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CHRISTMAS
CHRISTMAS AND SPIRITUAL WARFARE
1 John 3:4-10
INTRODUCTION
There are many metaphors that we can use to describe the gospel. We could say that the gospel is like a house with many rooms for us to explore. We could say that the gospel is like a feast with different flavours and textures for us to enjoy. My personal favourite is that the gospel is like a diamond.  
I remember the first time I set my eyes on a diamond. It was when I was shopping for an engagement ring for Nina. I went to a store in Toronto that specialized in diamonds and engagement rings where your experience begins with a sit-down interview with one of their resident diamond experts. He told me that, when you’re looking for a diamond, you can’t just look at the size or how much it sparkles. You have to look at the “4 C’s” of colour, clarity, cut, and carat. The lesson was that you could have a big diamond, but if it wasn’t cut right, or if it didn’t have a high colour or clarity rating, it wasn’t actually worth very much. More importantly, it wouldn’t be nearly as beautiful. 
After having this conversation and providing him with my budget, the diamond expert went into a back room and returned with a black box. The box was closed, and it remained closed until he walked over to a special light. To this day, I haven’t forgotten what I felt when he opened that box. This little diamond took my breath away, because it didn’t just sparkle. It looked like it was alive. 
That’s the amazing thing about diamonds. If you hold one up in a dimly lit room, it won’t look very impressive. But if you shine light upon it, it comes alive with beauty and colour. Every angle is a new experience. At one angle it emits blue and green sparkles. At another you see red and gold. Sometimes the colours look like they’re inside the diamond. Sometimes the colours look like they can’t be contained within it. You never get tired of looking at a diamond, because every view of it brings unique beauty. 
The same is true of the gospel. One view isn’t enough. You have to see it from multiple angles, because each angle reveals something uniquely marvelous about what God has done to save us through Jesus Christ. And if the gospel is the diamond, then preaching empowered by the Spirit is the light that we shine on the diamond to reveal its true beauty and value. 
That’s my goal every time I preach. It’s to turn the diamond for you by preaching with the Spirit’s illumination so that you would marvel once again at Christ’s life, death, and resurrection, and behold the beauty of our Saviour. 
What we’ve done during this advent season is we’ve turned the diamond of the gospel to focus on the incarnation, which itself has multiple facets. We can say that Christ came into the world to save us from our sins. We can say that Christ came into the world to give us eternal life. We can say that Christ came into the world to show us God’s love. We can say that Christ came into the world to sympathize with us in our weakness.
Today, I want to turn the diamond a little more and focus on a facet of the incarnation that doesn’t get much attention. It’s the glorious truth that Christ came into the world to destroy the works of the devil. 
That’s the centerpiece of our text today. In 3:8, John writes,
“The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil.” 
Christmas wasn’t just an act of mercy, or an act of generosity, or an act of love. It was an act of war, not against us, but against the devil. And if we are to understand the true meaning of Christmas, if we are to see the fullness of the beauty of Christmas, we must not miss this glorious reality that the reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil. 
The title of this sermon is Christmas and Spiritual Warfare. 
We will have three points today:
(1) Understanding the Works of the Devil
(2) Destroying the Works of the Devil
(3) Freedom from the Works of the Devil

(1) UNDERSTANDING THE WORKS OF THE DEVIL
What is John referring to when he talks about the works of the devil? We might assume that he’s talking about worldly institutions or ways of thinking that undermine the truth of God’s Word. That’s no doubt true. The Apostle Paul calls the devil the “god of this world” (2 Cor. 4:4) and his forces the “rulers”, “authorities”, and the “cosmic powers over this present darkness” (Eph. 6:12). The devil is at work in the world, corrupting institutions and scattering the poisoned seed of ungodly thinking. 
But here in our text, John has a different work of the devil in mind. John’s overwhelming emphasis in these verses is sin, not other people’s sin, not the devil’s sin, but our sin: my sin, your sin, the personal sins of his readers. In these seven short verses, John uses the words “sin” or “sinning” ten times. His point is that those who truly know the Lord, those who truly abide in Christ and have been born again, don’t keep sinning:
“No one who abides in him keeps on sinning” (verse 6)
“Whoever makes a practice of sinning is of the devil” (verse 8)
“No one born of God makes a practice of sinning” (verse 9)
“He cannot keep on sinning because he has been born of God” (verse 9)

Let’s not misunderstand. He’s not advocating for some kind of “sinless perfectionism” that teaches that Christians are people who never sin and become perfect. John says in 1:8 and 1:10:
“If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” (1:8)
“If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.” (1:10)
John isn’t saying that true Christians will never sin again. But he is saying that true Christians won’t be enslaved to sin. We have some indication of that when he talks about the “practice of sinning” in verses 4, 8, and 9. Christians don’t make a practice of sinning. Instead, they are increasingly free from it and able to live in a way that truly honours God.  
What does this have to do with the devil? It has everything to do with the devil, because as he says in verse 8:
8“Whoever makes a practice of sinning is of the devil, for the devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason why the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil.” 
In other words, sin is the devil’s work, which means that when Christ appeared to destroy his works, he appeared to put an end to our sin. 
I remember a time when I was a teenager when I thought I heard an evil laugh that no one else in my family heard. It scared me, because it made me feel like evil was close by. But what John is telling us is that evil is always close by, because every time we sin, we’re doing the devil’s work. Whenever we sin, we’re following the one who has been sinning from the beginning. 
This sin in the beginning could be a reference to Satan’s original fall from heaven when he arrogantly thought that he could become like God, but it’s more likely a reference to Satan’s temptation of Adam and Eve in the garden when he sinned by lying to them about the forbidden fruit. “You will not surely die” (Genesis 3:4). From that point on, devil has been doing the same thing. He makes empty promises about the pleasures of this world. He slanders God’s holy name. He leads us into sin.  
John tells us more about what this means in verse 4:
4“Everyone who makes a practice of sinning also practices lawlessness: sin is lawlessness.” 
John’s telling us something very important about sin. He says that when we practice sinning, we practice lawlessness. Sin is lawlessness. Sin isn’t just making mistakes. It’s not just doing things that hurt other people. Sin is breaking God’s laws. That’s why God takes sin so seriously. He has created laws to govern our lives for our good and for his glory, but we don’t obey. In fact, we refuse to obey. That’s what the word “lawlessness” implies. It’s not just discrete acts of breaking God’s laws. It’s a lifestyle of casting off God’s rule and reign in our lives so that we can rule over ourselves. 
There’s always a connection between the devil and our sin. That’s why Jesus teaches us to pray in the Lord’s prayer, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” We don’t just need to be kept from temptation. We need to be delivered from evil, because the evil one is at work. 
In his commentary on 1 John, John Calvin wrote:
“Wherever Christ puts forth his own power, he puts the Devil to flight as well as sin.” (John Calvin)
The devil is more present than we know, but we don’t like to talk about that because it either seems too farfetched or too frightening. For some it seems farfetched, because after all, don’t we live in the age of science? Aren’t we beyond the “old wives’ tales” of the devil and his minions? 
But is the devil really that farfetched? It’s striking to me how many irreligious people have some sense of the spiritual. I know a man who identifies as a secular humanist. This man is a brilliant lawyer, one of the finest of his generations, and he doesn’t believe that God exists. And so, he goes about his work and his life as if he is the ultimate authority. But on the weekends, he goes to church and sings sacred music in the church choir, because deep down he has a sense that there’s something beyond what we see. There’s something that transcends the material world. 
Can you relate to that? Perhaps you’re here today and you would describe yourself as “spiritual but not religious”. You don’t call yourself a Christian, but you believe there’s more to life than what we see around us. You believe that our existence doesn’t end at death. Perhaps you even believe in the existence of spiritual beings. If you’re open to the existence of spiritual beings, then why wouldn’t you be open to the existence of evil spiritual beings? Perhaps the existence of the devil isn’t as farfetched as you thought. 
Others don’t like to think about the devil because it’s frightening. We don’t want to believe that a supernatural spiritual being intent on destroying us is at work in our lives. But that’s what the Bible tells us:
“The devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour (1 Peter 5:8). 
But the Bible also says, 
“Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” (James 4:7). 
Why would such a powerful spiritual being flee from weak, unspiritual beings like us? Because of what we see in our text. The Son of God has appeared! He has appeared to destroy the works of the devil and free us from his power and presence. He has appeared to release us from his gloomy chains of sinful living so that we might go forth in freedom: the freedom to no longer live in the lawlessness of sin, and the freedom to start living in the goodness and truth of God’s law to God’s glory. 
This is what we celebrate at Christmas: that the baby born in Bethlehem came as a conquering King who would triumph over all the powers of the evil one. 
 
(2) DESTROYING THE WORKS OF THE DEVIL
But how did he do that? How did his appearance enable him to destroy the works of the devil? This leads to our second point. 
If you know your Bible, you already know the big picture answer to this question. It was by his death that Christ destroyed the works of the devil. It was in the moment that seemed like the greatest defeat that Christ accomplished his greatest victory. John wrote about that in Chapter 1:
“He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.” (1 John 2:2)
Jesus destroyed the works of the devil by being the propitiation for our sins. To be the propitiation for our sins means that he satisfied the wrath of God against us because of our sins. He took our place, bore our wrath, and substituted himself for us on the cross so that instead of receiving God’s justice, we could receive God’s mercy. That’s what it means to propitiate. It’s to turn wrath into favour. Jesus was the object of God’s wrath so that we could be the objects of God’s love. He destroyed the works of the devil by being the propitiation for our sins. 
But that’s not the answer John gives us in these verses. Instead, he turns the diamond and chooses to focus not on Christ’s substitutionary atonement, but on his sinless humanity. Verses 5-6:
5“You know that he appeared in order to take away sins, and in him there is no sin. 6No one who abides in him keeps on sinning; no one who keeps on sinning has either seen him or known him.” 
Do you see John’s logic? First he says “in him there is no sin”, meaning that he never sinned. Not even once. And then he says that “no one who abides in him keeps on sinning.” This is good news. John’s telling us that sinners who abide in the sinless one become sinless themselves, and that is what frees them from the works of the devil. Those who belong to the Saviour become like the Saviour as he saves them from their sins.  
Christ didn’t just come into the world. He came and lived a sinless life. This is one of the forgotten aspects of Christmas. Jesus didn’t just come as a pure and sinless baby. He died as a pure and sinless man. He didn’t sin as a toddler when Mary told him to eat his vegetables. He didn’t sin as a young boy by stealing his friend’s toys. He didn’t sin as a teenager by selfishly withdrawing and living for himself. He didn’t sin as a man by lusting after power, prestige, or pleasure. He didn’t sin in his mission to destroy the works of the devil by leaving the path of the cross. Throughout the entirety of his life, he never sinned, not even once. Not in word, not in deed, not in thought, not in his emotions. 
“In him there is no sin”, not even a spot or a stain that came from a moment of unrighteous anger or a fleeting lustful thought. No sin at all from birth to death. That is glorious news, because if Jesus had sinned, the whole plan of redemption would have failed, because he wouldn’t have been able to satisfy the demands of the law on our behalf, and he wouldn’t have been able to propitiate God’s wrath on our behalf. But because he never sinned, he satisfied the law, he died as our substitute, and he destroyed the works of the devil. 
John doesn’t stop there. Verse 9: 
9“No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed abides in him, and he cannot keep on sinning because he has been born of God.” 
This is Christ’s strategy to destroying the works of the devil. He transforms us from the inside out. He doesn’t just change our behaviour. He changes our very nature by causing us to be born again. Yes, we are in him, the sinless one. But he is also in us. Yes, verse 6 said that we abide in him, but verse 9 also says that he abides in us. “No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed abides in him”. God’s seed has been planted in God’s people by God’s Spirit so that we’re no longer who we used to be. We have been born again to a life that is free from slavery to sin and from the works of the devil.  
Jesus came to destroy the works of the devil, because we couldn’t destroy them ourselves. We were dead in our trespasses and sins and willing participants in the devil’s domain. But Christ has come, not to talk to the devil, not to negotiate with the devil, but to destroy the devil. He has come to destroy the devil, to show him no mercy, and to put a complete end to him and to his works. What the devil builds, he destroys. What the devil destroys, he builds up, and that includes all who have been born again through faith in Jesus Christ. 

(3) FREEDOM FROM THE WORKS OF THE DEVIL
Lastly, what does it look like to live free from the works of the devil? What does the life of those who are born again look like? This leads to our final point. 
If you know this letter, you know that John’s primary concern in writing this letter was to answer the question of assurance. How can people know if they’re truly saved? He wanted to give true assurance to people who were saved but doubted, and he wanted to take away the false assurance of people who weren’t saved but believed they were. How can we tell the difference between people those who are saved and those who aren’t? 
The answer is in verse 10: 
10 “By this it is evident who are the children of God, and who are the children of the devil: whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God, nor is the one who does not love his brother.”
Do you want to know whether you are a child of God or a child of the devil? Then don’t just look at your doctrine. Look at your life. Do you practice righteousness, and do you love your brother? If you do, you are a child of God. If you don’t, you are a child of the devil. 
A life that has been freed from the works of the devil is a life that is characterized by personal righteousness that is expressed through love of others. If you don’t care about personal righteousness, if you’re indifferent to whether your life matches up to God’s law, then you don’t belong to God. The devil is still at work in you, and his power over you has never been broken. 
If you don’t love your brother – and the context indicates that “brother” specifically refers to fellow Christians – you can’t say that you’re a child of God. If you don’t care for the needs of your brothers and sisters in Christ, or if you’re removed from the household of God which is the church, then you have no basis for the assurance of salvation. God’s children love God’s household, which includes everyone who has been adopted into God’s household through faith in Jesus Christ. 
Yes, Jesus came to take away our guilt, but he also came to take away our lawlessness. He came to change us from the inside out so that we would no longer live for ourselves, but for him and for his people. He came so that we would actually come to love God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength, and love our neighbours as ourselves. 
This is the true end of the gospel. It’s not restoring our sense of worth. It’s not unburdening our guilty conscience. It’s not reassuring us of God’s love. The gospel brings us all those things, but the true end of the gospel is that we would stop sinning. We would stop sinning and start doing what is right and doing what is loving. That is the true end of the gospel, and if we lose sight of this, if we live like our actions don’t matter, then we have no biblical basis to believe that we are God’s children. 
To be free from the works of the devil means that we are increasingly free from sin. That doesn’t mean it happens overnight. After all, it’s God’s seed that abides in us, and a seed takes time to grow. But make no mistake: the seed will grow, and as it grows, so will our obedience to God, our personal righteousness, and our love for others. 
John writes in verse 7:
7 “Little children, let no one deceive you. Whoever practices righteousness is righteous, as he is righteous.”
Do you want to know if you belong to God? Do you want to know if you’ve truly been born again to live as a child of God? Then look at your life. Whoever practices righteousness is righteous, as he is righteous. Don’t be deceived. A good tree will bear the good fruit of righteousness and love, but a bad tree will bear the bad fruit of selfishness and sin. 

CONCLUSION
If your answer is, “I’m not righteous. I’m not loving. I must not belong to God.” Then the answer isn’t to run away from Christ. It is to run towards him, because he welcomes sinners to himself. He doesn’t give new birth to those who deserve it. He gives it to those who know that they don’t deserve it but need it. Jesus stands ready to give you new life, a life that is characterized by righteousness and love, a life that is free from the devil’s work. 
If you know that you’re a sinner, don’t run from him. Run to him, because you can’t change yourself. You can only be changed by the one who can cause you to be born again. You don’t just need a new way of living. You need a new heart, and God will give one to everyone who puts their faith in Christ. 
For those who have good reason to be assured of their salvation, those who abide in Christ and have God’s seed abiding in you, as we prepare to celebrate Christmas, let’s not forget that the reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil.  
Yes, the devil is at work. He’s at work when we are tempted. He’s at work when we sin. But all of his work is in vain when Christ is by our side. What he builds, Christ destroys. What he destroys, Christ builds up. 
The devil is at work, but we don’t need to be afraid of that work because Christ has appeared. He has appeared as a sinless baby born of a virgin. He has appeared as a sinless man who conquered every temptation. He has appeared as a sinless substitute who died on the cross for our sins, so that all the works of the devil would be destroyed. The gospel frees us to be more aware of the devil’s presence because can be less afraid of the devil’s power. 
And so, this Christmas, come and behold this baby in a manger for who he truly is. Let us come and adore him for what he came to do. He is the Son of God who appeared before the eyes of man to put an end to the evil one once and for all. Thanks be to God.  
