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A Message For Everyone 
1 John 2:12-17 

 
I write to you, little children, Because your sins are forgiven you for His 
name’s sake.13I write to you, fathers, Because you have known Him who is 
from the beginning. I write to you, young men, Because you have overcome 
the wicked one. I write to you, little children, Because you have known the 
Father. 14 I have written to you, fathers, Because you have known Him who is 
from the beginning. I have written to you, young men, Because you are strong, 
and the word of God abides in you, And you have overcome the wicked one. 
15 Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, 
the love of the Father is not in him. 16 For all that is in the world—the lust of 
the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is 
of the world. 17 And the world is passing away, and the lust of it; but he who 
does the will of God abides forever (1 John 2:12-17). 
 
Little Children 
 

This is a general declaration.  “Little children” is a different term here 
than what is used in verse thirteen. Here the word is teknia which is a word used 
by teachers to address their disciples.  In verse thirteen the word is paidia which 
generally refers to a little child but can also be used in a metaphorical sense as 
one who is young in faith.  Teknion is the word used at the beginning of this 
chapter. 

 
Amidst The Law Talk 

 
I tend to take this opening declaration in a very fatherly and pastoral 

sense.  In verses three through eleven John has been giving instruction about 
keeping the commands of God.  He has been telling his student that those who 
do not seek to keep His commands are not true Christians at all.  But just in case 
they mistakenly think he is teaching that favor with God is found by their 
keeping of commandments, he adds what amounts to be a parenthetical 
statement regarding the nature of our salvation. 

For although it is the job of every pastor to teach the law with all his 
might—and although it is the job of every Christian to seek holiness in life, fear 
of God and the necessary fruit which must accompany genuine faith—“we must 
take heed lest the doctrine of faith be smothered—that doctrine which teaches 
that Christ is the only author of salvation.”1  In other words, in all our talk of 
proper human behavior, we must be careful never to put more stock in what it 
accomplishes than we ought.  For although there are untold blessings promised 
                                                           
1
 John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries, XXII, (Baker Book House, reprinted 1993), p. 182. 
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to those who walk in obedience, there is a blessing which only the obedience of 
Christ can render.  And that blessing is the forgiveness of sins.   

When we come to the communion table it is not our worthiness or law-
keeping that should be spotlighted, nor should the focus of our meditations be 
inward, but it is the worthiness of Christ that should dominate our 
contemplation.  Someone might observe the text and say, “are we not to examine 
ourselves?”  To this I would say that the examination is not on what a good law-
keeper you’ve been, but whether or not you have genuine faith in the blood of 
Christ. 

 
Flowing From His Mercies 
 

Our law-keeping should flow from the knowledge of our forgiveness.  It is 
the design of God that our pursuit of holiness and fear of God be a product of 
what we have learned regarding His mercy.  Inspect the order of Romans 12:1, 2. 

 
I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that you 
present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, 
which is your reasonable service. 2 And do not be conformed to 
this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, 
that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect 
will of God (Romans 12:1, 2). 

 
 It is in light of the mercies of God that we are to live a holy life.  It is not in 
order to receive the mercies of God. 
 
For His Name’s Sake 
 
 John finishes this verse with the phrase, “…for His name’s sake.”  Our 
sins are forgiven for His name’s sake.  In other words, God’s mercies toward us 
are from His regard to Christ.  God judges those who have faith in Christ 
according to the work of Christ.  Jesus, as our Brother and High Priest, is the one 
to whom the Father responds.   

Almost like an ambassador or interpreter who goes to a foreign land in 
order to represent those who are incapable of representing themselves.  The 
foreign king does not respond to the people.  He responds to the interpreter.  In 
our case we have an ambassador or advocate who has met all the demands of the 
king and graciously presents us under the cloak of His accomplishments.  The 
king’s response to the citizens who are represented by the advocate are 
determined completely by the advocate.  It is for His name’s sake that the king is 
propitious to us. 
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A Message For Everyone 
 
I write to you, fathers, Because you have known Him who is from the 
beginning. I write to you, young men, Because you have overcome the wicked 
one. I write to you, little children, Because you have known the Father. 14 I 
have written to you, fathers, Because you have known Him who is from the 
beginning. I have written to you, young men, Because you are strong, and the 
word of God abides in you, And you have overcome the wicked one (1 John 
2:13, 14). 
 
Life-Stages? 
 
 Whether or not John is addressing chronological or spiritual age here is a 
matter of some debate.  I won’t enter into that debate but I do, along with Calvin, 
take John’s intention to leave no one the freedom to excuse himself from the 
teaching.  The gospel is not age specific.  We should be careful to avoid thinking 
that certain sermons or doctrines are tailor-made for some but less valuable for 
others.   

Dewey’s educational influence tends to pigeon-hole people.  Life-stages 
are a modern phenomenon in the church.  I am certainly not suggesting that 
there isn’t a place for kids to play with kids and for adults to gather for either 
discussion or enjoyment.  But those who are older (either spiritual or physically) 
have something to offer those who are younger and vice-versa.  Slicing up 
congregations into bite-size age groups tends to undermine this biblical mandate 
of the older instructing the younger.   
 More specifically we must also recognize that the message is essentially 
the same for everyone.  The older Christians shouldn’t excuse themselves 
because they have already heard it.  The men of middle age shouldn’t be so 
overly occupied with other pursuits that they are too busy for church.  And 
children shouldn’t be dismissed simply because they are not inclined to learn.  
John wants everybody’s ear. 
 
Fathers 
 
 Twice, John addresses the fathers.  Both times he addresses them because 
they have known Him who is from the beginning.  I believe this is a reference to 
the pre-incarnate Christ.  Older people tend to like things the way they were.  
John tells the elderly that the Jesus they know was from time immemorial.  If you 
like antiquity, “Jesus is superior to all antiquity.”2  It might also be important to 
note here that any religion that had a beginning is a false religion.  People point 
to this or that religion starting three thousand or five thousand years ago as if 
that adds credence to the belief.  The fact that it started shows that there was a 

                                                           
2
 John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries, XXII, (Baker Book House, reprinted 1993), p. 183. 
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time when it didn’t exist.  How could religion, if it is true, not exist?  Jesus Christ 
never started.  He is the eternal Son of God. 
 
Young Men 
 
 Twice, John addresses the young men.  First he tells them they have 
overcome the wicked one.  The second time he writes the same things but adds 
“Because you are strong, and the word of God abides in you.”  Perhaps John is 
playing upon the confidences of young men.  They tend to think they are much 
stronger than they are.  Surely the older and younger ones have also overcome 
the wicked one.  But the elderly and the babes are not usually as self-confident as 
young men.  John tells them why they are strong and able to lift the flag of 
victory over the wicked—because the word of God abides in them.  Truly, the 
horse is prepared for battle but the victory is the Lord’s.  They are strong.  But 
one day they will be weak.  But the Lord will ever be strong. 
 
Little Children 
 

“I write to you, little children, Because you have known the Father.”  
Perhaps this is what is most understandable to the young or young in faith.  
Surely, all believers know the Father, but fatherhood is one of the earliest 
conceptions for the human mind.  One can hardly avoid thinking of Paul’s words 
in the eighth chapter of Romans.  “For you did not receive the spirit of bondage 
again to fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption by whom we cry out, 
‘Abba, Father’”(Romans 8:15).  The most simple, and yet, perhaps, most 
profound aspect of our Christian faith is that God is our Father.  When asked 
how we should pray, Jesus said, Pray this way, “Our Father which art in 
heaven…” 
 
Love Not The World 
 
 Having comforted his readers with the surety of the gospel, John now 
continues with his theme. 
 
Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the 
love of the Father is not in him. 16 For all that is in the world—the lust of the 
flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of 
the world. 17 And the world is passing away, and the lust of it; but he who 
does the will of God abides forever (1 John 2:15-17). 

 
Serving Two Masters 

 
 So what does it mean to not love the world?  Does this mean we should 
not love our unbelieving friends and relatives?  Surely not!  Does it mean we 
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should wander through this sphere of human depravity with a grimace on our 
faces, making enemies as efficiently as we can?  Obviously not! 
 It is as simple as this: we cannot serve two masters.  Our primary seat of 
affection must belong to God.  Our love of God must make our love of man 
appear to be hate by comparison.  Of course it is only when this takes place that 
our love of man can be good and undefiled.  God loves us because He looks at 
Jesus.  We are to love men because we look to God.  When we recognize the 
ways of the world to be contrary to the ways of God, we must also recognize 
how destructive those ways are and how their final target are the fires of hell.  To 
love those ways would be so contrary to all a Christian should know to be good 
and right that the love of the Father is surely absent. 
 
The Three Gods 
 
 John Owen said of verse sixteen that it contains “the three gods who rule 
and reign in mankind.”3 There may not be a billboard, magazine ad, television 
commercial or any other form of advertisement that doesn’t take advantage of 
the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life.  Everything from 
how comfortable this will make your life to the good looking girls who will like 
you if you smoke this cigarette to the “I’m worth it,” motto at the end of some 
self-indulgent product.   
 The lust of the flesh amounts to catering to what makes you most 
comfortable.  The lust of the eyes can be anything from perusing women to fine 
furniture and the pride of life carries a haughtiness, and an undo love of self 
which is always accompanied by a contempt of others and headstrong self-
confidence.  God gives grace to the humble but resists the proud.  Perhaps the 
greatest example of pride is found in people (Christians and pagans) who 
considers their opinions as valuable as the word of God and therefore deem the 
study of the word to be of little value.   

 
Passing Away Versus Abiding Forever 

 
Those who love the world are in love with something that is passing 

away.  It is the epitome of foolishness to place your richest investment (your very 
soul) in something you know is merely a vapor.  The world and its lusts, its 
splendors, glories and magnificence is fleeting. “For all flesh is as grass, and all 
the glory of man as the flower of grass. The grass withereth, and the flower 
thereof falleth away:  25But the word of the Lord endureth for ever. And this is 
the word which by the gospel is preached unto you” (1 Peter 1:24).  Perhaps 
Jesus said it best in a parable: 

 

                                                           
3
 John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries, XXII, (Baker Book House, reprinted 1993), p. 186. 
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Then He spoke a parable to them, saying: “The ground of a 
certain rich man yielded plentifully. 17 “And he thought within 
himself, saying, ‘What shall I do, since I have no room to store my 
crops?’ 18 “So he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns 
and build greater, and there I will store all my crops and my 
goods. 19 ‘And I will say to my soul, “Soul, you have many goods 
laid up for many years; take your ease; eat, drink, and be merry.” ’ 
20 “But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul will be 
required of you; then whose will those things be which you have 
provided?’ 21 “So is he who lays up treasure for himself, and is 
not rich toward God (Luke 12:16-20). 
 
“And the world is passing away, and the lust of it; but he who does the 

will of God (and here I must add, that he is not speaking of the perfect keeping 
of the law but the obedience of faith, which however imperfect it may be, is yet 
approved of God) abides forever.” 
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Questions for Study 
 

 
1. Why does Pastor Paul suggest this portion of the epistle to be pastoral or 

fatherly? 
  
2. When teaching about keeping God’s commands, what is it very important to 

make sure the student knows when it comes to salvation? 
  
3. What should and should not be our focus at communion? 
  
4. Does obedience flow from God’s mercies or do God’s mercies flow from our 

obedience?  Explain. 
  
5. Why does John write, “for His name’s sake,” at the end of verse twelve? 
  
6. How can “life stages” be detrimental to proper Christian growth? 
  
7. Discuss John’s message to the fathers.  Can you think of any reasons why 

John would address the fathers the way he did?  Young men?  Little children? 
  
8. What does it not mean to not love the world? 
  
9. What does it mean to love the world? 
  
10. Explain Owens’s three gods. 
  
11. What does it mean to do the will of God? 
  
12. What happens to him who does the will of God? 
 
 

 


