the failures and disappointments that the world dishes out. You can have someone trying to bully you in the workplace. You can have a neighbor who gossips about you. You can have someone you love who does not take you seriously, who is impatient with you and your feelings. There are a million slings and arrows that we have to endure. But if we have faith that is alive not only in the present, but which makes that vital connection with our future destiny, then we have faith that is steady, that endures even when we experience some emotional ups and downs. We can feel joy even in the midst of pain, certainty even in the midst of temporary uncertainty.

We have to remember that we have the freedom, at any moment, to affirm the truths we know to be true. We have the ability to recall truth sayings to mind, to say “let your hearts revive. For the Lord hears the needy,” to say “times of refreshing will come from the Lord,” to say “God has a plan of endless progress for me,” to say “he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.”

Even if we experience sadness or dark moods, we can rely on the ocean of truth that underlies the sometimes-turbulent surface. The ocean is more than its surface. The ocean underlying our faith is the truth of God’s fatherly love, and the new birth of hope that comes to us through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

