
“What Is Sin?”
(1 John 3:4)

I.  Introduction.  
A.  Review.  

1.  We have seen that God has a plan and some of the parts of that plan.  
a.  His plan was first to create a world.  
b.  Then to fill it with creatures.  
c.  Then to enter into covenant with the creature called man.  

2.  That covenant, we call the Covenant of Works.  
a.  We call it that because the promise depended on Adam’s works.  
b.  His job was to cultivate and guard the garden.  
c.  But his test would be at the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  

3.  Another part of God’s plan was that Adam would fail.  
a.  When presented with a choice, he chose to disobey God.  
b.  He sinned by eating of the tree.  
c.  As a result, all mankind sinned in him, except one.  
d.  And also as a result, God would bring into the world the second Adam.  

B.  But the Catechism would have us pause and consider what Adam did when he ate from that tree:  He sinned.  
1.  Question 13 asks, “Did our first parents continue in the estate wherein they were created?”  

a.  The answer is, “Our first parents, being left to the freedom of their own will, fell from the estate wherein they were
created, by sinning against God.”  

b.  Notice, they were left to the freedom of their own wills; God did not force them to do anything.  
c.  But they chose to sin against God:  to break His commandment.  

2.  Sin, as you know, is still a very serious and real danger today, and so it would be good for us to reflect again on what
it is.  
a.  It’s not popular to talk about today.  
b.  Most evangelistic presentations seem to avoid the subject.  
c.  But as we saw this morning, sin and it’s consequences are the reason why we evangelize.  
d.  And so what is sin?  Our Catechism tells us, “Sin is any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, the law of

God.”  
e.  Any way that we fail to measure up to the Law, or any way we break it, is sin.  

II.  Sermon.  
A.  In order to understand what sin is, as we saw this morning, we need to understand what the standard is:  God’s Law.  

1.  Paul told us this morning, “I would not have come to know sin except through the Law; for I would not have known
about coveting if the Law had not said, ‘You shall not covet’” (Rom. 7:7).  

2.  The Law tells us what is right and what is wrong.  
a.  It is the standard of morality.  
b.  It is the standard of perfection.  
c.  It is a reflection of the character and nature of God.  
d.  This is why when Jesus came into the world, He would have kept it, even if He hadn’t been under a Covenant of

Works.  
e.  It would have been His nature to do so, because the Law is holy and He is holy.  



f.  The Law tells us what sin is.  

B.  Sin is the breaking of that Law in any way.  
1.  Our text tells us “sin is lawlessness.”  

a.  “Lawlessness” means “whatever is contrary to law.”  
b.  It is a falling short of the standard.  It is a failure to meet God’s standard of what is good and right.  
c.  That distance that we fall from perfection, is sin.  

2.  Our Catechism puts it this way, “Sin is any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, the law of God.”  
a.  When we fail to conform, to live a life consistent with, to measure up to the Law, we are sinning.  

(i)  When the Lord tells us that the greatest commandment is to love the Lord our God with all our heart, mind,
soul and strength (Mark 12:30), to whatever degree we don’t do that, or reserve any part of that love, we are
sinning.  

(ii)  When the Lord tells us that the second greatest is like it:  to love our neighbor as ourselves, to the degree that
we do not love them as we love ourselves, we are sinning.  

(iii)  To put it in more concrete terms, however much we fail to be like Jesus Christ, we are sinning.  
(iv)  Jesus was the perfect embodiment of the Law; He was the Law incarnate.  
(v)  He is our model, our pattern for living.  We are to follow Him.  
(vi)  Whenever we fail to be like Him, in any situation, we are sinning.  

b.  To put it another way, when we break, disobey, transgress the Law, we sin.  
(i)  Jesus never broke it.  
(ii)  He loved His Father with all His heart, mind, soul and strength.  
(iii)  He loved His neighbor as Himself.  
(iv)  He even died in the place of His people, showing that He had the greatest possible love for His neighbor

(John 15:13).  
(v)  He never broke the Law.  
(vi)  Any breaking of the Law is sin.  

3.  There are two ways in which we can fail to conform to the righteousness of the Law, or break it:  by doing things it
forbids, or by not doing the things it commands.  
a.  The Ten Commandments for the most part tell us what not to do.  If we do any of those things, we are sinning.  

(i)  If we love something more than God, if we worship God in a way not commanded, if we use His name in vain,
if we break His Sabbath, if dishonor our parents or any in authority, if we murder someone, commit adultery,
steal, say things that are false about our neighbor, or want what they have; if we don’t love our neighbor as we
should.  

(ii)  If we do anything God forbids, we are sinning.  

b.  But the opposite duty is also commanded:  if we fail to do those things, we are sinning.  
(i)  If we don’t love God with our whole being.  
(ii)  If we don’t love our neighbor as ourselves.  
(iii)  If we fail to worship God.  
(iv)  If we don’t exalt and reverence His name.  
(v)  If we don’t sanctify His Sabbaths.  
(vi)  If we don’t honor our parents and all in authority, protect one another’s life, purity and possessions and good

name.  
(vii)  If we don’t rejoice in the Lord’s blessings on others.  
(viii)  If we don’t do these things, we are sinning.  

4.  We don’t even have to commit the actual act to sin.  
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a.  We can break it with our words:  speaking about the desire to do things that are wrong or not doing what is right –
out of the abundance of the heart, the mouth speaks (Luke 6:45).  

b.  We can break it with our thoughts:  thinking lustful or hateful thoughts, though not as bad as actually doing these
things, is still sin.  

c.  We can break it in the inclinations of our hearts:  the fact that we desire to do wrong, or not to do right, is sin.  
d.  The bottom line is:  we sin a great deal!  

III.  Application.  
A.  As I said this morning, sin is the least popular topic today.  

1.  No one likes to be called a sinner.  
a.  No one likes to be told they’re falling short.  
b.  No one likes to fail.  

2.  But the fact is, we all fail everyday in many ways.  
a.  Our Shorter Catechism that asks, “Is any man able perfectly to keep the commandments of God?” 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” (#82).  

b.  Is the Catechism right?  Yes.  
(i)  Solomon writes in Ecclesiastes 7:20, “Indeed, there is not a righteous man on earth who continually does

good and who never sins.”  
(ii)  John writes in 1 John 1:8-10, “If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves, and the truth is not in

us.  If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all
unrighteousness.  If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar, and His word is not in us.”  

(iii)  And Paul writes in Galatians 5:17, “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.”  

(iv)  Because of the sin that remains in us, this will be the case until we reach glory.  
(v)  But thank the Lord, our salvation doesn’t depend on our works or our righteousness, for we would all fail.  
(vi)  If one sin is enough to destroy us forever.  What would all these sins do to us?  

B.  Since the Law defines sin and since any way that we fail to measure up to it is sin, you can see that we can’t afford to
ignore it or be ignorant of it.  
1.  It’s true that our sins won’t condemn us.  We are not under Law, but under grace.  
2.  But it’s also true that we must never sin that grace might abound (Rom. 6:1).  

a.  We are called to put off the old man and put on the new.  
b.  Paul writes in Ephesians 4, “This I say therefore, and affirm together with the Lord, that you walk no longer just as

the Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of
God, because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart; and they, having become
callous, have given themselves over to sensuality, for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness.  But
you did not learn Christ in this way, if indeed you have heard Him and have been taught in Him, just as truth is in
Jesus, that, in reference to your former manner of life, you lay aside the old self, which is being corrupted in
accordance with the lusts of deceit, and that you be renewed in the spirit of your mind, and put on the new self,
which in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and holiness of the truth” (vv. 17-24).  

c.  And Paul writes in Romans 13, “Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another; for he who loves his neighbor
has fulfilled the law.  For this, ‘you shall not commit adultery, you shall not murder, you shall not steal, you shall
not covet,’ and if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this saying, ‘you shall love your neighbor as
yourself.’  Love does no wrong to a neighbor; love therefore is the fulfillment of the law.  And this do, knowing
the time, that it is already the hour for you to awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us than when we
believed.  The night is almost gone, and the day is at hand.  Let us therefore lay aside the deeds of darkness and
put on the armor of light.  Let us behave properly as in the day, not in carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual
promiscuity and sensuality, not in strife and jealousy.  But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for
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the flesh in regard to its lusts” (vv. 8-14).  

3.  Christ obeyed the Law for us, because we couldn’t.  Christ died because we broke God’s Law.  Can we really say
it doesn’t matter now whether we obey or not?  

4.  Let’s not look at the Law as our enemy, but as our friend.  
a.  It can’t save us, but it can teach us right from wrong.  
b.  It can convict us of our sins, and show us how much we need Christ.  
c.  It can show us how to love and honor God and how to love our neighbor as ourselves.  
d.  It can show us what it means to be more like Jesus and how to bear good fruit.  
e.  Let’s strive to have the same heart towards it that the psalmist had:  “O how I love Your Law!  It is my meditation

all the day” (Ps. 119:97), that we may sin less and obey more, by the grace of God.  
f.  It’s important to know what Christ has done for us.  But let’s not forget that there are things He wants us to do for

Him.  Amen.  
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