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Knock! Knock! Is it a neighbor knocking at your door? He
probably wants to borrow your lawn mower again. It might be a
student selling magazine subscriptions to help fund her education.
Or it might be a member of a cult wanting to divert your faith from
the Bible. 

Cults are active, aren’t they? They regularly canvass 
neighborhoods, hoping to recruit new members. You have seen
them. They are well dressed and carry an attaché case. If you
show the slightest interest in their canned approach, they will
reach into their case and pull out introductory literature. But if
you plan to engage them in a discussion about their beliefs and
yours, you had better be prepared. They are well versed in their
dogma and are very deceptive!

Invariably, cults hold an erroneous view of Jesus’ person and
work. They reject the fact that He is both God and man and the
fact that His shed blood was sufficient for the remission of sins.
They also deny His bodily resurrection.

DÉJÀ VU!
Religious deception isn’t a recent phenomenon. The aging

apostle John exposed it in his letters and warned believers to
remain in the truth. Cultic teaching about Jesus is at least two
thousand years old. When John addressed his readers, he wanted
them to resist Gnosticism, a heretical religious philosophy that
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boasted about its secret knowledge. The Gnostics believed all
matter was evil, and therefore, Jesus could not have been God
in the flesh. John called this denial the spirit of antichrist. The
Gnostics also believed that what a person did in the body didn’t
matter because, after all, the body is inherently evil.

To combat Gnosticism and every heretical teaching about
Jesus, John counseled believers how to walk in a manner that
pleases God and honors Jesus as the Son of God, Savior, and
Lord.

WALK THIS WAY!
We should walk as God’s dear children. Because we are

God’s born ones, we should resemble Him in holiness and love.
We should walk in the light, as Jesus is in the light. Unbelievers
walk in darkness, but the lifestyle of believers should reflect the
light that shone into our hearts through the gospel. The darkness
of sin is behind us. Christ’s Spirit empowers us to live in victory
over sin. We should also walk in love—love for God and love
for one another. As Jesus pointed out, love is the litmus test for
declaring that we are His disciples (John 13:35). Further, we
should walk in the truth. Allegiance to Jesus, who is the Truth,
and allegiance to inspired truth, the Word of God, will protect
us from the lies perpetrated by false teachers.

Finally, as we walk, we should stay in step with the Spirit.
He desires to produce the fruit of holiness in our lives. A holy
life offers a strong defense against false teaching and a positive
testimony for the truth.

As you explore what the apostle John’s letters teach about the
walk that pleases God and refutes error, may you recognize that
our risen Lord is walking with you!
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Gas lamps were a welcome phenomenon in the United States
when they were introduced. In 1816 Baltimore was the first city
in the United States to install public gas lighting, but by 1860
gas chandeliers, also called gaseliers, were popular, and before
1900 most major cities were lit by gas. 

We have come far from those early days. Now lighting our
homes is as easy as flipping a switch. Nevertheless, darkness
envelops thousands of people around the world. It is spiritual
darkness that only Jesus Christ can remove. He alone can transfer
lives from darkness into His light. This study helps us appreciate
the light, live in the light, and fellowship with one another in the
light. 

COMMENTARY
John was writing as an elder in the church at Ephesus. He was

the pastor, bishop, mature believer, and one who was taught by Jesus
himself. John was writing a general letter to believers everywhere
with the particular people of his own church in mind. Much has
been written of the author and the particular community for which
he wrote, but we must understand community primarily in terms
of a worshiping community, that is, a church. 

Central to the church is the concept of fellowship. These verses
address both divine/human fellowship (1:3) and interpersonal 
fellowship (2:9–10). These two aspects of fellowship come together

LIVING IN THE LIGHT
1 John 1:1–7; 2:7–11

Jesus, the true Light, shows us how to live.
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in 1 John 1:7: “But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we
have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son,
purifies us from all sin.” We also find both types of fellowship in
the Great Commandment: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all
your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (Luke 10:27).
Thus, to understand the church means we must understand Jesus,
not as a man or a great teacher, but as the Christ, the Savior.

Therefore, the total context of these verses is Jesus and His
church. In theological terms, the word for the study of the church
is ecclesiology, and the word for studying Jesus as the Christ is
Christology. In these verses, John expressed what theologians
call a christological ecclesiology. It means that the church is
defined by, in, and through Jesus as the Christ, the Savior. Thus,
churchgoers are also defined the same way. 

Most of the time we understand “if we walk in the light as he
is in the light” to mean individual beliefs and actions—don’t lie,
cheat, steal, drink, smoke, or gamble. However, we rarely under-
stand “walking in the light” in terms of our relationships. Yet 
1 John 1:7 says, “But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light,
we have fellowship with one another” (emphasis added), and that
is clearly relational. Whatever our ethical and moral choices may
be, their value is determined by how they preserve and protect
our relationships with one another and with God. John asserted
an intimate relationship between our actions, our fellowship with
one another, and our salvation. In our actions, “we have fellow-
ship with one another and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us
from all sin.” Salvation, even though it deals with the individual,
is a communal experience. I do not walk in the light so much as
we walk in the light. The goal of Christian teaching is to affect a
change in beliefs and behaviors. Such change is not simply in the
individual for the sake of the individual, but in the individual for
the sake of the community—the church.
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Christology: How John Understood Jesus as the Christ 
(1 John 1:1–7)

John’s primary understanding of Jesus as the Christ was as the
one who purifies us from all sin (v. 7). Verse 7 is the climactic
statement of verses 1–6. These building-block verses contain four
primary characteristics of Jesus that reveal His ability to purify.
According to John, Jesus is eternal, tangible, relational, and
divine. Within the ancient world, these four characteristics were
viewed as conceptual opposites. John’s critics would charge that
nothing could be both eternal and tangible, nor could anything
be both relational and divine.

If something is tangible, it is physical and subject to decay,
failure, and death. Similarly, if something is divine, it is self-
sufficient, ruling out any true relational quality. For example,
John 5:18 says, “For this reason the Jews tried all the harder to
kill him; not only was he breaking the Sabbath, but he was even
calling God his own Father, making himself equal with God.”
God’s divinity required Him to be set apart from everything, to
be God and God alone. This is why John was at pains to make
the point that though the Word (eternal) became flesh (tangible)
and dwelt among us (relational), He was “the glory of the One
and Only” (divine), though He “came from the Father, full of
grace and truth” (relational) (John 1:14).

John’s knowledge of Jesus as the Christ centered on Jesus’
ability to embody these seemingly opposite characteristics. Addi-
tionally, John’s knowledge of salvation was believers’ ability to
embody these same characteristics if we walk in the light, as he
is in the light (1 John 1:7). That is, as we are tangibly related to
God the Father through Jesus the Son, we have an eternal status
within the divine will. Again, in his gospel, John put it this way
on the lips of Jesus: “For my Father’s will is that everyone who
looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and
I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:40).

9
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Eternal life is a divine relationship that exists through the bod-
ily, tangible resurrection of Jesus and the promise of the same
bodily, tangible resurrection of those who believe. The “last day”
is the day when these seemingly opposite characteristics will be
revealed to be not only harmonious but central characteristics of
the life created by God, which was from the beginning, which
we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we
have looked at and our hands have touched, and which we
proclaim concerning the Word of life (1 John 1:1). 

“And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Now the
dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They
will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be
their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will
be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order
of things has passed away’” (Rev. 21:3–4). This is the vision of
the coexistence of the eternal and the tangible, of the relational
and the divine. John understood this vision to be for “everyone
who looks to the Son and believes in him” (John 6:40). There-
fore, he wrote in our passage, We proclaim to you what we
have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship
with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son,
Jesus Christ. We write this to make our joy complete (1 John
1:3–4). Note the similarity with Jesus’ statement, “I have told

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 1:5

God is light—The light of wisdom, love, holiness, glory. What
light is to the natural eye, that God is to the spiritual eye: And in
him is no darkness at all—No contrary principle. He is pure,
unmixed light. (ENNT)
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you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be
complete” (John 15:11). John’s knowledge of Christ was not for
him only, and was in some ways incomplete unless he gave others
the opportunity to share in it—thus, the church. 

Ecclesiology: How John Understood the Church (1 John 2:7–11)
John’s concept of the church (his ecclesiology) was firmly

built on his concept of Jesus as the Christ (his Christology). Con-
sider the line of argument in Jesus’ statements from John’s gospel:

• “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never
walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (8:12).

• “Put your trust in the light while you have it, so that you
may become sons of light” (12:36).

• “If you love me, you will obey what I command” (14:15).
• “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.

Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life
for his friends” (15:12–13).

From this foundation, John wrote, Dear friends, I am not
writing you a new command but an old one, which you have

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 1:7

But if we walk in the light—In all holiness, as God is (a deeper
word than walk, and more worthy of God) in the light—Then we
may truly say, we have fellowship one with another—We who have
seen, and you who have not seen, do alike enjoy that fellowship with
God: the imitation of God being the only sure proof of our having
fellowship with Him. And the blood of Jesus Christ his Son—With
the grace purchased thereby; cleanseth us from all sin—Both original
and actual, taking away all the guilt and all the power. (ENNT)
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had since the beginning. This old command is the message
you have heard (1 John 2:7). In 3:11 of this letter, John stated
explicitly, “This is the message you heard from the beginning:
We should love one another.” The question becomes, how could
he follow 2:7 with the statement, yet I am writing you a new
command (v. 8)? 

The answer is urgency. Because of John’s Christology as
examined above, John could say that the truth expressed in
15:12–13 of his gospel is seen in him (Jesus) and you (believ-
ers). Even more, the darkness (sin) is (currently) passing and
the true light is already shining (1 John 2:8). While the com-
mand to love one another and have fellowship in the light of
Christ is an old command, John was issuing it in a new sense of
urgency in order to excite that urgency in the church. The old
order of things was passing and a new order had begun. It is
imperative that believers participate fully in the new order so that
the way may be opened for whoever will believe to come in.

This letter is a practical summary of John’s gospel: “I write
these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God
so that you may know that you have eternal life” (1 John 5:13).
According to John, the greatest threat to eternal life, and thus the
church, is hate. Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 2:8

A commandment which, though it also was given long ago, yet is
truly new in Him, and in you. It was exemplified in Him, and is now
fulfilled by you in such a manner as it never was before. For there is
no comparison between the state of the Old Testament believers, and
that which ye now enjoy; the darkness of that dispensation is passed
away; and Christ the true light now shineth in your hearts. (ENNT)
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his brother is still in the darkness. Whoever loves his brother
lives in the light, and there is nothing in him to make him
stumble. But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness
and walks around in the darkness; he does not know where
he is going, because the darkness has blinded him (2:9–11).

Hate destroys relationships. Hate destroys the tangible. “Do
not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his
brother” (3:12). Hate hides the eternal and the divine by clouding
the one who hates in darkness. John began with the concept “God
is light; in him there is no darkness at all” (1:5). Then he trans-
ferred the concept of light to the reality of love: “Whoever does
not love does not know God, because God is love” (4:8). For the
final step, in 4:16, John connected love directly with salvation:
“And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. God is
love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him.”

John understood the church to be a community that loves the
One it cannot see by loving the ones it can see. It is a community
that accepts the reality it cannot see by rejecting the reality it can
see. Why? Because the One whom it cannot see and the reality
that it cannot see has been seen, and touched, and heard, in the
person of Jesus of Nazareth, Son of Man and Son of God, the
One who died and was raised again, the One who loved us more
than life itself. John understood the church to be the continuing

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 2:11

He that hateth his brother—And he must hate, if he does not
love Him; there is no medium; is in darkness—In sin, perplexity,
entanglement. He walketh in darkness, and knoweth not that he
is in the high road to hell. (ENNT)

13

Living in the Light



presence of Jesus on earth until He returns. Thus, there is no
room for hate in the church, for the church is the light, the love,
and the embodiment of God’s salvation to a world lost in dark-
ness. “If anyone obeys his word, God’s love is truly made com-
plete in him. This is how we know we are in him: Whoever
claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did” (2:5–6). This is the
true definition of a christological ecclesiology—a church that
walks in the light as He is in the light.
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DISCUSSION
Nobody would choose to live in perpetual darkness. Thank-

fully, Jesus delivered us from darkness, and now we live in the
light—His light!

1. Compare John 1:1 and 1 John 1:1–2. Based on what John
wrote in these passages, how would you describe Jesus Christ
in your own words?

2. Do you believe genuine Christian fellowship can exist
between a person who has been cleansed by Jesus’ blood and a
person who has not? Defend your answer.

3. Do you agree or disagree that it is possible to love an unbe-
liever without having fellowship with him or her?

4. What differences, if any, do you see between being in the
light and walking in the light? Explain your answer.

5. How would you define Christian fellowship? Defend your
definition.

6. If someone asked you to use a brief sentence to tell who
Jesus is, what would your sentence be? 

7. How might Christians relate to one another in ways that
manifest their genuine love for Christ?

8. Do you think a constantly hateful person has genuinely
trusted in Christ as Savior? Why or why not?

PRAYER
Father, help us to recognize when we walk in the darkness,

draw close to You, and learn to live in Your light.
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For centuries the subject of the Antichrist’s identification has
fascinated Christians. In the early centuries of Christianity, many
identified him as the Roman emperor. In later centuries, Christians
assumed this or that pope deserved the ignominious title. In
recent times, many have pinned the tag on a powerful politician
or a deceptive religious leader. Even Santa Claus has worn the
label.

No one can assert positively that theAntichrist is alive today,
but we can say for sure that the spirit of antichrist is alive and
active. This study shows us how to identify the spirit of antichrist,
and it motivates us to hold tightly to the truth that Jesus is the
Son of God.

COMMENTARY
Just before Easter 2006, the front pages of many newspapers

around the world contained stories about the uncovered fourth-
century Gnostic manuscript The Gospel of Judas. One headline
read, “New-found gospel makes Judas a hero” (National Post,
Toronto, Apr. 7, 2006). Weeks later, the release of the film based
on Dan Brown’s 2003 best-seller, The Da Vinci Code, was likewise
uncritically heralded by the world’s presses for its understanding
of Jesus. In both cases, fantastic claims were made about the
recovery of some pristine Christianity and alternate truths.
Together, these releases have forced Christians to think more

PURSUING TRUTH
1 John 2:18–29

Followers of Christ must pursue truth and avoid error.
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deeply about what they believe and why their beliefs are more
valid than others.

Alternate understandings of Jesus and the Christian faith are
not new occurrences. They have been part of church life since
the beginning and were felt even in the first century. In several
New Testament passages, the biblical authors gave us hints of
division, different thinking, error, and heresy. None perhaps
more so than John, who, on several occasions in his short letter,
addressed those who speak erroneously about Jesus. What makes
this a matter of critical importance is that John implied that one’s
eternal destiny is linked to right thinking about Christ. John
began his letter stressing the importance of walking in the light
(1:7), obeying the commands of God (2:3, 17), and loving others
(2:7), stating clearly that those who do the will of God live for-
ever (2:17). In what follows, we learn that it is not just how one
lives that is important. How one thinks and particularly what one
thinks about Jesus is of equal importance when it comes to one’s
eternal destiny (2:24, 25; compare 5:11–13).

The Last Hour (1 John 2:18)
The phrase the last hour should be considered in light of

related phrases such as “the last days” (Isa. 2:2; Hos. 3:5; Acts
2:17) and “the day of the Lord” (Isa. 13:6; Joel 2:1; 2 Thess.
2:2). The earliest believers lived with the expectation that the
end was fast approaching when Christ would return and establish
a new kingdom of righteousness (Matt. 24:34). The time
between Christ’s first and second advents was considered “the
last days” (Acts 2:17). The idea of the last hour (1 John 2:18)
was a note of urgency; the end was imminently near, indeed.

There are no easy answers as to why another nineteen hundred
years have gone by since John declared that the end was near.
Events in his world led him to suspect that time was short. There
is a strain of New Testament thought that points to signs of the
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end and suggests that when they appear, one should get ready.
This is apparent in Matthew 24, in which we are told to learn
from the fig tree: “As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves
come out, you know that summer is near. Even so, when you see
all these things, you know that it is near, right at the door” 
(vv. 32–33). John saw the arrival of “antichrists” as such a sign
and issued a warning. Another strain of New Testament thought,
however, states that we cannot know when Christ will return.
Matthew wrote, “No one knows about that day or hour” (24:36;
see also 24:42, 44, 45–51; 25:1–13). This strain of thought sug-
gests that believers should be ready at all times for the return of
Christ. The duty of believers is now to be ready, to live as if
every hour were the last hour (1 John 2:18).

Many Antichrists Have Come (1 John 2:18–19)
In 4:3, John indicated that “the spirit of the antichrist” had

been prophesied. He may have been thinking of Jesus’ words,
“Many will come in my name, claiming, ‘I am he!’ and will
deceive many” (Mark 13:6; see also 13:21; Matt. 24:5, 24). This

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 2:18

Little children, it is the last time—The last dispensation of
grace, that which it to continue to the end of time, is begun; ye
have heard that antichrist cometh—Under the term antichrist, or
the spirit of antichrist, he includes all false teachers, and enemies
to the truth, yea, whatever doctrines or men are contrary to Christ.
It seems to have been long after this, that the name of antichrist
was appropriated to that grand adversary of Christ, the man of sin
(2 Thess. 2:3). Antichrist, in St. John’s sense, that is, antichris-
tianism, has been spreading from his time till now; and will do
so, till that great adversary arises, and it destroyed by Christ’s
coming. (ENNT)
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saying is not an exact fit, however, because it indicates that the
“deceivers” would claim to be the returned Christ. In contrast,
John’s “antichrists” would merely teach falsehood about Jesus.

The term antichrist occurs in the New Testament only in John’s
letters (2:18, 22; 4:3; 2 John 7). A thorough study of the word may
include thinking about like concepts: the “man of lawlessness” 
(2 Thess. 2:1–12), “the abomination that causes desolation” (Mark
13:14; Dan. 11:31; 12:11), and the idea of the beast and false
prophet (Rev. 13:19; 16:13; 19:20; 20:10). We can, nonetheless,
learn a great deal about the antichrist(s) from John’s letters them-
selves. John referred not to just one antichrist, but to many
antichrists (1 John 2:18). These had actually been members of
the church at one time but had lapsed. They went out from us,
but they did not really belong to us (v. 19). John considered them
to have been imbued with the spirit of the antichrist (4:3) such that
the very power of the antichrist was speaking error through them.
He called them liars (2:22), “false prophets” (4:1), and deceivers
(2:26; 2 John 7) because of what they taught about Jesus.

The false teachings of the antichrists may be outlined in the
chart below.

FALSE TEACHING 
OF THE ANTICHRISTS

ASSOCIATED 
SCRIPTURE

Denial of Jesus’ messianic status “Who is the liar? It is the man
who denies that Jesus is the
Christ” (1 John 2:22; compare
5:1).

Denial of the relationship
between the Father and the Son

“Such a man is the antichrist—
he denies the Father and the
Son” (1 John 2:22). Note addi-
tionally 2:23–25; 4:15; 5:9–12.

continued
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It is unclear to whom we should attribute these errors. Some
scholars have tried to see Jewish opposition within the church
denying Jesus’ messianic status. Others have posited a link with
an early form of Gnosticism. Gnosticism took many forms and
flourished in the second through fourth centuries. One of its key
doctrines was that God was spirit and so holy and pure that He
would never contaminate himself with what was material,
earthly, and polluted. It was impossible, therefore, in Gnostic
thinking, for God to become incarnate in any real sense. Some
Gnostics, therefore, saw Christ as a spirit or phantom who only
appeared to be a physical presence and only appeared to suffer
on the cross. Against this John wrote of having “seen,” “heard,”
and “touched” the Lord (1:1–4). John perceived that he was in
a battle for truth and for the hearts and souls of his flock. It was
a battle not unlike that faced today by believers who are encoun-
tering a tremendous proliferation of philosophies and wisdoms.

FALSE TEACHING 
OF THE ANTICHRISTS

ASSOCIATED 
SCRIPTURE

Denial that Jesus had come in
the flesh

“This is how you can recognize
the Spirit of God: Every spirit
that acknowledges that Jesus
Christ has come in the flesh is
from God, but every spirit that
does not acknowledge Jesus is
not from God. This is the spirit
of the antichrist, which you have
heard is coming and even now 
is already in the world” (1 John
4:2–3).
“Many deceivers, who do not
confess Jesus as coming in the
flesh, have gone out into the
world. Any such person is the
deceiver and the antichrist” 
(2 John 7).
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In the midst of the pluralism of the age and the different views
of Christ being touted as correct, it is sometimes difficult to
know where truth lies. As an eyewitness of Jesus (1 John 1:1–4;
4:14), John provided reassurance for his flock. The apostle
above all had authority to teach about Jesus and His person-
hood. Regardless of how much the deceivers’ wisdom might
tickle the ears of those who heard them, John had one great
edge: He had been there. He had seen, heard, and touched the
Lord. He above all could say, “Jesus is the Messiah, God with
us.”

Anointing from the Holy One (1 John 2:20, 27)
John contrasted those who “went out from us” (v. 19) with

his readers who had an anointing from the Holy One (v. 20)
and had knowledge. In the Old Testament, anointing was the
privilege of key individuals, such as those who would be priests,
kings, or prophets. After Pentecost, anointing is now the privi-
lege of all who believe (see the prophecies in Jer. 31:31–34; Joel
2:28). Some interpreters link anointing by the Holy One with
the coming of God’s Spirit (2:20; 3:24; 4:2; 4:13). Others, draw-
ing on thoughts in 2:24 and 27, suggest that the anointing is to
be connected with the word of truth that believers had heard in
the beginning. Perhaps we should not try to separate these two
concepts since in Acts, baptism of the Spirit is related to
encountering the Word. Note how the two come together in the
words, “the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message”
(Acts 10:44).
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All of You Know the Truth (1 John 2:20–26)
The wording again hints that John’s opponents taught some-

thing akin to Gnostic thought. Another element of Gnosticism
was the claim to have secret knowledge related to God, Jesus,
and the way to heaven. Knowledge was all important to Gnostics
and, interestingly, the Greek word gnosis that is used in this
verse—from which the word Gnostic derives—actually means
knowledge or esoteric knowledge. In 2:18–29, John appears to
have been “taking a shot” at his opponents, saying, “The
antichrists may claim knowledge, but you really know.” The
truth (v. 20) is the word they (the readers) had heard from the
beginning (v. 24), and if they remained in the truth about Jesus,
who is the Messiah (v. 22), the true Son of the Father in heaven
(vv. 22–24), and who has come in the flesh (4:2), they would
gain God’s promise of eternal life (2:25). Jesus, properly under-
stood, is the way to heaven. As John would state clearly later,
“And this is the testimony: God has given us eternal life, and
this life is in his Son. He who has the Son has life; he who does
not have the Son of God does not have life” (5:11–12; compare
John 14:6). It should be noted that the context in 1 John 2:18
suggests that “having the Son” involves right thinking about who
Jesus is and what God did through Him. Again, the best source
of truth about Jesus comes in the testimony of the eyewitnesses
who had seen, heard, and touched Him. The word of the gospel

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 2:20

But ye have an anointing—A chrism; perhaps so termed in
opposition to the name of antichrist, an inward teaching from the
Holy Spirit, whereby ye know all things—Necessary for your
preservation from these seducers, and for your eternal salvation.
(ENNT)
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preached by John, confirmed by the Holy Spirit, had anointed
the readers in truth so they may have confidence at the time Jesus
comes again and enter into His blessed presence for an eternity
(2:28).

You Do Not Need Anyone to Teach You (1 John 2:27–29)
Because of what was initially taught, John’s flock had no fur-

ther need of teaching. This ought not be taken to mean that
believers have no more to learn. As with all persons, Christians
can never get enough wisdom. John, however, was thinking
specifically of the erroneous teaching of the antichrists about
Jesus. Believers, he implied, have no need of further teaching
about Christ other than that handed on to them by the apostles
and ministers of the Word.

Often in the church, salvation is portrayed as being the result
of faith and the behavior that derives from faith. John made it
clear here that it is not just any faith that leads to salvation, but
true faith, true belief, right thinking about Jesus and all God
accomplished in Him. Christian preaching does not always
remind us that theology is important too. We must stick to the
teaching that was handed down from the beginning by the “eye-
witnesses and servants of the word” (see Luke 1:2). In this day

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 2:27

Ye need not that any should teach you, save as that anointing
teacheth you—Which is always the same, always consistent with
itself. But this does not exclude our need of being taught by them
who partake of the same anointing: of all things—Which it is nec-
essary for you to know: and is no lie—Like that which antichrist
teaches. (ENNT)
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and age in which false teaching and alternate views of Jesus
receive so much press—such as was the case with The Da Vinci
Code and the publication of The Gospel of Judas—it is even
more important for Christians to know the truth that was passed
on to us by those who were actually there. God was indeed in
Jesus and dwelt among us.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 2:29

Every one—And none else, who practiseth righteousness—
From a believing loving heart, is born of him—For all His children
are like himself. (ENNT)
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DISCUSSION
Believers should recognize the truth because they personally

know Jesus, who is the truth. They can distinguish the Word of
Christ from the false words of antichrists.

1. Read 1 John 2:18. Why do you agree or disagree that we
are living in the last moments of the last hour?

2. What is your opinion of setting a date for Jesus’ return?
Explain your answer.

3. What might we do or not do if we lived as if every hour were
“the last hour”?

4. Compare 1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; and 2 John 7 with Revelation
13:11–17. Do you think the activities described in the Revelation
passage reflect the spirit of antichrist? Why or why not?

5. Why is the incarnation of Christ essential to our faith?
6. How would you answer someone who claimed Jesus was

just a god?
7. How do you assess the level of sound Bible teaching in

today’s preaching and in Christian books? Defend your answer.

PRAYER
Father, please give us a correct understanding of who Jesus is,

that we might recognize truth from falsehood and be peacefully
confident of Your Son’s return.
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According to Science Daily (June 12, 2012), “a father’s 
love contributes as much—and sometimes more—to a child’s 
development as does a mother’s love.” The report is based on an
analysis of research about the power of parental rejection and
acceptance in shaping our personalities as children and into
adulthood.

Ronald Rohner of University of Connecticut and coauthor of
the study concludes that “fatherly love is critical to a person’s
development. The importance of a father’s love should help motivate
many men to become more involved in nurturing child care.”

As our study of 1 John 3:1–10 reveals, our heavenly Father’s
love influences us to develop into the kind of children He wants
us to be.

COMMENTARY
First John 3:1–10 is a powerful passage showing the complete

and utter incompatibility between Christians and sin. At the time
of this letter’s writing, heretics (John called them “antichrists”
in 1 John 2) were seeking to lead believers astray with what
would later be known as Gnosticism. John gave us hints in this
letter of what they believed every time he used the phrase “if we
claim” or “anyone who claims” (see 1:6, 8, 10; 2:6, 9). These
early Gnostics, in addition to denying the fundamental truth of
who Jesus is, believed sin was inconsequential. They thought

GOD LOVES HIS CHILDREN
1 John 3:1–10

God loves His children and proves it.
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they were saved and perfected by their secret knowledge (gno-
sis), and what they did in the body had no effect on their spirit
(and so it couldn’t properly be called “sin” at all). These
antichrists were claiming their secret knowledge proved that they
were the true children of God and that the Christians in John’s
audience were deficient in their knowledge and experience. How
were the early Christians to know what was true? How could
they be sure of their own salvation? 

John set out in this letter to give his readers tests by which to
discern truth and error. And one of those tests has to do with sin.
Jesus had warned John and the other disciples that false prophets
would come one day, but they would be readily recognizable by
their fruit (Matt. 7:15–21). The early Gnostics made great claims,
but their lives of sin betrayed their true nature.

Children of God Live in the Promise of the Second Coming 
(1 John 3:1–3)

In this letter, John frequently addressed his readers as “dear
children” (2:1, 12–13, 18, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4; 5:21; see also 3:1–2,
10; 5:2, 19), an expression of his close bond with them, but also
a clear assurance that they were indeed children of God, regard-
less of the accusations of the false teachers among them. John
began here in chapter 3 by reminding them of who they were.
He said “behold” or “see” (not translated in the NIV): How great
is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be
called children of God! (v. 1). How great is literally “of what
country,” a phrase of astonishment indicating that God’s love is
completely otherworldly. Its quality is supernatural and incom-
prehensible. John wanted his readers to understand that it is
God’s love freely poured out on us through the sacrifice of His
Son that makes us children of God, not some secret knowledge.
And John’s readers were not simply called children of God (in
name only); they were indeed children of God: And that is what
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we are! (v. 1; a sentence not included in some ancient manuscripts,
but recorded in the oldest and most reliable ones).

The Gnostics didn’t acknowledge the Christians’ true identity,
John said, because they didn’t truly know God. It is amazing
how many times John used forms of the word know in this letter,
playing on the Gnostics’ claim to have superior knowledge. The
reason the world does not know us is that it did not know
him (v. 1). Not only did the Gnostics not have superior knowl-
edge, they didn’t even have an elementary knowledge of God.
It is no wonder, then, that they didn’t recognize the true children
of God for who they are. 

But no doubt some in John’s audience were still feeling some-
what inferior to these supposed “super Christians.” Maybe they
were even wondering if they should be seeking some additional

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 3:1

The same invaluable privilege of the sons of God is as strongly
asserted by St. John; particularly with regard to the former branch
of it, namely, power over outward sin. After he had been crying
out, as one astonished at the depth of the riches of the goodness
of God—“Behold, what manner of love the Father hath bestowed
upon us, that we should be called the sons of God! Beloved, now
are we the sons of God: And it doth not yet appear what we shall
be; but we know, that when He shall appear, we shall be like Him;
for we shall see Him as He is” (1 John 3:1, &c.)—he soon adds,
“Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin; for his seed
remaineth in him: And he cannot sin, because he is born of God”
(verse 9). But some men will say, “True: Whosoever is born of
God doth not commit sin habitually.” Habitually!Whence is that?
I read it not. It is not written in the Book. God plainly saith, “He
doth not commit sin”; and thou addest, habitually! Who art thou
that mendest the oracles of God?—that “addest to the words of
this book”? (WJW, vol. 5, 214–215)
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experience to supplement or complete their salvation. John
wanted them to understand that the longing in their hearts for
something more was (and is) a natural yearning that won’t be
fully realized until we are with our Lord. He said what we will
be has not yet been made known (v. 2). We have been given
only a glimpse of what awaits us. God has much more in store
for His children. One day, in the twinkling of an eye, we will all
be changed and raised incorruptible (see 1 Cor. 15:52–54; Phil.
3:21; Rom. 8:18–21). On that day, when he appears, we shall
be like him, for we shall see him as he is (1 John 3:2). We were
created to be like God (Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:4), and, as Christians,
our lives are being conformed to the image of God’s Son on a
daily basis (Rom. 8:29; 1 Cor. 15:49; 2 Cor. 3:4). There is a
process to it all that won’t be completed until our earthly bodies
are transformed. We yearn for that day. And we’re assured that
it’s coming. This is the hope of every believer.

Everyone who has this hope in him (that is, hope in God)
purifies himself, just as he (Jesus) is pure (1 John 3:3). If we are
becoming like Him and we know that one day we will see Him
face-to-face, does it not stand to reason that we would do every-
thing in our power to imitate Him in this life? Should we not desire
to be pure as He is pure (see Lev. 11:44; 1 Pet. 1:15–16; Matt.
5:48)? Peter wrote about the end times, when the world would be
destroyed, noting, “Since everything will be destroyed in this way,
what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and
godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its
coming” (2 Pet. 3:11–12). A belief in the second coming of Christ
should motivate us to live godly lives now. Scripture is full of
admonitions to purify ourselves (2 Cor. 7:1; 1 Tim. 5:22; James
4:8; 1 Pet. 1:22), indicating that we have a personal responsibility
to live a life that is pleasing to God. True children of God want to
reflect the character of their heavenly Father.
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Children of God Live by the Purpose of the First Coming 
(1 John 3:4–10)

The Gnostics attempting to lead these Christians astray believed
their sinful acts were of no consequence to their spiritual standing,
but even false teachers such as these believed that lawlessness
(anomian, rebellion against God) was evil. The word sin used here
in 1 John is the Greek word hamartian. It has often been defined as
“missing the mark,” but it should be understood in the context of
breaking God’s commandments. It’s not missing the mark in the
sense of being human (and therefore never being able to attain the
absolute perfection of God), but in consciously choosing to act in a
certain way that misses the mark of God’s expectation for us, which
is clearly outlined in His Word. Each time you see the verb sin in
this passage, it translates two Greek verbs. It literally says “to do
sin.” It is acts of sin that John is talking about, the constant, habitual
practice of a lifestyle that is incompatible with Christianity.

The verb “to do” that accompanies “sin” is always used here
in some form of the present tense, which the NIV correctly trans-
lates by inserting words such as continues to or keeps on (v. 6).
First John 1:9 and 2:1 make it clear that if a Christian commits a
sin, there is forgiveness through Christ. But John said, “I write this
to you so that you will not sin” (2:1). Christians should never be
characterized by sinful lifestyles. An occasional sin is not impos-
sible, but neither should it be inevitable. A lifestyle of continual
sin is unthinkable.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 3:5

Through this faith they are saved from the power of sin, as
well as from the guilt of it. So the apostle declares, “Ye know that
He was manifested to take away our sins; and in Him is no sin.
Whosoever abideth in Him, sinneth not.” (WJW, vol. 5, 11)
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John wanted the people to know that sin is lawlessness (3:4).
The two are inseparable and identical. Committing acts of sin is
rebellion against God. For Gnostics who were splitting hairs in
meaning, John said there is no difference. Missing the mark was
tantamount to rebellion against God. And it was evil by anyone’s
standard. 

If John’s readers needed a test to determine whether the Gnos-
tics among them were truly Christian, this was it. John was black
and white in his description. No one who lives in him keeps on
sinning. No one who continues to sin has either seen him or
known him. . . . No one who is born of God will continue to
sin . . . he cannot go on sinning, because he has been born of
God (vv. 6, 9). Again, the NIV translates this well. Verse 9 liter-
ally says a person is not able to sin, but to sin is a present infini-
tive, which carries the meaning of sinning habitually or, as the
NIV renders it, to go on sinning. (Note that in 2:1, both verbs are
in the aorist tense, which indicates an individual act of sin, not a
habitual practice.) John was not saying it is impossible for a
Christian to commit a sin, but he was saying it is impossible for
a true Christian to choose to live a habitual lifestyle of sin. And
he told us why.

John said Jesus came the first time for two very important
reasons: he appeared so that he might take away our sins (3:5)
and the reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the
devil’s work (v. 8). Jesus didn’t come simply to show us a better
way to live and love. He didn’t come just to let us know how
much God loved us; He came to deal with the problem of sin that
separated us from a holy God from the time of the fall (Gen. 3).
Adam and Eve had been deceived by the serpent, sin entered the
world through their disobedience, and every man and woman
from that time on has been born into the bondage of sin (Rom.
5:12). But Jesus came to free us from Satan’s dominion. He came
to destroy the Devil’s work (Rom. 6:6; 2 Tim. 1:10; Heb. 2:14).
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The verb used here for destroy doesn’t mean to annihilate, but
to loosen the chains that bind us, to render the Devil inoperative,
to conquer the Enemy. The Devil’s work is to lead us into sin
through his lies, but Jesus came to set us free through the truth
(see John 8:36, 44). Through His sacrifice, our sins were nailed
to the cross, bringing both forgiveness and freedom (see espe-
cially Col. 2:13–15). There is victory over sin because Jesus
came and died and rose again! If that was His purpose for com-
ing the first time, then we would have to count Him a complete
failure if those who are born of Him and who are being con-
formed to His image are still enslaved to a sinful lifestyle. It is
inconceivable. He is pure (1 John 3:3); in him is no sin (v. 5);
he is righteous (v. 7). And we’re expected to be like Him even
now: “Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did” 
(1 John 2:6). 

Do not let anyone lead you astray (3:7), John warned. All
you have to do is look at who Jesus is and what He came to do if
you want to recognize who His children are. He who does what
is sinful is of the devil (v. 8). This is how we know who the chil-
dren of God are and who the children of the devil are: Anyone
who does not do what is right is not a child of God (v. 10). If
we possess His nature (His seed in v. 9; see also 2 Pet. 1:4), then
we will display His nature. Our actions and lifestyle will either

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 3:8

He that committeth sin is a child of the devil: for the devil sinneth
from the beginning—That is, was the first sinner in the universe,
and has continued to sin ever since. The Son of God was manifested
to destroy the works of the devil—All sin. And will He not perform
this in all that trust in Him? (ENNT)
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prove us to be children of God or children of the Devil. There is
no in-between for John. You either belong to God and reflect His
character, or you belong to the Devil and reflect his. “By their
fruit you will recognize them” (Matt. 7:16). 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 John 3:9

But when he is born of God, born of the Spirit, how is the manner
of his existence changed! His whole soul is now sensible of God,
and he can say, by sure experience, “Thou art about my bed, and
about my path”; I feel thee in all my ways: “Thou besettest me
behind and before, and layest thy hand upon me.” The Spirit or
breath of God is immediately inspired, breathed into the new-born
soul; and the same breath which comes from, returns to, God: As
it is continually received by faith, so it is continually rendered
back by love, by prayer, and praise, and thanksgiving; love, and
praise, and prayer being the breath of every soul which is truly
born of God. And by this new kind of spiritual respiration, spiri-
tual life is not only sustained, but increased day by day, together
with spiritual strength, and motion, and sensation; all the senses
of the soul being now awake, and capable of discerning spiritual
good and evil. (WJW, vol. 5, 226)
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DISCUSSION
The evidence is overwhelming that children resemble their

biological parents. There is also overwhelming evidence that
God’s children resemble Him.

1. How does it make you feel to know that God has lavished
His love on you?

2. What two glorious future events did John mention in 
1 John 3:2?

3. How does the hope of those two events impact your daily
life?

4. Do you think a devoted child of God can be popular with
the world? Why or why not?

5. What characteristics of Jesus do you find in 1 John 3:3–8?
6. Read 1 John 3:6–10. What distinguishes the lifestyle of a

Christian from the lifestyle of a non-Christian? Do you think the
distinction is becoming blurry today? Explain.

7. How might you provide clear evidence to an unbeliever
that you are God’s child?

PRAYER
Father, may our hearts be so filled with Your lavish love that

we have no place for sin in our lives.
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