
“How Well Can We Obey?” 
(1 John 1:8-10) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  We’ve just finished a series on the Ten Commandments.   
a.  The larger picture is that we’re going through the Shorter Catechism.   

(i)  It’s meant to give us an overview of what we need to know.   
(ii)  Remember, it’s broken down into two sections:   

(a)  What man is to believe concerning God.   
(b)  What duty God requires of man.   

 
b.  We’ve just finished the Ten Commandments – a summary of our whole duty.   
 

2  From here:   
a.  We’ll look at how the commandments teach us our need of Christ.   
b.  What is required to come to Christ.   
c.  And having come to Christ, what we are to do to nurture that new life.   
d.  One of those things is prayer; the Catechism ends with a section on the Lord’s 

Prayer.   
e.  This evening, we’ll begin looking at how the Catechism drives the point home of 

our need for Christ.   
 

B.  Preview.   
1.  Knowing what the commandments teach, we next need to consider how well we’re 

doing in keeping them.   
a.  Knowing isn’t enough.   
b.  It only makes us more guilty if we don’t do what we know:   

(i)  To whom much is given, much is required (Luke 12:48) 
(ii)  Jesus said it will be more tolerable for Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of 

judgment than for Capernaum (Matt. 11:24) because they had greater 
knowledge.   

 
c.  But in order to drive us to Christ, we need to know how we’re faring.   
d.  Even having come to Christ, our love and thankfulness is increased by knowing 

just how much we have been and are being forgiven:  those who are forgiven 
much are thankful much, but those forgiven little – or who think they need only a 
little forgiveness – love little (Luke 7:47).   

e.  The point is:  the more we see our failure – and yet know that Christ accepts us in 
spite of our failure, through faith in His name – the more we’ll love Him.   

 
2.  So let’s consider this evening what the Bible says about our performance with 

respect to the commandments.   
a.  First, all of us sin everyday in word, thought and deed.   
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b.  Second, if we deny this, not only are we deceiving ourselves, but John says the 
truth is not in us and we make God a liar.   

c.  Third, if we acknowledge and continually confess that we do, the truth is in us, 
we are born again, and we are forgiven.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, each of us sin everyday in word, thought and deed.  Solomon writes, “Indeed, 
there is not a righteous man on earth who continually does good and who never sins” 
(Ecc. 7:20).   
1.  The Shorter Catechism asks the question, “Is any man able perfectly to keep the 

commandments of God?” and answers, “No mere man since the fall is able in this 
life perfectly to keep the commandments of God, but doth daily break them in 
thought, word, and deed.”   
a.  Does this apply to everyone?  Does this apply to us?  We need to see that it does.   
b.  Jesus said to the rich young ruler in answer to his question about eternal life, “If 

you wish to enter life, keep the commandments” (Matt. 19:17).   
(i)  Jesus knew he couldn’t do it.   
(ii)  He knew that this young man had already failed in Adam.   
(iii)  He knew he failed everyday of his life.   
(iv)  He wanted him to see that and acknowledge it.   
(v)  But the rich young ruler did neither.   
(vi)  He may have seen it, but he didn’t confess it, nor could he give it up, so he 

missed out on heaven.   
 
c.  What about us?  We haven’t kept them either at any time.    
d.  But are we going to deny this as the rich young ruler?  Not if we expect to enter 

into heaven.   
e.  We need to confess our sin and look to the One who did keep them.   

(i)  The Catechism says “no mere man is able in this life perfectly to keep the 
commandments of God.”  Why?   

(ii)  Because there was One who was no mere man who did keep them perfectly.   
(iii)  The Lord Jesus kept them perfectly for us, because we couldn’t.   
(iv)  And it is through faith in Him that we receive His perfect obedience.   
 

2.  But why can’t we keep them, even for a moment?   
a.  When we first come to Christ, we really don’t believe we’ve failed that much.   
b.  But as the years go by, and we grow in Christ, we see that we do.   
c.  Paul – very much a saint among saints – said near the end of his life that he was 

the foremost of sinners (1 Tim. 1:15).   
d.  Why do we at first deny it?  Why do we see more and more of it as time goes by?   
e.  It’s because of the sin inside us.   

(i)  It was a sad commentary in the days of Noah, “Then the Lord saw that the 
wickedness of man was great on the earth, and that every intent of the 
thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5).   

(ii)  Paul said of his day, quoting the psalms, “There is none who does good, 
there is not even one” (Rom. 3:12; cf. Psalm 53:1).   
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(iii)  It’s even sadder that when redeemed, we still have to fight sin.  “For the 
flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; for these 
are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that you 
please” (Gal. 5:17).   

(iv)  This wasn’t true of Adam:  he was perfect, he could obey.   
(v)  But since the Fall, the corruption that’s in us pushes itself into everything we 

do.   
(a)  We’ve never had an absolutely pure thought.   
(b)  We’ve never spoken an absolutely pure word.   
(c)  We’ve never done an absolutely pure deed.   
 

(vi)  Consider what’s required:   
(a)  It must be done perfectly by the standard:  God’s Word, His perfect Law.   
(b)  It must be done with a perfect motive:  love for God.   
(c)  It must be done for one purpose only:  the glory of God.   
(d)  The only thing we might be able to do is something according to the 

outward standard:  honor authority, protect life, not take things that don’t 
belong to us, not lie about others.   

(e)  However, a machine can be programmed to do some of these things.   
(f)  God doesn’t look at the outward actions only, but the heart.   
(g)  Which of us can say we’ve ever loved God perfectly or did anything 

purely because we love Him?   
(h)  How many of us can say we’ve only had God’s glory in mind and not our 

own?   
(i)  This is not to say that there isn’t any obedience, love, desire to glorify 

God.   
(j)  It’s only to say that at best our obedience is imperfect, flawed, not good 

enough – even a little sin makes them infinitely obnoxious to God.   
 

(vii)  The fact is even our best works are sinful, which is why we need a 
Mediator, the Lord Jesus Christ, to make them acceptable.   

(viii)  Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the 
Father, but through Me” (John 14:6).   

(ix)  John wrote, “My little children, I am writing these things to you that you 
may not sin.  And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus 
Christ the righteous” (1 John 2:1).   

 
B.  If we deny our sin, not only are we deceiving ourselves, but John says the truth is not 

in us, and we make God a liar.   
1.  “If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves, and the truth is not in 

us” (v. 8).   
a.  We are deceiving ourselves.   

(i)  The man who says he has no sin is lying to himself.   
(ii)  As long as he continues to do that, he is in great danger.   
(iii)  It’s only those who see their sin who will come to Christ.   
(iv)  Sadly, even Christians deceive themselves, or are partially deceived by their 

own sin.  They deny it’s power or extent in their lives.   
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(v)  When grace is low – the work of God’s Spirit – we tend to deny that we do 
anything wrong.   

(vi)  But when His work is strong, we confess/are more transparent and humble 
about our condition.   

 
b.  If we say we have no sin, the truth is not in us.   

(i)  Saying we have no sin is a lie.   
(ii)  The truth is we do.   
(iii)  If we deny that, the truth has not found it’s way into our hearts.   
(iv)  It may be in our head, but if it doesn’t go any further, it won’t do us any 

good.   
 

2.  If we say we have no sin, we do something even worse.  “If we say that we have not 
sinned, we make Him a liar, and His word is not in us” (v. 10).   
a.  Not only are we self-deceived, we are calling God a liar, because He says we do 

sin.   
b.  Again, this shows His Word is not in us, not just His truth on our hearts, but His 

Son in our hearts.   
c  We have nothing to gain and everything to lose if we fail to humble ourselves and 

acknowledge our sins.   
 

C.  But third, if we acknowledge our sins, the truth is in us, we are born again, we are 
forgiven.  “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins 
and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (v. 9).   
1.  A Christian is one who continually confesses his or her sins.   

a.  He’s not afraid to admit it.   
b.  John says it’s one of the ways we can know we are Christians.   

 
2.  If we are in the practice of confessing our sins, God promises He will continue to be 

faithful and righteous in His promise to forgive our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness.   
a.  God having put His Spirit in us will continue His work of humbling us.   
b.  And as we are humbled and confess our sins, He will continue to do what He 

said He would:  save us to the uttermost.   
c.  He will forgive us; He will cleanse us from all sin.   
d.  So don’t cover over your sins, deny them, gloss over them:  confess them; there 

is complete forgiveness and acceptance with God through Jesus Christ.   
 
3.  In the process, our love for Him will grow.   

a.  Sadly, we’re not done sinning.   
b.  We’ll do many things yet that offend God until He takes us home.   
c.  This doesn’t give us an excuse; it’s just reality.   
d.  But this should drive us toward Christ all the more when we see how much we 

need Him.   
e.  And it should make us love Him more for continually cleansing us in Christ.   
f.  So don’t hide your sin, confess it, receive forgiveness, and love and praise God 

all the more for His mercy.  Amen.   


