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The Christian faith includes a change of values, behavior, and orientation of life. In other words, there 

are always effects when the gospel is believed and the effects are undeniably obvious.  However, before 

John talks about more of these effects, he talks about the nature of the new birth.  

3:1 See how great a love the Father has bestowed on us, that we would be called children of 

God; and such we are. For this reason the world does not know us, because it did not know 

Him. 

3:2 Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We 

know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is. 

The mention of being born of God in 2:29 leads John in an outburst of wonder at God’s love in making us 

His children (3:1). This love is described as “how great” a love. The word translated as “how great” only 

occurs seven times in the NT and is always used to express great astonishment. Being a child of God 

should stir a sense of awe, astonishment, and wonder. The word also carries a qualitative and 

quantitative force, “what glorious, measureless love” (Atkin, 132, 133). Originally it meant “of what 

country.” Stott captures the idea when he writes, “The Father’s love is so unearthly, so foreign to this 

world, that [John] wonders from what country it may have come” (Stott, 122). God’s love is so different 

from anything that anyone has ever known that we cannot fully grasp its magnitude.   

God’s love has not simply been shown to us, but has been bestowed upon us (Stott, 118).  The ESV 

translates it as “given.” Although that is accurate as well, it falls flat in emphasizing the great favor and 

privilege of the gift. Perhaps the NIV translation is best. It uses the word “lavished.” To lavish means “to 

bestow something in generous or extravagant quantities.” Considering that John is declaring the 

magnificent, glorious, measureless nature of God’s love that has been given to us, “lavish” fits well. In 

calling us His children, God has poured out His love in immeasurable abundance.   

John is trying to restore waning enthusiasm and recall the great privileges we have. God has proven His 

love to us. He has given us the rank and position of children who share His nature (Brooke, 80). 

We have become so used to this terminology that it does not impact us as it should. When we 

remember the transcendence of God and His holiness, or think about the justice of God and His wrath, 

and then realize that this God (who owes us nothing) sent His Son to die for us, chose us and declared us 

His children, and when we look into our own hearts and see how alienated we are apart from God’s 

love, then we will begin to say, “Behold how great a love the Father has bestowed on us, that we would 

be called children of God!” 

Consider the words of J.I. Packer (Knowing God): 

The idea that all are children of God is not found in the Bible anywhere. The Old Testament 

shows God as the Father, not of all, but of His own people, the seed of Abraham. ‘Israel is my 

firstborn son ... “Let my son go”’ (Exodus 4:22f NIV). The New Testament has a world vision, but 

it too shows God as the Father, not of all, but of those who, knowing themselves to be sinners, 

put their trust in the Lord Jesus Christ as their divine sin-bearer and master, and so become 

Abraham’s spiritual seed. ‘You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus . . . you are all one 



2 
Ted Kirnbauer  1 John 3:1–10  2/17/2019 

in Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed’ (Galatians 3:26 ff.  NIV).  

Sonship to God is not, therefore, a universal status upon which everyone enters by natural birth, 

but a supernatural gift which one receives through receiving Jesus. ‘No one comes to the 

Father’---in other words, is acknowledged by God as a son---‘except through me’ (Jn. 14:6). The 

gift of sonship to God becomes ours, not through being born, but through being born again. ‘To 

all who received him, to those who believed in His name, he gave the right to become children 

of God---children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but 

born of God’ (John 1:12 f NIV). 

Sonship to God, then, is a gift of grace. It is not a natural, but an adoptive sonship: and so the 

New Testament explicitly pictures it. In Roman law, it was a recognized practice for an adult who 

wanted an heir, and someone to carry on the family name, to adopt a male as his son---usually 

at age, rather than in infancy, as is the common way today. The apostles proclaim that God has 

so loved those whom He redeemed on the cross that He has adopted them all as His heirs, to 

see and share the glory into which His only-begotten Son has already come. ‘God sent His Son. . . 

to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full (adoptive) rights of sons’ (Galatians 

4:4 f): we, that is, who were ‘fore-ordained unto adoption as sons by Jesus Christ unto Himself’ 

(Ephesians 1:5 RV). ‘How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called 

children of God! And that is what we are!. . .When he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall 

see him as he is’ (1 John 3:1f). 

. . .  If you want to judge how well a person understands Christianity, find out how much he 

makes of the thought of being God’s child, and having God as His Father. If this is not the 

thought that prompts and controls his worship and prayers and his whole outlook on life, it 

means that he does not understand Christianity very well at all. For everything that Christ 

taught, everything that makes the New Testament new, and better than the Old, everything that 

is distinctively Christian as opposed to merely Jewish, is summed up in the knowledge of the 

Fatherhood of God. Father is the Christian name for God 

Being called a son of God is no mere title, but an actual fact which explains the reaction of the world 

toward believers (3:1b). As children of God, we start doing the things that God does. We start seeing 

reality from a different perspective. We don’t value what we once valued. The effects of our new birth 

make us incomprehensible to the world because it does not know (understand, comprehend) God or 

Christ (1 Jn. 3:1b; Jn. 1:10; 7:28; 8:54, 55).  

John wants us to understand that we are children of God; we have been born of Him. However, the full 

extent of what we are is not entirely known to us. We have a new origin and a new destiny, but the 

nature of our destiny has not yet been revealed. However, we do know that when He appears we shall 

be like Him. In Philippians 3:20–21 Paul said, “Our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly 

wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ; who will transform the body of our humble state into conformity 

with the body of His glory.” Thus, the thought of being children of God expands to the Parousia, the 

second coming. What we have at present justifies our full confidence for the future. The Parousia will be 
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a complete unfolding of that which is now true of us. What we shall be is another aspect of what we 

really are. 

The future of the believer is a fulfillment of the original design that God had intended for man. All of 

human history has been a sad failure of man to live up to what God had intended for him. In the future 

we will reflect the glory of the Creator as we have been designed to do. 

Though the image of God in us has been marred by the fall, the new man which we assumed at our 

conversion has been stamped upon us again (Eph. 4:24). And since that day it has been God’s purpose 

that we are conformed into the image of His Son (Ro. 8:29). Vision becomes assimilation. It is enough to 

know that in the final day we shall both be with Christ and become like Him (Stott, 119–120). 

3:3 And everyone who has this hope fixed on Him purifies himself, just as He is pure. 

3:4 Everyone who practices sin also practices lawlessness; and sin is lawlessness. 

John’s reason for writing about our sonship and the return of Christ isn’t theological but ethical. What 

we know about the future influences how we live today. Those who have their hope on Christ naturally 

desire to put away every defilement which clouds their vision of God (3:3; Brooke, 83–84). If we do not 

have the desire to be pure, the reality of our faith is called into question.  

Those who are sons of God demonstrate their status in both obedience (3:4–10) and in love (3:11–24).  

Verses 4–6 contrast those who desire to cleanse themselves from defilement to those who continue in 

sin which defiles and separates them from God. Verse 4 is a universal truth from which there is no 

escape or exception: a dual standard of morality is completely foreign to Christianity (Stott, 121).  

Lawlessness is a transgression of the law. The general sense of this term has to do with rebellion or 

revolt against God, or alienation from Him. It was never used in the NT of one living without the law, but 

always the condition of one who acts contrary to the law.  

Grammatically, John speaks of the essence of sin not the result (sin is lawlessness). Sin doesn’t just 

manifest itself in relation to the divine law, but sin is by its very nature lawlessness. 

3:5 You know that He appeared in order to take away sins; and in Him there is no sin. 

3:6 No one who abides in Him sins; no one who sins has seen Him or knows Him. 

John again appeals to his readers’ knowledge as a basis for what he says next (as he does many times, 

i.e. 2:27, etc.). In this case, the truth that he assumes they know is in relation to the person and work of 

Christ. He implies that if they understand these things about Christ they will have a proper view of sin 

(Stott, 122). 

“He appeared” refers to the incarnation of Christ. The scope of the incarnation includes all the phases of 

His earthly life. Each part of the revelation—His birth, His growth, ministry, passion, resurrection, and 

ascension—contributed in some way to the removal of sins. And He Himself was sinless.  
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The logical deduction follows in verse 6; since there is no sin in Christ, it is obvious that those who abide 

in Him should not be lethargic toward sin. John puts this in the strongest form: “No one who abides in 

Him sins; no one who sins has seen Him or knows Him.”  

The sight of Christ both in the present and in the future prospect of His second coming forms the 

incentive for holiness. To see and know the sinless Savior is to outlaw sin. Christ in His person and work 

is fundamentally opposed to sin (Stott, 123). 

3:7 Little children, make sure no one deceives you; the one who practices righteousness is 

righteous, just as He is righteous; 

3:8 the one who practices sin is of the devil; for the devil has sinned from the beginning. The 

Son of God appeared for this purpose, to destroy the works of the devil. 

Christ’s righteousness is the standard for Christian righteousness. When compared to verse 8 the 

emphasis is that one’s conduct reflects his spiritual parentage.  This idea came from the culture in that 

day and is reflected many places in the Bible. In those days, 99% of the children had the same vocation 

as their parents. If I was a farmer there was a 99% chance that my father was a farmer. Thus, one could 

tell who my parents were by what I did. The same principle was then applied to behavior in general. In 

John 8:44 Jesus spoke to the Jews who wanted to kill Him saying, “You are of your father the devil, and 

you want to do the desires of your father. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in 

the truth because there is no truth in him.” The one who has murderous intent demonstrates who he is 

related to. The devil was a murderer from the beginning and his children share his desires. In the same 

way, the one who practices sin is of the devil, for the devil has sinned from the beginning. It is also true 

that the one who practices righteousness is God’s child, for Christ is righteous (3:7). Perhaps this is 

clearer in 1 John 2:29: “If you know that He is righteous, you know that everyone also who practices 

righteousness is born of Him.”   

Christ has come to undo Satan’s works. 

The destructive works of the devil can be categorized: 

1. Morally, through sin 

2. Physically, through the infliction of disease, physical suffering, and death  

3. Intellectually, through seduction into error.  

Though Satan still works his works, he has been defeated, and in Christ we escape from His tyranny. If 

Christ came to destroy the works of the devil, Christians must neither compromise with either sin or the 

devil, or they will find themselves fighting against Christ.  

If the first step to holiness is to recognize the sinfulness of sin as lawlessness and its diabolical origin, the 

second step is to see its absolute incompatibility with Christ in His sinless person and saving work. The 

more clearly we grasp these concepts the more incongruous sin will appear and the more determined 

we will be to get rid of it (Stott, 125).  
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3:9 No one who is born of God practices sin, because His seed abides in him; and he cannot sin, 

because he is born of God. 

3:10 By this the children of God and the children of the devil are obvious: anyone who does not 

practice righteousness is not of God, nor the one who does not love his brother. 

Verses 9 and 10 (as well as other verses in 1 John like this) have generated numerous views. Stott lists 

eleven (Stott, 130–136, 253ff.). 

Some say that this is teaching the possibility of sinless perfection in this life. The assumption is that 

God’s power is so great that we need not sin. However, this interpretation flies in the face of what John 

has already said.  

o 1 John 1:8: “If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is 

not in us.” (We are then told that the proper thing to do is to confess our sins and Jesus 

will forgive them.)  

o 1 John 1:10: “If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar and His word is not 

in us.” 

o 1 John 2:1: “My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. 

And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” 

In addition, Jesus taught us to pray, “forgive us our debts” (Matt. 7:12). He assumes that we will sin and 

tells us to ask for forgiveness.  

Furthermore, this is a general statement about all Christians—not an elite group among Christians as 

those in the perfectionist camp imply. John says, “No one who is born of God practices sin.” If this was 

sinless perfection as some claim, it would mean that anyone who sins is not born of God.  

Others have suggested that this is talking about what we will be in the final state. But this is talking 

about what we are here and now.  

A convincing view is taking the present tense verb “sins” in its normal sense of habitual action. The one 

who abides in Christ may sin on occasion (1 Jn. 1:8; 2:1–2), but they do not do so habitually as a pattern 

of life (Atkin, 146; Stott, 135). 

Another good view is that the expression, “he cannot sin,” is not dealing with absolute (ontological) 

inability to sin (i.e. meaning “it is impossible to sin”), but means that sin is inexcusable; it is not 

something Christians do (Carson, lecture).   

There are other views that are not worth considering. 

If we do not accept both of John’s claims (that we will sin / we cannot sin) we will not feel the tension of 

being a person who is pressing on to conformity to Christ. If we do not see that sin is inexcusable in 

every way, incompatible with who we are as sons of God, and contrary to the person and work of Christ, 
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we will not try to be victorious over it. We will nurture our sin. He who is begotten of God must be like 

the One who begot him. Sin which is of the devil finds no place in him (Brooke, 89).  

Thus, the new beginning is traced back to one’s life as a believer in Christ. God implants the principle of 

divine life in the believer (“His seed abides in him”—o[ti spe,rma auvtou/ evn auvtw/| me,nei). Spiritual birth is a 

deep, radical, and inward transformation. Our new nature exerts a strong internal pressure toward 

holiness. It is the presence of this life that assures us that we cannot go on living in sin (Stott, 127).  

John had spoken twice of Christ’s first appearing (3:5, 8) and twice of His second appearing (2:28; 3:2). 

But he also speaks twice in this passage of the appearing or manifestation of men. He said it has not yet 

appeared what we shall be (in our final state—3:2) but it already appears (3:10) as to what we are— 

either children of God or children of the devil. Becoming a child of God on the human side involves 

believing in Christ. On the divine side it’s a new birth. Meanwhile, the children of God and the children 

of the devil are recognized by their behavior (Stott, 127–128). 

We are in the position now to look back over the foregoing twelve verses (2:28–3:10) in which the moral 

test has been elaborated. If Christ appeared to take away sin (3:5) and destroy the works of the devil 

(3:8), and if when He appears a second time we shall see Him and in consequence we shall be like Him 

(3:2), how can we go on living in sin? To do so is to deny the purpose of His two appearings. If we are 

loyal to His first coming and ready for His second, we must purify ourselves as He is pure. By doing so, 

we display evidence of having been born of God (Stott, 128–129). 

 


