
Sermon -1 John 5:17-21

"Under Guard & On Guard"Under Guard & On Guard””



En garde – (French) Eté Fencing

ITALIAN

Illustrations by Fiore dei Liberi (c.1400AD)

Demonstrate guard position with Ete rapier:
• Stable triangular base (3rd position in ballet?) for forward-backward traversing
• Only your side is facing your opponent, minimizing chest exposure (pierced heart).
• Central position can parry in any direction
• Ete positioned for simplest offensive move – straighten elbow & stab opponent
• Elevated position maximizes strike distance to chest area (longer distance to legs)
Demonstrate Long-sword “iron-gate” guard:
• Legs further apart for bearing heavier weapon and receiving heavier blows.
• Heavier weapon, so downward resting position takes weight off arms
• Edge of blade stays toward the opponent, and the tip is not too far back so that it can 

immediately swing anywhere. (Other positions require more time to wind up.)
• The Italian master Fiore dei Liberi wrote in his battle manual around the year 1400: 

“Here begins the 12 guard positions of the sword in two hands… the first is tutta porta
di ferro, which lies with great strength. It is good to wait against every hand-weapon 
long or short. And yet it doesn’t matter if his sword isn’t very long. It passes with a 
cover and comes to the close. It exchanges the thrust and places its own. Also, it rebates 
the point to the ground, always going with a pass and covering every cut. In this way it 
brings great defense without fatigue…”

• But what if it wasn’t you that had to do the fighting, but you had a champion sword-
fighter to guard you? What if Fiore dei Liberi were the one defending you with his
sword? Fiore was so good that he could handle one of these heavy two-hand swords 
with just one hand. He once said (and I don’t think he was boasting idly), “Come one 
by one, he who knows this art, even if you were a hundred, I would ruin you with this 
one-handed guard... I’ll  advance my forward foot a little out of the way and with the
back I make a traverse, and making the cross, rebating your swords, which will then 
find you uncovered for sure, and I will make certain to strike you! And if a lance or 
sword is cast at me, I’ll always be able to beat it aside with this.”

• You’d feel pretty safe with somebody that skillful as your bodyguard!



OVERVIEW: This is about CONFIDENCE
“WE KNOW THAT:”

 When He appears, we shall be like Him (3:2)
 We have moved from death into life (3:14)
 No one who is born of God sins (5:18)
 We are out of God (5:19)
 The Son of God is arriving…given us insight…we are in the True One (5:20)

CHIASM of vs 17-21 underscores the central point:
All unrighteousness is sin, yet there is sin not unto death. We know that everyone 

who has been born out of God is not sinning, 
but rather, he who was born out of God guards himself,

and the Evil One doesn't get hold of him.
 WE KNOW THAT we are out of God, 

and the whole world is lying in the Evil One.
And we know that the Son of God is arriving and He has given us insight so 
that we may recognize the True One, and we are in the True One...

Dear children, keep yourselves from the idols.

• The final verses of 1 John leave us with a defensive strategy by which we ourselves may fight to keep 
for ourselves the confidence we have gained in relating to God – for the rest of our life, but at the 
same time, John also assures us that we are protected by a super-human master-in-battle who has the 
power to safeguard you all the way into eternal life in the world to come. We guard ourselves, and we 
have a champion guarding us too!

• Let’s examine these two defensive resources which give us confidence that we will walk in the light 
with Jesus, in love and faith and truth, overcoming the evil one all the days of our life!

• This battle is not one with swords but rather it is a battle in your mind, fought with ideas. It is fought 
by knowing the truth,

• John has previously stated some things which we know: 

•"When He appears, we shall be like Him" (3:2),

•and "We have moved from death into life" (3:14), 

•and now He ends his letter with three "we know's“

•We know that no one who is born of God sins

•We know that we are out of God

•And We know that the Son of God is coming and that we are in Him

• This is fitting for a letter, the purpose of which is to assure people in faith. What we know to be true 
gives us confidence.

• Does the lawyer on the slide look smug and confident? That’s what I was trying to illustrate.

• The whole of verses 17-21 is a chiasm starting and ending with not sinning, stepping in to highlight 
who Christ is, then touching on the evil one, and finally focusing on the central point: "We are of 
God." This is the main point John is trying to get across. 



5:19 “we are of God & world lies in the evil one”

 Most important point in 1 John: We can be sure of our posi-
tion in Christ and that those who say differently are wrong. 
(Cf. 1 John 3:9, 3:10, 4:1, 4:2, 4:4, 4:6, 4:7, 5:1, 5:4)

 "The relationship of the church to God is widely different 
from that of the world to the evil one... 'out of God' and 'in 
the evil.' The first describes the absolute source of being; 
the second the actual (but not essential) position... the evil 
one [is not] 'laying hold on' the world as from without... it 
has been placed 'in him.'" ~Westcott 

 No middle ground, either kingdom of God or kingdom of Devil. 
 Typical traits of the world – lust & pride (2:16), hate (3:13), 

and the practice of sin (3:8) – are opposite of how John 
described Christians. “Cain was of the evil one and slew his 
brother” (3:12); “we are of God” and “we love the brothers.”

5:19 We know that we are out of God, and the whole world is lying in the evil one.

• This is a summary of a principle that has been already covered in the letter. John speaks of being "out 
of God" in 3:9, 3:10, 4:1, 4:2, 4:4, 4:6, 4:7, 5:1, and 5:4, and if you were to include references to us 
also being "in God" you could add at least nine more references to that list! This point is probably the 
most important in the whole letter. "We are of God." We can be sure of our position in Christ, and we 
can be sure that the false teachers who claim that we are not as close to God as they are, are dead 
wrong!

• There's a strong us-them feel here: “we are of God, but the world lies in the evil one." "The 
relationship of the church to God is widely different from that of the world to the evil one... 'out of 
God' and 'in the evil.' The first describes the absolute source of being; the second the actual (but not 
essential) position... the evil one [is not] 'laying hold on' the world as from without... it has been 
placed 'in him.'" (Westcott 194ff)

• "the whole world lies 'in the power of' (NASV) / 'under the control of' (NIV) the evil one." The KJV 
takes the phrase literally translated "the evil" and renders it "wickedness." I think that "the evil one" is 
a better translation though, not only because it appears to be a euphemism for Satan, but also because 
it contains a definite article “the.”

• What does it mean to "lie in the evil one?" John has already mentioned how the typical traits of the 
world are lust, pride (2:16), hate (3:13), and the practice of sin (3:8). These are the antithesis of the 
traits of a child of God. Which side are you on? Either you are in God or you are in the devil; there is 
no middle ground!

• Notice also that the contact between us and the world/evil can be mutual. We may be kept “in the 
world” in such a way that the evil one does not touch us (5:18), but we also, by not loving the world 
(2:15), do not touch the evil one! Are you striving to keep such contact with the evil one cut off? I 
know all too many Christians who like to blur the distinction between us and the world, but we must 
be different. We must not have any traffic with the evil one!



Who guards us? v.18

BF Westcott, M. Vincent, A.T. 
Robertson, H. Alford, F.B. Meyer, 

H. Marshall (NICNT)

J. Calvin, A. Clarke, M. Henry, A. 
Barnes, J. Gill, J. Wesley, R. 

Hanna, G. Clark

English English 
CommentariesCommentaries

Switch from Perfect “has been born” to 
Aorist “was born” supports different 
subject with different sort of birth

Strong adversative after “not 
sinning” supports same subject 

doing something different

Internal Internal 
CorroborationCorroboration

Vulgate, NASB, ESV, Hebrew (S-G), 
NET Bible, Living Bible

Armenian, Coptic, Geneva, KJV, 
NKJV, French (Louis Segond)

VersionsVersions

Greek Orthodox “Patriarchal”
United Bible Societies

Textus Receptus, 
Majority Text

Published Greek Published Greek 
N.T. EditionsN.T. Editions

Vaticanus (4th Century), Alexandrinus
(5th Century), 3 others

Origen (3rd century), Sinaiticus (4th

Century), thousands of others
Greek Greek 

ManuscriptsManuscripts

JESUSSELF



Who guards us?                            

SELFSELF
Matt. 28:19-20 …start discipling all the 

ethnicities, baptizing… and teaching 
them to keep all that I commanded…

John 14:21 He who has My command-
ments & keeps them… he loves Me.

John 15:10 If you keep My command-
ments, you will abide in My love
(cf. 1 John 2:3,4,5; 3:22,24)

1Tim.5:22b keep yourself free from sin
James 1:27 Pure… religion… is keep-

ing oneself unstained from the world.
Jude 1:20-21…building…on your most 

holy faith, praying in the Holy Spirit, 
keep yourselves in the love of God...

JESUS/GOD
John 17:12 & 15 …I kept them in Your 

name. Those You gave Me I guarded
and lost none except the son of 
perdition… I do not pray that You 
take them out of the world, but that 
You keep them from the evil one.

2Th. 3:3 Lord is faithful; he will streng-
then & keep you from the evil one.

Jude 1:1b …To those who have been 
called, who are loved by God the 
Father & kept by Jesus Christ

Rev. 3:10 Because you have kept the 
word of my patience, I will also keep
you from the hour of temptation…

• We see from the writings of John and the other Gospel-writers that we abide in God’s 
love by treasuring and obeying Christ’s commands, but that Christ is the one who 
keeps us safe from Satan and from perdition.

• You see the same thing in the writings of other apostles like Paul: We keep ourselves 
from sin, but we do so using the strength provided by Christ, and He protects us from 
Satan.

• The book of Jude, although only one chapter long, also carries both themes: we keep 
ourselves in the love of God by building ourselves up in the faith and praying and 
waiting for the Lord’s return, while Christ is also occupied with keeping us since God 
has chosen to love us!

• In the book of Revelation, the apostle John quotes Jesus reminding the church in 
Philadelphia (That’s the city in Turkey, not in Pennsylvania) that He will “keep” them 
so they are not tempted beyond what they can handle because they “keep” His word –
there’s both concepts in a single verse!

• We “keep” ourselves, and Jesus “keeps” us. Both are Biblical concepts. We keep 
ourselves away from wrongdoing – or to state it positively, we “keep” God’s 
commands, and Jesus takes care of the rest, keeping us able to keep His commands 
and protecting us from temptations and from Satan that are too powerful for us to 
handle but which are pushovers for Him to handle.

• Now, let’s look one-at-a-time at “keeping ourselves” and then at Jesus’ “keeping” of 
us: that is, us being on guard, and then us being under the guardianship of Jesus.



A. En garde: one born out of God guards himself
5:18 We guard ourselves by stopping sin in our lives

 τηρεῖ = “guards/protects/keeps” (Present tense=continuous action)
 “Every wrong is a sin of course for sin is lawlesness”(Living Bible,v17,3:24) 
 Sin is not trivial; it’s deadly, but repent-able and forgiveable.
 “Many different opinions may be formed: but I affirm that sin [unto death] to 

be the forsaking until death the ‘faith which worketh by love.’” ~Augustine
 “We know that everyone who has been born of God 

is not sinning/practicing sin.” (Cf. 3:9, 1:6, 2:4, 2:29, and 3:6) 

5:17 All unrighteousness is sin, yet there is sin not unto death. 5:18 We know 
that everyone who has been born out of God is not sinning, but rather, he who 
was born out of God guards himself, and the evil one doesn't get hold of him.

• "Every wrong is a sin, of course," (Living Bible), for "sin is lawlessness" (3:24). 

• John isn't trivializing any sin, he is just setting a certain class, "sin unto death," 
apart.

• Back around the year 400, Augustine wrote concerning “sin unto death” that 
“many different opinions may be formed: but I affirm that sin to be the forsaking 
until death the ‘faith which worketh by love.’”

• We should take all sin seriously and pray that God will forgive a brother who sins, 
but it is not reasonable to expect God to save persons who go to their graves in 
rebellion against God.

• Westcott noted that, "the power of intercession to overcome the consequences of 
sin might seem to encourage a certain indifference to sin," so in this and the 
previous verse, John reminds his readers that "all unrighteousness is [still] sin" and 
that Christ-ians don't practice sin. (The Greek Present tense of "sin" indicates a 
continuing practice rather than a one-time act.) This is almost the exact same 
wording as 3:9… and 3:6. John is summing up one of his main points that he has 
touched on many times in his letter: "we know that everyone who has been born of 
God is not practicing sin." 

• So we have seen from other statements that we are to “keep” (as in “value highly”) 
Jesus’ commands; there is also the negative side of “keeping” (as in“keep away 
from”)



A. En garde: one born out of God guards himself
5:18 We guard ourselves by stopping sin in our lives

 τηρεῖ = “guards/protects/keeps” (Present tense=continuous action)
 “Every wrong is a sin of course for sin is lawlesness”(Living Bible,v17,3:24) 
 Sin is not trivial; it’s deadly, but repent-able and forgiveable (1:9).
 “Many different opinions may be formed: but I affirm that sin [unto death] to 

be the forsaking until death the ‘faith which worketh by love.’” ~Augustine
 “We know that everyone who has been born of God 

is not sinning/practicing sin." (Cf. 3:9, 1:6, 2:4, 2:29, and 3:6) 
5:21 Dear children, keep yourselves from the idols.

 φυλάξατε = “on watch, have in custody, defend, keep safe, preserve, debar”
 IDOLS: images, false doctrines, anything which usurps worship of Christ.
 “Let us then remember that we ought carefully to continue in the spiritual 

worship of God, so as to banish far from us everything that may turn us 
aside to gross and carnal superstitions.” ~Calvin

 The child of God “keeps himself in the fear of God,” but it is really the 
power of God that He transfers to us that keeps us, and not our own 
strength that keeps us.

5:21 Dear children, keep yourselves from the idols.
• As a parting shot, John closes with an admonition against idolatry. The word "keep/ 

guard" here is different from the "keep/guard" of verse 18. Here, it means "be on watch, 
have in custody, defend, keep safe, preserve, beware, keep in abstinence, debar" 
(Pershbacher). It is, perhaps, the negative side of keeping/guarding, focusing on what we 
are guarding against rather than the positive side (v.18), which focuses on what we are 
preserving. 

• The next natural question is, "What does it mean by idols?" The plain sense of the Greek 
word is: "form, shape, image" (Pershbacher), hence an idol which heathen people worship. 
“[F]rom the thought of 'Him who is true,' St. John turns almost of necessity to the thought 
of the vain shadows which usurp His place.” ~ Westcott 

• Now, before you dismiss this as irrelevant to today, think again! Our modern culture is 
SATURATED with images! It is one of the greatest perils which Christians face today. 
Images of earthly worship, from the human body, to food, to simulations of paradise, and 
all manner of other things, are plastered over our screens and over every available scrap of 
paper, it seems! The peril lies in the fact that our faith is NOT image-driven, so we have 
no alternative image on which to focus our worship, only a spiritual God whom "no one 
has seen." That is why it is so crucial to be vigilant in guarding against the barrage of 
images in our world. We must guard ourselves with the knowledge that Christians don't 
sin, that we are of God, and that Jesus is God and has given us eternal life. John doesn't 
leave us comfortable and complacent in our position in God, but rather leaves us with 
something to keep us on our toes: "guard yourselves from idols." "Let us then remember 
that we ought carefully to continue in the spiritual worship of God, so as to banish far from 
us everything that may turn us aside to gross and carnal superstitions” (Calvin). If there are 
any magazines or websites or movies or people or anything that distract you with their 
images, cut them out of your life! If there is a picture on your phone or a poster on your 
wall or a favorite on your links that would cause you or Jesus to hesitate when He comes 
back, why risk it? Stay en garde!

• The child of God "keeps himself in the fear of God," but ultimately it’s the power of God 
that keeps us, so let’s turn from our human keeping to our divine keeper:



B. Rest assured you are well-guarded!

5:18 He Who was born out of God guards him, & the evil one doesn’t touch
 τηρεῖ = “guards/protects/keeps” (Present tense=continual vigilance)
 οὐχ ἅπτεται “touch/get hold” could be translated “contact, meddle, 

get hold” - indicates more than just a superficial touch (Westcott). 
 Same word used in the Greek O.T. for Satan’s requests to hurt Job
 The evil one has been “overcome” (2:13), and we are “protected”

so he doesn't mess with us.

• This phrase "he who was born of God guards him[self], and the evil one does not 
touch him" can give us a second reason to rest assured. We don’t live in sin because 
Jesus keeps us from sin. 

• The word "keeps/guards" is in the Present tense, indicating a continual vigilance, 

• and the word "touch/get hold" could be translated "contact, meddle" (Pershbacher) –
it’s more than just a superficial touch (Westcott).

• The evil one has been overcome (2:13), and we are guarded so he won’t mess with 
us.

• In the book of Job, when Satan wanted to do something mean to Job, he had to ask 
God for permission. God was in total control of what Satan could - and couldn’t do -
to Job. God’s carefully-controlled protection kept Job from loosing faith during hard 
times, and God made sure that, in the end, Job experienced even greater blessing after 
his faith was tried.

• Throughout his letter, John has portrayed Christ as one: 

• who "has been from the beginning" (1:1, 2:14), 

• who was "sent" by the Father (4:9, 4:10, 4:14), 

• was "revealed" in the past (1:2, 3:5, 3:8), 

• "came" as a man on earth (4:2, 5:6), 

• "sent" His Spirit to be with us now, 

• and will "come" again (2:28) to be "revealed" in the future (3:2). 

• Perhaps that is why John uses the present tense "is arriving" here, because Jesus is 
coming and going throughout all of history, from the beginning of creation to the 
distant past of Old Testament theophanies, to the Incarnation described in the 
Gospels, to His indwelling Spirit today, to His future coming in glory!



B. Rest assured you are well-guarded!

5:18 He Who was born out of God guards him, & the evil one doesn’t touch
 τηρεῖ = “guards/protects/keeps” (Present tense=continual vigilance)
 οὐχ ἅπτεται “touch/get hold” could be translated “contact, meddle, 

get hold” - indicates more than just a superficial touch (Westcott). 
 Same word used in the Greek O.T. for Satan’s requests to hurt Job
 The evil one has been “overcome” (2:13), and we are “protected”

so he doesn't mess with us.
5:20 And we know that the Son of God is arriving and He has given to us 

insight so that we may recognize the True One, and we are in the True 
One--in His Son Jesus Christ. This is the True God and eternal life.
 Jesus (“the One who is coming” -Rev.1:8) has "given" 1) His Spirit (2:27, 

3:24, 4:2, 4:13), 2) eternal life (5:11), and 3) insight/understanding (“The 
anointing you received... teaches you about all things and is true...” - 2:27). 

1) THAT we may know/recognize Jesus is truly God (and the only true God).
2) THAT we may know that we are in relationship with God. (“He who has the 

Son has the life” -5:12) 

• 5:20 further supports the fact that we are guarded by Christ: And we know that 
the Son of God is arriving and He has given to us insight so that we may 
recognize the True One, and we are in the True One--in His Son Jesus 
Christ. This is the True God and eternal life.

• This one who "comes" also "gives" gifts to us. John has already mentioned that 
Jesus has "given" us His Spirit (2:27, 3:24, 4:2, 4:13), and that He has given us 
eternal life (5:11, etc.). Now in this verse, Jesus "has given us 
insight/understanding.” We know what we believe; it is not some mystic mish-
mash. ("The anointing which you have received from Him... teaches you about all 
things and is true..." -2:27, NASB). 

• Christ's life and teachings gave us much more understanding about God and His 
ways. And why did Jesus give us this insight? For two reasons: 1) That we may 
know that Jesus is God, and 2) That we may know that we are in relationship 
with God.

• Concerning Reason #1, the verse says "that we may know/recognize the true 
one... Jesus Christ; this is the true God." How much more plain can it be that 
Jesus Christ is God?! The word for "true" here connotes "genuine" rather than 
"truth-telling." This is the sterling/real God, not the twisted notion of God that the 
antichrists preach.

• Concerning Reason #2, the verse says, "...we are in the true one--in His Son Jesus 
Christ. This is... eternal life." It is through being in Christ that we are in God and 
have eternal life. ("He who has the Son has the life" -5:12). 

• So, the conclusion of John's letter is that since we know Jesus, we have assurance 
of eternal life! What a glorious knowledge to have, that we are in right 
relationship with the True and Living God!



SUMMARY: WE HAVE CONFIDENCE
WE KNOW THAT:

 When He appears, we shall be like Him (3:2)
 We have moved from death into life (3:14)
 No one who is born of God practices sin (5:18)
 We are out of God (5:19)
 The Son of God is arriving…given us insight…we are in the True One (5:20)

BECAUSE:
 We don’t practice sin; we confess and repent of it
 We confess that Jesus is the True God, Christ come in the flesh
 We guard against idolatry
 We love God and we love brothers
 Jesus is our propitiation who made us right with God
 Jesus protects us so that Satan can’t get hold of us
 Jesus gave us His Holy Spirit and everything else we need
 Jesus is coming back for us!

Brothers and sisters, the evidence is before us. We are of God. He caused us to 
be born again by His Spirit, and we live the life of truth, faith, and love that is 
characteristic of God’s own nature. We can be confident that we have eternal 
life now and in the world to come because we repent of - and are on guard 
against - the sin and idolatry that stands in opposition to our God, and because 
Jesus, the cosmic champion at defending good against evil keeps us under His 
guard and tender, loving care, and we can look forward with perfect 
confidence to a joyful reunion with Him when He comes for us!



1 John 5:17-21 NAW Greek Edition & Translation

5:21 Dearlittle children, keepguard yourselves from the idols. 
[Amen.Maj,KJV]

21 Τεκνία, φυλάξατε ἑαυτα(Masc.=TR,A,048+11)

απ̓ὸ τῶν εἰδώλων· αμ̓ήνTR,Maj.(-א,A,B+7).

5:20 And we know that the Son of God is arrivinghas come

and He has given to us insight so that we may recognizeknow

the True One, and we are in the True One--in His Son Jesus 
Christ. This is the True God and eternal life.

20 οἴδαμεν δὲ ὅτι ὁ υιὸ̔ς τοῦ Θεοῦ ἥκει καὶ 
δέδω-κεν ημ̔ιν͂ διάνοιαν ἵνα γινώ-σκωμεν τὸν
αλ̓ηθινόν· καὶ εσ̓μὲν εν̓ τῷ αλ̓ηθινῷ, εν̓ τῷ υἱῷ
αὐτοῦ ᾿Ιησοῦ Χριστῷ. οὗτός ἐστιν ὁ αλ̓ηθινὸς
Θεὸς καὶ [ἡTR] ζωὴ αἰώνιος.

5:19 We know that we are out of God, and the whole world 
is lying[in the power/control of] the Evil One.

19 οἴδαμεν ὅτι ἐκ τοῦ Θεοῦ ἐσμεν, καὶ ὁ
κόσμος ὅλος ἐν τῷ πονηρῷ κεῖται.

5:18 We know that everyone who has been born out of God 
is not [keep on/continue]sinning but rather, he who was born out 
of God guardskeeps/protects him[selfMaj,KJV], and the evil one 
doesn't get holdtouch/harm of him.

18 Οἴδαμεν ὅτι πᾶς ὁ γεγεννημε ́νος ἐκ τοῦ
Θεοῦ οὐχ αμ̔αρτα ́νει, αλ̓λ᾿ ὁ γεννηθει ̀ς ἐκ τοῦ
Θεοῦ τηρεῖ [εא,Or,TR,Maj] αὐτόνA,B+3,Lat, και ̀ ὁ
πονηρὸς οὐχ ἅπτεται αὐτοῦ.

5:17 All unrighteousnesswrongdoing is sin, yet there is 
[aKJV,NAS] sin not leadingunto death.

17 πασ͂α αδ̓ικία αμ̔αρτία ἐστίν· καὶ ἔστιν
αμ̔αρτία οὐ πρὸς θάνατον.


