
1 
Ted Kirnbauer  1 John 3:11–24 3/3/2019 

John 2:7–11 briefly outlines the social test of the true Christian; namely, that Christians should love one 

another, for love is the new commandment which belongs to the new age in which the true light is 

already shining. As he fills in the sketch he uses no colors but black and white. He continues the stark 

contrast between children of God and children of the devil (Stott, 139). 3:11–18 expands upon this 

theme. It is divided into the hatred of Cain who is a prototype of the world (3:12–13) and the love of 

Christ, which should be manifested in the church (3:14–18; Stott, 139).    

1 John 3:10 is transitional. It says, “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.” 

The “one who does not practice righteousness” points backwards to what John had said in verses 1–9. 

“The one who does not love his brother” leads into verses 11 and following. 

3:11 For this is the message which you have heard from the beginning, that we should love 

one another; 

3:12 not as Cain, who was of the evil one and slew his brother. And for what reason did he slay 

him? Because his deeds were evil, and his brother's were righteous. 

In verse 11 John appeals to public knowledge (“the message which you have heard from the beginning” 

cf. 2:7) as a foundation in deciding what is true. John’s readers will be safe if they cling to the message 

that they should love one another as they had already heard. The gospel does not change. The truth 

about the person and work of Christ is unalterable (Stott, 139).   

In verse 12 John uses Cain as a negative example of someone who did not love his brother. The story of 

Cain killing Abel is found in Genesis 4:1–25 where we are told that Cain (who farmed) brought the fruit 

of the ground as an offering to the Lord and his brother, Abel (a herdsman), brought an offering from his 

flock. The Lord accepted Abel’s offering over Cain’s offering. This was not because fruit was 

unacceptable as an offering, but because there was something in Cain and his gift that was wrong. 

Hebrews 11:4 says, “By faith Abel offered to God a better sacrifice than Cain, through which he obtained 

the testimony that he was righteous.” Abel’s offering was “by faith” and his faith was a testimony of his 

righteousness. The same was said of Abraham: “Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as 

righteousness” (Ro. 4:3; Gen. 15:6). Hebrews 11:6 concludes, “without faith it is impossible to please 

Him.”  The implication is that Cain’s offering was not accepted because it was not offered by faith, which 

also showed that Cain was not righteous.  

Cain was hurt that Abel received approval that he himself did not receive; he became jealous, bitter, and 

envious. In Genesis 4:5–7 it says, “So Cain became very angry and his countenance fell. Then the LORD 

said to Cain, ‘Why are you angry? And why has your countenance fallen?  If you do well, will not your 

countenance be lifted up? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door; and its desire is for 

you, but you must master it.’” The implication was that there is no just cause for Cain’s present feelings. 

If he repented of his evil thoughts God would lift his countenance up—his gloomy, despondent mood 

would be gone. If he failed to respond to God, sin would be ready to overtake him. Sin was like an 

animal waiting at the door to pounce on any who dared open it. Cain ignored God’s warning and killed 

Abel. John says he slew him; literally, “he cut his throat.” 
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The cause of the murder was not because Abel had sinned against Cain, nor was it because of his 

superior gifts or possessions; Cain killed Abel because Abel was righteous! Abel was killed because he 

met the standards that God required of an offering; he offered it by faith. 

This OT referent was used because Cain embodies the lack of loving one another and his actions showed 

his spiritual lineage; John says that Cain was “of the evil one.” In 1 John 3:8 it says, “the one who 

practices sin is of the devil.” In 1 John 3:10 he said, “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.” 

Men’s deeds are the natural outcome of their character and inclinations. They reveal who he belongs to 

and to whom he has attached himself. 

3:13 Do not be surprised, brethren, if the world hates you. 

Since the world is Cain’s descendants, one should not marvel that the world hates Christians for the 

same reasons that Cain hated Abel—it’s because of our righteousness.  

3:14 We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren. He 

who does not love abides in death. 

Man is in one of two spiritual localities, death or life. Death is the realm of sin and condemnation. Life 

pictures the epitome of blessedness and the obtaining of eternal life. 

“To pass out of. . .” means “to take steps over, to migrate, to pass from one place to another.” The 

perfect tense stresses the abiding results of a past action. Unlike the world, believers alone have the 

knowledge of what it is to pass out of death into life. This fact is intuitive (“we know” it). And the reason 

we know it is “BECAUSE we love the brethren.” 

True Christians love each other. They will love to be with each other. They will hunger for Christian 

fellowship; they won’t forsake assembling together. They will delight to meet, to pray, and to talk about 

spiritual things (Stott, 142). BECAUSE we love the brethren we know we do not abide in death. He who 

does not love abides in death. In the least, we ought to be able to look back at our lives and say, “I may 

not love as completely as I should, but I love Christians now in a way that I did not love them before.”  

3:15 Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer; and you know that no murderer has 

eternal life abiding in him. 

The author states a universal principle that applies to all without exception: “EVERYONE who hates his 

brother is a murderer.”  

John’s words remind us of the Sermon on the Mount. In Jesus’ day, the scribes and the Pharisees were 

attempting to restrict the breadth of the commandment, “You shall not murder” by limiting it to taking a 

human life. Jesus insisted that the application was much broader; it included thoughts and words, anger 

and insult (Stott, Sermon on the Mount, 83). 
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Matthew 5:21–22: “You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT 

MURDER’ and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court.’  But I say to you that 

everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever says to his 

brother, ‘You good-for-nothing,’ shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever says, 

‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell.”  

Jesus is not saying that anger and murder are exactly the same thing, rather, He is stating that anger is 

murderous in principle. The person who hates has the same germ in him as the person who murders. 

Anger is at the root of murder and therefore tantamount to it in God’s sight.  In the same way John said, 

“Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer; and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding 

in him” (1 Jn. 3:15). Since murder, hatred, and anger are all in the same behavioral category, the person 

who has these traits is liable to the same penalties that the murderer exposes himself to—he “shall be 

guilty enough to go into the fiery hell.”   

The devil is the driving force that causes someone who hates to murder and we know that no murderer 

has life abiding in him (3:15b). Of course, from the context we understand that John is not talking about 

the impossibility of forgiveness being extended to murderers; he is talking about the fact that the one 

who displays the deeds of Satan (hatred) demonstrates that he is a child of Satan and is in darkness—

and no one in darkness has life. Love is a test for life, because the opposite of love is hatred and hatred 

is sin. John 13:35 says, “By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one 

another.”  

3:16 We know love by this, that He laid down His life for us; and we ought to lay down our 

lives for the brethren. 

3:17 But whoever has the world's goods, and sees his brother in need and closes his heart 

against him, how does the love of God abide in him? 

The essence of love is self-sacrifice which has been perfectly manifested in Christ. A person’s life is his 

most precious possession. Consequently, to rob someone of life is the greatest sin we can commit. The 

opposite is also true: to give our life for someone else is the greatest expression of love possible (Jn. 

15:13; Ro. 5:6–10). Thus, verse 16 presents the ultimate contrast: Cain’s hatred that issued in taking 

someone else’s life and Christ’s love that issued in giving His own life for others.  

Christ’s love is not just something to be admired; it is an example to be followed. It is a Christian 

obligation (Stott, 143). The motive behind us loving one another is Christ’s sacrifice. The standard of our 

love for one another is Christ’s sacrifice. The empowerment to love flows from Christ’s sacrifice. 

The kind of love John visualizes Christians to display is love like Christ’s love—self-denying, sacrificial, 

and costly. Loving others may not cost us our life, but it may cost us time, money, or inconvenience. It 

may disrupt our daily schedule. Our life may be put out of joint when we get involved in loving others. 

But our love for Christ must so flow in us that our life is changed in relationship to others.  The greatest 

commandment is to love God; the second, Jesus says, is like it: you shall love your neighbor as yourself. 

That is, we should love others and seek their good with the same intensity that we seek our own. 
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In verse 17 John makes a logical argument from the greater to the lesser. John has said that we ought to 

lay down our lives for the brethren. If that is so, then we should also love each other in less demanding 

ways; we should meet the needs of those around us if it is in our capacity to do so (that is, if one has the 

world’s goods). As life does not dwell in the murderer, love does not dwell in the miser (Stott, 144). 

3:18 Little children, let us not love with word or with tongue, but in deed and truth. 

Love is essentially neither sentiment nor talk, but deeds. As James 2:17 says, “faith by itself, if it is not 

accompanied by action, is dead” (NIV). Genuine love will be active. 

In sum, hatred characterizes the world whose prototype is Cain. It originates in the devil, issues in 

murder, and is evidence of spiritual death. Love characterizes the church, whose prototype is Christ. It 

originates in God, issues in self-sacrifice and is evidence of eternal life (Stott, 144).  

3:19 We will know by this that we are of the truth, and will assure our heart before Him 

3:20 in whatever our heart condemns us; for God is greater than our heart and knows all 

things. 

“By this” in 3:19 refers to the preceding exhortation to love. John is saying that we know that we are of 

the truth and truly belong to God if we love others in the ways described in verses 16–18. By that 

knowledge we calm our hearts (Brown, 455) before the searching presence of God (Westcott, 116). Or 

to state it differently, the manifestation of love in our lives as described in verses 16–18 is the condition 

that will give us assurance of the reality of our faith. Love for others that imitates Jesus’ self-sacrificial 

love (3:16) and helps those in need (3:17–18) is supernatural and demonstrates a new birth.  “Doing 

what is characteristic of the realm of truth is the sign that we belong to that realm” (Marshall, 197). This 

evidence of salvation gives us confidence before God. 

However, in Greek, the wording of verses 19 and 20 can be taken in a number of different ways. Two 

ways of understanding them are mentioned below.  

VIEW 1: 

Older interpreters tend to see these verses as warning of condemnation. If we love the brethren as 

described in the previous verses, we will know in our own hearts that we are in the truth. But if our 

hearts condemn us in these matters, God will surely condemn us as well for He sees even more than our 

hearts do (see NKJ). In other words, if we know our hearts are guilty, God will know too. Because of 

God’s ability to search the heart and the mind, we should fear judgment (Ps. Ps. 7:10; Prov. 15:3). Thus 

verses 17–18 activate a guilty conscience and verse 20 is an argument that if our conscience condemns 

us, how much more will God!  Our conscience is only a faint echo of His voice who knows all things 

(Stott, 148). 

VIEW 2: 

The interpretation of modern scholars seems to favor an opposite idea. They see this as leading up to 

verse 22 and furnishing confidence in approaching God in prayer. Even though John has insisted on 
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rigorous standards of Christian conduct, when our hearts condemn us we can set our hearts at ease and 

pray with confidence for we know that God is greater than our hearts and knows everything about us. 

Marshall translates these verses, “This is how we know that we belong to the truth and set our hearts at 

rest in His presence whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is greater than our hearts, and He knows 

everything” (Marshall, 196).  

When we love others, we have assurance we are in the truth (3:19), but at times, when we look deeply 

into our lives, we see all our sin, our failed intentions, our laziness, and our impatience or unkindness. At 

those times our hearts will condemn us. We will wonder how we can belong to the truth when our 

actions betray us.  

At those times we can find peace when we remember that our heart is not always a reliable indicator of 

reality. In 1 Corinthians 4:4 Paul said, “My conscience is clear, but that does not make me innocent. It is 

the Lord who judges me” (NIV). In other words, what matters is God’s appraisal of our life, not our 

appraisal of it. “God understands us better than our own hearts know us, and in His omniscience He 

knows that our often weak attempts to obey His commands spring from a true allegiance to Him” 

(Marshall, 198). He “knows all things.” Even when we fail, we can trust that God knows our hearts and is 

able to forgive. 

Both views have their strengths and weaknesses. The weakness of the second view is that it would 

appear to mean that whether we love our brothers or not, we can still have peace and rely on God’s 

mercy; but that would make the appeal to love as a test of faith useless. The weakness of the first view 

is that it is not aimed at healing a wounded conscience as the context suggests.  

3:21 Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before God; 

3:22 and whatever we ask we receive from Him, because we keep His commandments and do 

the things that are pleasing in His sight. 

Our understanding of verse 21 is dependent upon our interpretation of verses 19–20. If view 1 (above) is 

adopted, then verse 21 would be contrasting a condemned heart (3:20) to a heart that does not 

condemn us. If view 2 (above) is accepted, verse 21 is sequential; that is, it would mean if the heart that 

once accused us ceases to do so because it has been set to rest by remembering that God is greater than 

our hearts and knows everything (3:20), then we will be able to approach God with boldness (Marshall, 

199).  

Verse 22 clarifies the confidence mentioned in verse 21: if our heart does not condemn us. . . whatever 

we ask we receive from Him. Of course, God does not answer our prayers merely because our heart 

does not condemn us. 1 John 5:14 says, “this is the confidence that we have toward Him, that if we ask 

anything according to His will He hears us” (also Ps. 37:4; Jn. 15:7). This may seem like circular 

reasoning; if we ask according to God’s will He will surely answer since it is His will to do it already. But 

that misses the point. The meaning is that we are to ask for things in accordance with His will rather 

than with selfish motives.  
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God answers prayer when we are right with Him relationally. Having a heart that does not condemn us, 

keeping His commandments, and doing things that are pleasing in His sight are all indicative of being 

right with God. They demonstrate that we are in tune to His will and will be praying in accordance with 

His will. Because we are God’s children, the thought of us doing good simply to gain advantage or favor 

with God is completely foreign to John’s thinking. It is also unthinkable that God, our Father, would bless 

us as a way of paying for obedience. Obedience is the indispensable condition, not the meritorious 

cause of answered prayer (Jn. 14:15; 15:14, 17).  

3:23 This is His commandment, that we believe in the name of His Son Jesus Christ, and love 

one another, just as He commanded us. 

3:24 The one who keeps His commandments abides in Him, and He in him. We know by this 

that He abides in us, by the Spirit whom He has given us. 

Pleasing God through obedience (3:22) and believing in the name of His Son Jesus Christ are summed up 

as one command.   

In ancient times a person's name was not simply a designation or label. It did more than simply 

differentiate one person from another. One’s name pointed to one’s character or a reflection or 

expression of nature. It is belief in the true Jesus that results in salvation, not the Jesus expounded by 

the false teachers.  

In verse 24 the condition of abiding is obedience. Obedience is a concrete expression of love toward God 

and man. As Stott says, “Abiding in Christ is not a mystical experience men can claim; it’s an 

indispensable accompaniment to confession of Christ as the Son of God, and a consistent life of holiness 

and love” (Stott, 151). 

 “By this” (3:24b) refers to what follows: “We know that He abides in us, by the Spirit whom He has given 

us.”  Since our obedience is so often imperfect, the writer furnishes us with an additional means of 

assurance that God lives in us—the Holy Spirit’s presence in us.  This may seem inconsistent with the 

behavior as a means of assurance, but it isn’t. The Spirit’s presence abiding in us manifests itself 

objectively in conduct. He is the one who inspires us to confess Christ as coming in the flesh (4:1 ff.; 

2:20, 27) and to live righteously (4:13; Gal. 5:16, 22).  

This section is closely tied to John 15. 

• John 15:7: “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be 

done for you.” 

• John 15:10–13: “If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love; just as I have kept 

My Father’s commandments and abide in His love  . . .  This is My commandment, that you love one 

another, just as I have loved you.  Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his 

friends.” 


