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THREE INSEPARABLE STRANDS 
(1 John 5:1-5  April 11, 1999) 

 
1 John 5:1-5: 
 

WHOEVER believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and whoever 
loves the Father loves the child born of Him. By this we know that we love the 
children of God, when we love God and observe His commandments. For this 
is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His commandments 
are not burdensome. 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? 

 
Once there was a village where all inhabitants were born blind. When a man passed 
by one day riding an elephant, a group of men from the village cried out asking the 
rider to let them touch the great beast, for though they had heard about elephants, 
they had never been close to one. 
 
The mahout agreed to allow six of them to approach the great animal, each being led 
to touch a different part of the body. 
 
After a time the rider left, and the blind men hurried back to their people to share the 
experience. 
 
“With what can you compare an elephant?” the people in the crowd asked their six 
friends. 
 
“I know all about elephants,” cried the man who had touched the animal’s side. “He is 
long and narrow, and built like a thick wall.” 
 
“Nonsense,” shouted the man who had touched the elephant’s tusk. “He is rather 
short, round, and smooth, but very sharp. I would compare an elephant to a spear.” 
 
A third, who had touched the ear, joined in. “How could you be so wrong! He is nothing 
like a wall or a spear. An elephant is like a gigantic leaf, made of thick wool carpet. It 
moves when you touch it.” 
 
“I totally disagree,” said the man who had handled the trunk. “An elephant is much like 
a large snake slithering in all directions.” 
 
The fifth man shouted his disapproval. He had touched a leg of the great beast. “It is 
plain to me that none of you have described the animal at all accurately. It is round 
and reaches toward the heavens like a massive tree trunk.” 
 
The sixth man, who had been placed on the elephant’s back, cried out, “Are you dull 
as well as blind? An elephant is clearly like a gigantic moving mountain.” 
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To this day the argument has not been resolved. Some in the village still compare him 
to a wall, others to a spear, others to carpet, then there are those who speak in terms 
of a snake, a tree and a mountain. Many simply say they don’t know. 
 
These men touched a real elephant. They accurately described what they felt. So what 
was the problem? 
 
The problem was that they only felt one portion of the elephant. An elephant’s trunk 
might feel like a snake, but an elephant is not a snake. An elephant is made of many 
parts which together form the whole beast. 
 
Even if the men had been allowed to each touch several parts of the elephant, they 
would still not know what a whole elephant was like. 
 
I use this analogy because it describes well why many find difficulty in describing a 
true Christian. The difficulty is that many look to Christ, or Paul, or Peter – and they 
draw out one or two facets of their life and they declare – A true Christian is like this. 
 
What they have drawn out are facets of a true Christian life, but they are incomplete. 
The truth is that there are three inseparable strands that make up the life of a 
Christian – remove any strand and what remains is not a Christian anymore than a 
snake accurately describes an elephant. 
 
All the way through the book of 1 John – the Apostle John has been giving three 
characteristics that indelibly mark the true Christian. At times he has examined, one 
of them, or two of them or even all three of them. 
 
Now as he nears the end of this epistle – he brings his whole argument to a close. 
 
What are the marks of the Christian? They are the marks he has laboured to declare 
throughout – true faith, true love and true obedience. 
 
John now draws them all together. And his point in this section is to show that you 
cannot separate any one or two of them out. A true Christian bears all three marks. 
 
This truth has two applications. First, it enables us to tell who is on the side of Christ. 
Who do we embrace as a brother in the Lord. Second, it speaks to our heart to calm 
the doubts concerning our own salvation. 
 
This passage is important because many have found men of great faith or great love 
or great obedience and have been quick to label them as Christians. John says no! – 
all three are needed to mark the true saint. All three and nothing less. 
 
Many have struggled with this. They have observed men and women who bear one or 
even two marks in a marvellous way. Then when we point out that they fail in one of 
these crucial areas they respond with charges of ‘being judgmental’ or ‘needing to 
extract the log from our own eye.’ 
 
However, their quarrel is not with us – it is with the Apostle John. 
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Albert Schweitzer was a brilliant man. His love for others sent him to establish his 
jungle hospital at Lambarene, on the banks of the Ogowe River. 
 
In 1913, he sailed for Africa, having turned his back on fame, money and prestige. His 
first hospital was an old abandoned hen house and his first operating table an old 
camp board. On a trip to the United States, a reporter asked, “Dr. Schweitzer, have 
you found happiness in Africa?” “I have found a place of service,” he replied, “And that 
is enough for anyone.” 
 
His philanthropy led him to worldwide acclaim. He lived a wonderful life that at least 
outwardly is characterised by obedience. 
 
A great life – Yes. But was he a Christian? Is his name to be found in the pages of the 
Lamb’s book of life? Read his theology. He failed to have all three strands. He did not 
have true faith. He denied that the gospels presented the truth about Christ. He even 
veered into pantheism. He had heat, but no light. 
 
John would declare: 
 

WHOEVER does not believe that Jesus is the Christ is in no way born of God. 
 
But, the reverse is true. You can have light without heat and this is just as bad. 
 
I have met men who have studied theology inside and out. They can parse any verb, 
Old Testament or New Testament. They can tell you that the Bible says that Jesus is 
God and back it up with incredible proof texts. They know the ten commandments and 
keep many keep them scrupulously. 
 
But their lives show a contempt for the poor lesser brethren. Those without the 
training, the mental acuity or those without their iron discipline. There is no abiding 
love for all of those for whom Christ died. 
 
John would say to them this day – a believing, obedient man without love is no more 
a Christian than a snake is an elephant. Similarities yes – but not the genuine article. 
 
In fact, John would say that you cannot have true faith or true love or true obedience 
in isolation. 
 
What do I mean by that? Someone may have faith or love or obedience – but if it is 
true, if the source is from God – all three will be found. 
 
Someone might appear to accept the facts about Christ and believe them. But if their 
faith were indeed true – it would result in true love and true obedience. 
 
Similarly, true love flows from true faith. 
 
There are many who might want to argue with John at this point. Some might want to 
argue for example, that many non-Christians bear the marks of true love.  
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Mother Theresa lived her life in the slums of India tending the outcasts. Surely this is 
true love even though her faith in Christ was not the faith delivered once to the saints? 
 
Many Moslems have dedicated themselves to assisting the poor, the orphans, the 
needy. Many great philanthropists were no lovers of Christ. Are these not acts of love? 
 
Remember that John answered this argument in chapter 4 verses 9-12. Basically, his 
argument was this. A Christian and a non-Christian might both perform an act of 
charity, say, giving alms to the poor. But while the action is the same, the sacrifice is 
the same, the basis is always quite different. 
 
Why does the non-Christian put the few alms into the outstretched palms of the leper? 
 
The religious non-Christians do it to earn their salvation. Apart from Christianity, every 
religion I know of includes acts of charity in some form or another as one of the ways 
of earning salvation or nirvana or good karma or whatever the term is they use. 
 
The atheistic non-Christian does it for a variety of reasons. To ease the conscience. 
To relieve the sense of pity felt. To feel that one has done one’s bit for the less 
privileged. To show the world what a good chap I am. 
 
The non-Christian, religious and atheist alike, puts the alms into the palm for selfish 
reasons. I am earning my salvation. I want to feel good. I want to be noticed by god or 
by man. 
 
The true child of God does not love out of selfish motives. When the child of God sees 
a beggar there on the street, he sees himself. 
 
You are a beggar. A debtor to the mercy of God. You are a charlatan, a rebel, a worm. 
And God showered you with mercy rich and free. 
 
The true child of God cannot respond with a hard heart. He must reflect the mercy 
shown to him. Everything he has is given to him by God. He doesn’t deserve it. He is 
just a steward of it. It flows from true faith. 
 
Men and women can express faith or love or obedience – but only the Christian can 
demonstrate true faith or true love or true obedience. And they come as a package 
deal. 
 
Remember if you will the point of this book. It is found in verse 13 of this chapter: 
 

These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, 
so that you may know that you have eternal life. 

 
In verses 1-5, John summarises what these things he has written are that will allow 
you to know that you have eternal life. They are true faith, true love and true 
obedience. One out of three is no good. Two out of three is no good. 
 
Are you saved? Are you sitting among a saved people? Are your children saved? Are 
you trusting saved men? Here are the tests. We have examined them in minute detail 
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throughout this book, now John puts them all together. And he says – they are 
inseparable. All three or nothing! 
 
A man or woman who does fantastically in one or two is no different to the rankest 
pagan for the source of their marks is not God. 
 
A trunk, tusks and floppy ears are characteristic of an elephant, but without the body, 
legs and tail all you have is a head to mount on a wall not a whole elephant. 
 
Verse 1: 
 

WHOEVER believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God. 
 
Throughout this epistle, John has stated that only the true child of God can really 
believe the truth about Christ. Therefore, when you find true faith, you can declare that 
this is one who has already been born of God. They are saved. 
 
They accept the humanity of Jesus and the deity of Him as the Christ. 
 
However, remember that John is not talking about belief in the sense of mere 
intellectual assent to a groups of facts. He speaks of life changing faith. 
 
If Malcolm passed me a note in the middle of the sermon and I interrupted the sermon 
and said: 
 

Get out now! Someone planted a bomb under this building! 
 
If you sat there and said – a bomb, Craig said it, I believe it, but how vile. That is not 
true faith. True faith would see you crushed in the rush out the door. 
 
Similarly, true faith means that you just cannot get over the fact that 2,000 years ago 
God became man. He walked among us and died on the cross for us. 
 
True faith will always issue in real abiding love for God and for those born of God. True 
faith will always issue in obedience. 
 
The faith that says – Oh I believe Jesus is God that does not result in a driving desire 
for holiness and love is not true faith. 
 
Do you see why you cannot separate them?  True love and true obedience flow from 
true faith. 
 
Plummer links knowing the facts about Jesus and the fruits which follow in this way. 
He writes: 
 

To believe that Jesus is the Christ is to believe that One who was known as a 
man fulfilled a known Divine commission; that He who was born and crucified 
is the Anointed, the Messiah of Israel, the Saviour of the world. To believe this 
is to accept both the Old and the New Testaments; it is to believe that Jesus is 
what He claimed to be, One who is equal with the Father, and as such demands 
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of every believer the absolute surrender of self to Him. Belief without love is as 
Saint Augustine remarks, the belief of a demon.1 

 
Thus the last part of verse 1: 
 

And whoever loves the Father loves the child born of Him. 
 
Think back to the time you truly trusted in Christ. When you awoke the next morning 
you looked the same, no one noticed any radical physical changes – but there were 
changes. When you grasped the love of God as manifest in Christ and His cross – you 
loved God. You loved Him with a passion that is beyond words. He loved you. He sent 
Christ to die for you. He placed His Spirit within you. He gave you everything. And you 
loved Him. 
 
More than that – you had a deep passion for those who were born of God. You loved 
those fellow Christians who had walked the path of new birth with you. You loved those 
who were bought at the cost of the precious blood of the Lamb. 
 
Prior to this time – your only passion was yourself. Oh there was some love for others 
close to you, but even this was a selfish love based on what they could do for you. 
 
But after salvation, you saw the world differently. You came to church and met men 
and women you would normally never associate with. Men and women from different 
socio-economic backgrounds, different races and different nationalities. Some had 
rough upbringings, others were born into ideal families. Some you naturally clicked 
with, others had very different personalities. 
 
But as you looked at them, you saw fellow sinners washed in the blood of the Lamb. 
You saw men and women filled with the same Spirit you were. The bond with them 
became closer than flesh and blood. 
 
This is an unnatural love. It is divine love. It is part of the new birth and every child of 
God has it. 
 
John knows this. He knows that if there is no love for the Father and love for the saints 
– then there was no true faith in Christ. 
 
Verse 2: 
 

By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and 
observe His commandments. 

 
On its face this is a strange verse. 
 

Craig Lloyd, you know that you love Dudley Dennis, because you love God and 
obey God’s commandments. 

 

                                                
1 Alfred Plummer, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1980 reprint of 1886 edition) pp. 110-
111. 
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It seems to be a non sequitur. It just doesn’t follow logically. We would expect 
something like: 
 

Craig Lloyd, you know that you love Dudley Dennis, because you treat him 
kindly and speak well of him. 

 
But, we have to understand verse 2 in the context of this whole passage. Faith, love 
and obedience are inseparably intertwined. 
 
If you have true faith, you will love God and obey His commands. 
 
But equally true, if you love God and keep His commands, you will love the brethren. 
There is no such thing as a Christian who does not love the brethren. 
 
We have all sniggered at the little ditty: 
 

To live above with saints in love, 
That will indeed be glory, 
To live below with saints we know, 
Is quite another story. 

 
It is all well and good to think of living in heaven with Paul and Moses and the saints 
around the globe. 
 
But it is another story to think of living in Grace Bible Church with Jeff and Dave and 
Pete and Graham. 
 
We know them. We know their weaknesses, their foibles, their funny ways, their bad 
habits. 
 
But, if we love God, there is no division between eternal fellowship and temporal 
fellowship. 
 
When you look at your husband or wife – you know them. You know their weaknesses 
and faults better than anyone. But you love them. Love covers a multitude of sins. In 
fact you can barely see the faults in the one you love. Love is blind. 
 
It is that type of love you are to have with the saints. You are to look at me – and 
forgive me my many faults. You are to love me in spite of them. Oh yes – challenge 
me where I need it – but love me anyway. Love me when I am short in talking to you. 
Love me when I forget to return your call. Love me when I offend you. 
 
Then look at every other saint and love them in the same way. It is unnatural – but it 
is there in every child of God. So much so that John says – we know we love each 
other because we love God. 
 
Verse 3: 
 

For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His 
commandments are not burdensome. 
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Notice how the inseparable strands keep getting woven further together. If there is true 
love for God, we will obey Him and keep His commandments. 
 
It is not that we show our love by being obedient, it is that our love naturally manifests 
itself in obedience. This is not a conscious struggle – it comes naturally. 
 
There is a law on the statutes of this land that commands me to support and care for 
my children. The government tells me that is my legal obligation. However, I don’t feed 
them and wipe away their tears and tuck them in and clean their grazes because some 
law tells me to. I do it because I love them. In fact, if the parliament repealed that law 
tomorrow it would not change my actions one iota. 
 
In fact I love to do these ‘obligations’ because I love my little ones. 
 
So it is with God. We obey Him not out of obligation, but because we delight to do so. 
It is a privilege, a pleasure to obey God. Hobbs says: 
 

Christian love does not ask “must I” but “may I”; it does not count the cost but 
weighs the privilege.2 

 
Because we love God, our hearts truly wish to please Him in thought and action. 
 
Not only is it a delight to serve the One we love but the child of God knows that God 
loves Him and that His commands are only for our good. 
 
Our love for God. Our trust in His perfect guidance means that His commands are not 
burdensome. 
 
Mention that adultery is a sin to a non-Christian and he will see a straight-jacket. 
Boring, indentured servitude. In fact he may think he can love his wife better if he is 
happier and adultery would sure make him happier – or so he thinks. 
 
Henry Blackaby and Claude King describe the reason for this command in this way: 
 

Suppose the Lord says, “I have a gift for you—a beautiful, wonderful expression 
of what love is. I will provide you with a spouse—a husband or wife. Your 
relationship with this person will bring out the very best in you. It will give you 
an opportunity to experience some of the deepest and most meaningful 
expressions of human love. That individual will release in you some wonderful 
things, affirm some things in you, and be there to strengthen you when you lose 
heart. Within that relationship, your mate will love you, believe in you and trust 
you. Out of that relationship I will bless the two of you with children and those 
children will sit on your knee and say, “Daddy (or Mummy), I love you.” 
 
But, then He says, “You shall not commit adultery” (Matt. 5:27). Is that 
command to limit or restrict you? No! It is to protect and free you to experience 
love at its human best. What happens if you break the command and commit 

                                                
2 Cited in D. Edmond Hiebert, The Epistles of John (Greenville: Bob Jones University Press, 1991) p. 227. 



 9 

adultery? The love relationship is ruptured between husband and wife. Trust is 
gone. Hurt sets in. Guilt and bitterness creep in. Even the children begin to 
respond differently. Scars may severely limit the future dimensions of love you 
could have experienced together. 
 
God’s commands are designed to guide you to life’s very best. You will not obey 
Him, however, if you do not believe Him and trust Him. You cannot believe Him, 
if you do not love Him. You cannot love Him, unless you know Him. If, however, 
you really come to know Him as He reveals Himself to you, you will love Him. 
If you love Him, you will believe and trust Him. If you believe and trust Him, you 
will obey Him. God has given His commands so you may prosper and live life 
to its fullest measure. If you love Him, you will obey Him! If you do not obey 
Him, you do not really love Him (see John 14:24). God is love. Because of His 
love, His will for you is always best. God is all-knowing, so His directions are 
always right.3 

 
Our love for God means that we wish to obey Him. Our love for God gives us 
confidence that obeying Him is actually the best for us. Our love for God means that 
His commandments are never burdensome. 
 
Verse 4: 
 

For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory that 
has overcome the world—our faith. 

 
It would be all well and good to love God and know that His commands are for our 
good. We would desire to obey Him. But, if we could not do so – His commands would 
then be very burdensome. 
 
Why did the Pharisees find the commands of God so burdensome? 
 
Why does the non-Christian find the commands of God so burdensome? 
 
Because they have no power to keep His commands. The world the flesh and the devil 
are far too powerful an unholy trinity for natural man to resist. But when you became 
born of God, you had the ability to overcome the world and its desires. 
 
How? By the indwelling Spirit who strengthens you to stand firm in the hour of 
temptation. 
 
The child of God has victory over the world. And the source of that victory? – faith. 
 
In verse 3 we saw the link between love and obedience. Here we see the link between 
faith and obedience. Our faith in Christ provides the power to overcome the power of 
the world and to obey God. 
 
The one who truly believes has the power to stand firm against sin. 

                                                
3 Henry Blackaby and Claude King, Experiencing God (Nashville: Broadman and Holman Publishers, 1994), p. 
14. 
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Salvation does not mean we will not struggle against the world the flesh and the devil 
every day of our lives. It does not mean that the siren songs that tell us to reject the 
truth about Christ will never assail us again. What salvation does is two things. It gives 
us a heart to want to struggle and live godly lives and it gives us the power to do so. 
 
The lure of the world with its sin and false wisdom will still tempt us. But when all is 
said and done, the child of God loves the things of eternity more than the things of this 
world. 
 
The desire and the power to stand firm flow from true faith. 
 
Verse 5: 
 

Who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the 
Son of God? 

 
Who is the one who has this power to resist the world, the flesh and the devil? Who 
can overcome the world? Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God. 
 
True obedience is only found in conjunction with true faith. 
 
John is completing the circle he began in verse 1. The cord of three strands starts with 
true faith. Then at the end of verse 1 and into verses 2 and 3 comes the second strand 
– true love. The weaving into verses 2 to 5 comes the third strand true obedience. 
Then in verses 4 and 5 John heads back to where he began – true faith. 
 
Verse 1 – whoever believes loves. 
 
Verse 2 – whoever loves obeys. 
 
Verse 5 – whoever obeys believes. 
 
His point might be made like this: 
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Is this your life? Do you have a deep and profound faith in Christ that manifests itself 
in a great love for God and for the children of God? Does your love for God lead you 
to delight in obeying Him? And do you obey because you have faith in Christ? 
 
These three strands are inseparable. At times they might appear to be found 
separately, but the truth is that they in isolation, they are not from God, they flow from 
human motives and power. 
 
In the churches that John wrote to, the Gnostics were easy to single out. They denied 
the deity of Christ. They taught that immorality was all right as it only affected the body 
not the soul. They did not obey God. 
 
But it gets much tougher when someone appears to manifest one or more of these 
traits. Herein lies the great temptation. Grandma is so kind and good. Grandma seems 
to love people – she always has shortbread and milk ready for anyone. I am sure that 
grandma has never stolen or been immoral or done anything bad. But, grandma 
doesn’t really cling to Christ and His cross. She thinks her works will get her to glory. 
 
The Mormon at your door appears a fine young man. Zealous, articulate, knows his 
Bible. Claims to keep the commandments. Denies the deity of Christ, the atonement 
and the basis of salvation – but he seems to be a better saint than you. 
 
Or the rich young ruler. This young man came to Christ seeking eternal life. He came 
to the right place – Christ and he was willing to sacrifice a lot. He was willing to give 
up his position of leadership in the synagogue, his authority over the people and his 
place in society. He kept the ten commandments as well as he could. 
 
This young man seemed a great candidate for the kingdom. 
 
But, he did not have true faith in Christ as God and his love for God did not extend to 
giving up his possessions. 
 

FAITH IN
  CHRIST

OBEDIENCE
   TO GOD

       LOVE
   FOR GOD
AND SAINTS
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One or two strands doesn’t cut it. The true child of God has all three strands – true 
faith, true love and true obedience. 
 
It starts with true faith in Christ and this faith necessarily leads to love and obedience. 
 
These are your marks, your ID papers, your proof that you are saved. Only the true 
child of God bears these marks. 
 
They are what you cling to when the dark days come and you doubt your salvation. 
When you will struggle with questions about your eternal destiny. Can a sinner like me 
be saved? Am I deceiving myself? Am I really an apostate? 
 
The answer lies with these words of John. It starts with the question – Have I 
confessed that Jesus is the Son of God? 
 
Do I truly believe this foolish gospel? Do I truly believe that Jesus of Nazareth was the 
God-man who died for my salvation? Do I trust Him for my life? 
 
Only those who are truly saved can believe this gospel of the virgin birth, the atoning 
death and the glorious resurrection. To an unsaved world it is foolishness. 
 
Then this faith manifests itself in love – love for God and for man. An unexplainable 
love. A deep love. A love that drives away fear and doubt. A love that surpasses any 
human love. 
 
This love leads to a desire to obey. Not for salvation, but out of joy that you are saved. 
And this obedience is not an onerous chore, but a delight. 
 
If these three marks are not present in someone who claims to know Christ – beware! 
The marks identify the sheep to each other. They tell us who to trust, who to follow, 
who to fellowship with. The marks are for our protection and well-being. 
 
And the marks calm our fears about our destiny. We know we are His for we bear His 
marks. 
 
And the God of glory knows those who are His is able to keep them safe until the day 
of Christ Jesus. 
 
To Him be the glory for the wondrous things He has done in us. 


