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Dedication 

This paper is dedicated to Dr. Dan Wallace, my professor. Your teaching touches my every 

encounter with the Greek New Testament. Your pastor’s heart continues to help strengthen my 

faith. 

Introduction 

The teaching about sin in the First Epistle of John is a difficult subject. When read in 

the Old King James, the reader is faced with what seems like a blatant contradiction. On the one 

hand John says that all Christians sin: “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and 

the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just 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” (1 John 1:8-10). On the other hand, he seems to say that no Christians sin:  

Whosoever abideth in him sinneth not: whosoever sinneth hath not seen him, neither 

known him. Little children, let no man deceive you: he that doeth righteousness is 

righteous, even as he is righteous. He that committeth sin is of the devil; for the devil 

sinneth from the beginning. For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that he 

might destroy the works of the devil. Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin; 
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for his seed remaineth in him: and he cannot sin, because he is born of God. (1 John 

3:6-9) 

Some interpreters have simply accepted that there is no satisfactory solution to this 

seeming contradiction,1 but this is not an acceptable premise for evangelical interpreters who 

believe in the doctrine of inerrancy. Among these, several solutions have been offered to relieve 

this tension, but most either soften the force of the plain language of the passage, or else interject 

theological constructs that are foreign to the context of the epistle. This paper will argue that the 

best solution to this problem is to understand that, in 1 John 3:6-9, John is speaking in terms of a 

projected eschatological reality.2 He speaks of Christians in terms of their eschatological identity 

as a means of encouraging them to live out that identity in the present through their union with 

Christ.  

The Views 

The Lifestyle View 

The Most popular view among evangelical interpreters is that in 1 John 1:8 and 10 

John is saying that Christians are not free of sin, but that 3:4-9 is saying that no true Christian 

will have a lifestyle of sin.3 This view is perhaps expressed most clearly by Charles Ryrie in his 

Study Bible: “The lifestyle of a believer who keeps God’s commands (abides) will be obedience, 

not sin. The lifestyle of one who keeps on sinning demonstrates that he does not know God.”4 

This view seems to originate with Calvin, who expresses it in theological terms without delving 

                                                           
1 Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of John (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1982) 

430; Colin G. Kruse, The Letters of John, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2000), 132. 
2  This phrase was coined by Daniel B. Wallace, see discussion below. 
3Daniel A. Akin, 1, 2, 3 John, NAC Vol 38 (Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 2001), 144-49;  F. F. 

Bruce, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 1970), 90-92; D. Edmond Heibert, 

The Epistles of John: An Expositional Commentary (Greenville, SC: Bob Jones University Press, 1991), 144-45; 

Robert Lightner, First, Second & Third John & Jude (Chatanooga, TN: AMG Publishers, 2003), 50-51; John 

MacArthur, 1-3 John (Chicago: Moody Press, 2007), 126; 
4 Charles Caldwell Ryrie, Ryrie Study Bible, Expanded ed. (Chicago: Moody Press, 1995), 1995. 
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into the grammar of the Greek text.5 Many have sought to bolster this view by saying that John is 

employing a habitual present in the use of ἁμαρτάνω throughout vv. 6-9, as well as ποιέω in 

verse 9, which takes ἁμαρτίαν as its direct object.6   

Many scholars have criticized this view, noting that it is very unlikely that the 

original readers would have understood this kind of grammatical subtlety without any 

explanation.7 Wallace identifies the present tenses in this passage as gnomic,8 which he explains 

as describing a “general, timeless fact.” Not what is happening, but what does happen.9 He 

provides three reasons why the gnomic sense is preferable to the habitual in 1 John 3:6-9: 1. The 

very subtlety of the approach is against it, 2. A habitual present would contradict 1 John 5:16, 

where a present participle of ἁμαρτάνω is used in conjunction with the noun ἀδελφός, which 

normally refers to believers in the New Testament. 3. Gnomic presents occur most frequently 

with generic subjects.10 

To Wallace’s evidence we might add that, in lexico-syntactic terms, the use of the 

verb ποιέω in this context more naturally fits an iterative (or repetitive) present rather than a 

habitual. In this context, BDAG defines the meaning of this verb as “do, commit, be guilty of 

sins and vices.”11 The idea of “doing,” or “committing,” lends itself to the idea that the sin is 

                                                           
5 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Catholic Epistles, Translated and edited by the Rev. John Owen 

(Grand Rapids: Christian Classics Ethereal Library), http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/calcom45.v.iv.iii.html , 

Accessed 2/28/2017.  
6 Akin, 1, 2, 3 John, 143; Heibert, The Epistles of John, 148. 
7 C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles, "The Moffatt New Testament Commentary" (London, 1946), p. 

79; Zane C. Hodges, The Epistles of John (Irving, TX: Grace Evangelical Society, 1999), 140; Sakae Kubo, "I John 

3:9: Absolute or Habitual?." Andrews University Seminary Studies (AUSS) 7.1 (1969), 47;  

W. Hall Harris III, 1, 2, 3 John: Comfort and Counsel for a Church in Crisis, https://bible.org/series/1-2-3-john-

comfort-and-counsel-church-crisis Accessed 3/11/2017; Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An 

Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing Co, 1996), 525. 
8 Wallace, Exegetical Syntax, 524. This is the same usage which Kubo calls “absolute” (Kubo, “I John 

3:9,” 47). 
9 Ibid., 523. 
10 Ibid., 525. 
11 ποιέω, 3.c, 840. 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/calcom45.v.iv.iii.html
https://bible.org/series/1-2-3-john-comfort-and-counsel-church-crisis
https://bible.org/series/1-2-3-john-comfort-and-counsel-church-crisis
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repeated rather than continual. If true, this statement would be inclusive of anyone who sins 

regularly. Unless one’s theology takes them to the place where a saved individual does not sin 

with any regularity, this verb provides no help in distinguishing believers from non-believers by 

the relative amount of sin.  

The Hate-Sin View 

Harris suggests that in 3:6-9 John is not talking about sin generally, but rather 

focusing on one sin specifically – namely - a failure to love one’s brother.12 He notes that loving 

the brethren is a theme that runs throughout the epistle, and failure to do so is the only specific 

sin his opponents are ever charged with.13 Harris’s view certainly has compelling evidence. 

Loving the brethren is undoubtedly a major theme in 1 John, and the following context does 

move into explicit warnings against hateful practices (3:11-15).  

The problem with Harris’s view, like other views, is its subtlety. because John so 

often deals with the sin of hate explicitly, we would expect him to say so if he had this specific 

sin in view. It seems questionable to think that this specific sin is in view in 1:8-2:3. There John 

clearly teaches that Christians, including himself, sin. To distinguish between the kinds of sin 

mentioned in these sections seems somewhat arbitrary. While failure to love the brethren is 

certainly a prominent sin in 1 John, it is far from the only sin mentioned. John’s view of sin, 

broadly speaking, would seem to encompass the sins mentioned in 2:15 (The lust of the flesh, the 

lust of the eyes, the pride of life), which extends far beyond hating one’s brother. John also has 

serious concerns about false doctrine and idolatry, and it seems likely that these would fit in his 

category of sin in 3:9.  

                                                           
121, 2, 3 John, 149. 
13 Ibid. 
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The New Nature/Old Nature View 

Having provided a lucid exegetical critique of the lifestyle view, Zane Hodges has 

advocated what we might call the New Nature/Old Nature view.14 In his comments on verse 9, 

he states “As a total person, we do sin, and can never claim to be free of it, but our “inward self” 

that is regenerated does not sin.”15 He goes on to argue that sin exists in the Christian, but it 

foreign to his true, internal self. Sin is an impossibility for the regenerated self, which is the 

believer’s true identity.16 Hodges’ view is praiseworthy in taking the phrase “whoever is born of 

God does not sin” at face value on a grammatical level. But his theological construct is hard to 

justify in this context. He uses Romans 7 as a parallel,17 but depends too heavily on this passage 

to justify his view, without providing satisfactory justification from the immediate context of 1 

John 3.18 

The Projected Eschatological Reality View 

The final view to be discussed is the projected eschatological reality view. While 

several interpreters take this essential view, this exact phrase was coined by Daniel B. Wallace. 

Speaking of the present tenses in 1 John 3:6 and 9, He writes: 

The immediate context seems to be speaking of a projected eschatological reality. 

The larger section of this letter addresses the bright side of the eschaton: Since 

Christians are in the last days, their hope of Christ’s imminent return should produce 

godly living (2:28-3:10). The author first articulates how such an eschatological hope 

                                                           
14Hodges, The Epistles of John, 134-35, cf., 143-44. 
15 Ibid., 141.  
16 Ibid.  
17 Ibid. 
18 While I agree with Hodges basic treatment of Rom 7, it is also worth mentioning that the proper 

exegesis of this passage is one of the most debated in the NT. Thus, a simple citation of Romans 7 is not sufficient 

evidence.  
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should produce holiness (2:28-3:3). Then, without marking that his discussion is still 

in the same vein, he gives a hyperbolic picture of believers vs. unbelievers, implying 

that even though believers are not yet perfect, they are moving in that direction (3:6, 9 

need to be interpreted propleptically), while unbelievers are moving away from the 

truth (3:10; cf. 2:19). Thus, the author states in an absolute manner truths that are not 

yet true, because he is speaking within this context of eschatological hope (2:28-3:3) 

and eschatological judgment (2:18-19).19 

The thesis of this paper is that Wallace’s view is correct, and this view will be 

defended in the pages that follow.  

John’s Doctrine of Sin in the Context of the Epistle 

John’s understanding of sin must be understood in light of his dominant purpose in 

writing the epistle. While there is much discussion of the false teachings that John was writing to 

refute, it is difficult to identify the precise heresy that he was engaging.20 However, even a 

cursory read of the epistle shows that his primary purpose was to expose false teachers, and 

encourage his readers to continue in the truth. The false teachers were clearly teaching a false 

doctrine of Christ, which included a denial of the incarnation (4:2). This denial had devastating 

effects on the lives of the false teachers. Somehow, this doctrine was connected to the belief that 

it was perfectly permissible to “hate one’s brother” (2:11, 3:10-15, 4:20). This in turn seems to 

have stemmed from the idea that a Christian “had no sin” (1:8).21  

                                                           
19 Wallace, Exegetical Syntax, 525, italics mine. 
20 Schnackenburg, The Johanine Epistles (New York: Crossroads, 1992), 23. The two dominant 

heresies that have been suggested are Gnosticism and Cerinthianism, but there is no external evidence that 

Gnosticism existed at such an early date, and no evidence that Cerinthus was ever a part of the same fellowship as 

the Apostle John, as 2:19 seems to imply. 
21 Kruse, The Letters of John, 15-16. 
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These various false teachings seem to find their crux in the notion that the physical 

world was intrinsically evil. This seems to be the reason that they denied that Jesus had come in 

the flesh (4:2-3), and why John opens this letter with a strong emphasis on his experience with 

the earthly Christ, including the fact that he had touched him with his hands (1:1). John also 

emphasizes that Jesus came “by water and blood,” (5:6), which he holds as witnesses to Christ 

along with the Holy Spirit (5:6-7). Specifically, they witness to the fact that Christ was truly 

human, and suffered a real, human death on the cross. John makes a similar point in his Gospel 

using the historical narrative of the crucifixion.22 He notes that when a soldier pierced the side of 

Jesus with a spear, both water and blood came out (John 19:35). This would seem to be a minor 

detail, but he holds it up as important apologetic evidence for faith in Jesus. Apparently because 

this demonstrates true humanity and validates John’s doctrine of the substitutionary atonement 

(cf., John 11:51-52, 1 John 2:1-2). 

 Considering the aversion of the heretics to the idea of a truly human Christ, it seems 

probable that, like many early heretics, they viewed the material world as inherently evil. If this 

premise be true, then any deed done in the body would be seen by them as intrinsically sinful. On 

the other hand, every deed done is done in the body, so a person could not help sinning 

constantly. The effect would thus add up to the idea that if all deeds done in the body are sinful, 

then in another sense, no deeds done in the body are sinful. This would provide a reasonable 

explanation as to why the false teachers would claim they had no sin, on the one hand, and freely 

commit sin on the other. If this understanding is correct, then 1 John 1:8-10 is geared toward the 

former issue, and 3:6-9 toward the latter. 

 

                                                           
22 I hold that the Apostle John wrote both 1 John and the Gospel of John, but a defense of the 

Johannine authorship of either work is beyond the scope of this paper. 
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Exegesis of Key Passages 

1 John 1:8-10 

1 John 1:1-4 introduces the Epistle. John stresses that he was with Christ from the 

beginning to provide a justification why the audience should trust his testimony about the person 

of Christ and the essence of the Christian religion. The false teachers presented a false Christ, 

but, unlike John, they had not walked with Jesus during his earthly ministry. From there, John 

moves to the themes of light, darkness and fellowship. In context, light refers to God’s moral 

purity, and darkness to sin. Discussions of whether John is setting up tests to determine whether 

one is a true Christian,23 or whether one who is a true Christian is in fellowship with God,24 are 

probably beyond the scope of John’s argument. The issue here is not false professors in general 

nor “carnal Christians.” Rather, it is false teachers! John preached a Jesus who could be touched 

(1:1), his opponents denied that Jesus had come in the flesh (4:2-3). John preached a moral ideal 

rooted God’s perfect and holy character. The false teachers denied the moral implications of a 

relationship with God. They apparently did this by denying that they were sinners.  

Those who acknowledge the reality of sin are able to walk in the light. Those who 

walk in the light experience fellowship with the Christian community and ongoing cleansing 

from sin.25 The present tense of καθαρίζει suggests that John has an ongoing cleansing function 

                                                           
23 MacArthur, 1-3 John, 18-19. 
24 Hodges, The Epistles of John, 50-51. 
25 There is some discussion as to where the pronoun “we” becomes inclusive of the audience. Allman 

argues that the “we” is consistent throughout chapter 1 (James E. Allman, “First John 1:9: Confession as a Test, but 

of What?” BSac 172 [April-June 2015], 206-08). This makes very little difference to the basic thesis of this paper 

because, if the author struggled with sin, it stands to reason that the audience would as well. My own view is that the 

inclusive “we” begins inverse 6. This relates to my views that the epistle had a sole author, namely the Apostle John, 

and that he was writing in the early 90s A.D. One wonders what other people lived in the last decade of the first 

century A.D. who had actually been with Jesus at the beginning of his earthly ministry, and who had touched Jesus 

with their hands. I suspect John was the only one. Thus, John utilizes an editorial plural when referring to himself in 

the introduction, the second person plural when referring to his audience, and an inclusive plural when referring to 

himself plus his audience. The contextual indicator that verse 6 introduces an inclusive plural is that he mentions 
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in mind rather than the once for all cleansing that takes place at salvation (Heb1:3, 9:1-28; 2 Pet 

1:9). This cleansing is best seen in a relational context. Those who have eternal life have an 

ongoing struggle with sin, but this sin is continuously cleansed as the sinner continues to confess 

(1:9). 

This brings us to the crux of the section for our present purposes. John writes “If we 

say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” (1:8) The verb ἔχω with 

present tense suggests an ongoing state. Such a state is implicit in the verb “have.”26 This should 

not, however, be interpreted to mean every believer is in a continual practice of sinning, but 

rather, that believers are in a state where the sin principle is a constant reality. Apparently, the 

false teachers argued that sin was a non-issue for the Christian. John insists that one who makes 

such a claim is deceiving himself.  

1 John 1:9 logically follows, those who recognize that they have an ongoing struggle 

with sin, in which they often fail, recognize the need for confession, leading to ongoing 

cleansing. This point is sandwiched between parallel statements of sin in verses 8 and 10. John 

wants to be very clear that the reality of sin in the believer’s life does not mean that his 

relationship with God has been breached. Rather, forgiveness is freely available, contingent only 

upon sincere confession. The present tense of the verb is probably best understood as having an 

iterative (repetitive) function. The Christian who recognizes his struggle with sin is repeatedly 

confessing and experiencing relational cleansing through the blood of Christ. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

having “fellowship with one another.” John certainly did not mean he would have fellowship with himself, all of the 

other apostles were dead, and it seems very unlikely that any other teachers at the time of writing fit the description 

in 1:1. John also frequently uses the first person singular to refer to himself, but, with the exception of 5:16, this is 

always used with the verb γράφω. 5:16 uses λέγω, but in context this obviously means “write.” Rather than creating 

a problem for the view that sees an editorial plural in 1:1-5, the use of the first person singular with γράφω actually 
bolsters it. This is because the plural γράφομεν is used in 1:4. The later uses of γράφω show that “we” in 1:4 means 
“I.” Unless, of course, we posit a plural authorship for 1:1-5, and singular authorship for the sections that follow.  

26 This usage best fits the definition of “to be in a state or condition” (BDAG, ἔχω, 10, 422). 
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1 John 1:10 reiterates the point made in verse 8, but with a different nuance. Verse 8 

describes the individual in relation to himself, verse 10 describes the individual in relation to 

God. By denying that he has sinned, an individual calls God a liar, and demonstrates that God’s 

word is not in him. The “word” refers back to the word of life in verse 1. The word of life, like 

eternal life, is so closely identified with the Son of God (1:3), that a denial of sin amounts to an 

evidence that the individual has not experienced the eternal life which was manifest in Jesus 

Christ. It is important that we note that the subject addressed is not a “lifestyle of sin,” or any 

struggle with sin, but a denial of any specific acts of sin.27 The focus of perfect tense of 

ἡμαρτήκαμεν is on the completed act.28 

The straightforward point of 1 John 1:8-10 is that everyone has an ongoing problem 

with sin. This includes believers and even the Apostle John, who was a very old man at the time 

of writing. Verse 8 involves a denial of the principle of sin in one’s life, and verse 10 denies any 

specific acts of sin in one’s past.29 Such denials contradict the foundational point of the Gospel 

and the very reason that Christ came to earth (2:1-2, cf., 3:5), and those who make such denials 

demonstrate that eternal life is not in them, and thus that they were never really a part of the 

family of God (2:19). 

1 John 3:6-9 

Like the previous passage, the point of 1 John 3:6-9 seems quite straightforward. 

Apart from exegetical cherry picking which arbitrarily assigns habitual presents in select verbs, 

the point of this passage is clear: No one who is truly born of God sins. Rather than pointing the 

                                                           
27 Archibald Thompson Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, Vol. 6 (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Book House, 1933),208 
28 Wallace identifies this usage as an extensive perfect (Exegetical Syntax, 577). 
29 Ibid. 
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reader to evidences from a lifestyle, John roots this point theologically in the very character of 

God. In 1:5, he says “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all.” (ESV). Returning to this 

point, he says in 3:5 that there is no sin in God.30 Then, in 3:9, he says “No one who is born of 

God commits sin, because His seed abides in him, and he is not able to sin, because he has been 

born of God” (personal translation). Rather than slicing and dicing about the relative amount or 

duration of sin, John points the reader to the reality of the seed of God abiding in the believer. 

The new nature, rooted in the new birth, renders sin an impossibility.  

The fact that the subject of ποιεῖ is a substantival participle modified by Πᾶς provides 

strong syntactical evidence that the verb should be taken as gnomic rather than habitual.31 

Gnomic presents are used in the New Testament to describe what happens at all times. John is 

not describing what happens habitually, but what does happen.32 This is strengthened by the 

phrase οὐ δύναται ἁμαρτάνειν (he is not able to sin). This inability is rooted in the new birth. The 

verb γεγέννηται is in the perfect tense, showing that the new birth is something that God 

accomplished in the past with enduring results. John is not saying that God has given Christians 

new and better habits so that they cannot habitually sin. Rather, he is saying He has placed them 

in a new ontological reality which is sinless. Obviously, this leaves the reader wondering how 

both chapters 1 and 3 can be true. 

Projected Eschatological Reality as the Solution to the Tension 

Some modern translations simply bypass the tension between 1 John chapters 1 and 3 

by inserting extra words like “continue” and “go on” (ESV, NIV). In so doing they pull wool 

                                                           
30 As the argument develops we see that John is specifically referring to the Son of God, who is God 

the Son. “He appeared” (3:5) refers to the incarnation. This passage strongly validates the deity of Christ.  
31 See Wallace, Exegetical Syntax, 525. 
32 Ibid. 
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over the eyes of the English reader, leading him or her to think that this theological interpretation 

is obvious in the biblical text. In so doing I believe they are bypassing the very tension that John 

was deliberately creating. The subtlety of this approach renders it very unlikely that the original 

audience would have automatically read and heard the text this way. Especially when, as we 

have seen, 3:9 follows the normal construction for a gnomic, rather than a habitual, present.  

At face value, the statements seem contradictory, and I believe they were intended to 

seem contradictory. John created this seeming contradiction in order to force the reader to think 

more deeply. He used this rhetorical method more than once in this epistle. We may note the 

surface level contradiction within two verses in 2:7-8: 

7 Dear friends, I am not writing you a new command but an old one, which you have 

had since the beginning. This old command is the message you have heard. 8 Yet I am 

writing you a new command; its truth is seen in him and in you, because the darkness 

is passing and the true light is already shining. 

From a very literal perspective, there is a contradiction in the text. One might quibble, 

“Well, is it a new commandment, or isn’t it?” But the intent is to cause the reader to think more 

deeply about the sense in which each statement is true. Likewise, John’s intent in chapter 3 

seems to be to encourage the readers and hearers to ponder the question, “what can it mean that 

Christians do not sin if, as he said before, all Christians sin? This is the point where Dr. Lanning 

would say “That, Detective, is the right question.”33 

Luckily, the answer is found in the immediate context. John introduces this section 

with a statement of eschatological anticipation which looks forward to the future moral 

                                                           
33 This quotation is taking from the film I-Robot, Where Dr. Lanning’s computer generated image aids 

in Detective Spooner’s investigation of his own murder by leading him to the right questions (Distributed by 20th 

Century Fox, 2004). 
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perfection of every Christian. A perfection which, from the standpoint of a timeless God, has 

already been accomplished. He writes: 

See what sort of love the Father has given to us: that we should be called God’s 

children—and indeed we are! For this reason the world does not know us: because it 

did not know him. 2 Dear friends, we are God’s children now, and what we will be 

has not yet been revealed. We know that whenever it is revealed we will be like him, 

because we will see him just as he is. 3 And everyone who has this hope focused on 

him purifies himself, just as Jesus is pure. (1 John 3:1-3, NET Bible) 

The fact that Christians are already God’s children guarantees their future moral 

perfection. John views this future reality as the basis of motivation for holy living in the present. 

A time is coming when believers will share in the ethical purity of God’s holy character. John 

states that those who share this hope for the future purify themselves in the present. What 

Christians will become is the basis for how they should behave. Thus, John is projecting the 

eschatological reality of sinlessness on believers in order to show them that sin is not from God 

and encourage them to live righteous lives. 

While Wallace is the only person to use the phrase “projected eschatological reality” 

in print, several scholars lean this way. Kubo says that the author is speaking in ideals in 3:9.34 

He argues that chapter 1 addressed the fact that the heretics claimed to be sinless, while chapter 3 

addresses the fact that they claimed to be born of God while continuing to walk in darkness.35 

Marshall says that John is speaking in polemical absolutes, but focusing on the eschatological 

                                                           
34 “1 John 3:9,” 56. Burge also says that the author is speaking in ideals (Gary M. Burge, The NIV 

application Commentary: The Letters of John [Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing Co., 1996], 150). 
35 Ibid. 
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reality as a basis for the absolutes.36 Brown notes that John is talking about a future in which 

Christians will see God as He is.37 The Christian is required to walk as a child of God because he 

already is a child of God, but the author recognizes Christians are not yet all that they should be. 

So there is a growth in God’s children, because the divine seed is in them, and it will continue to 

transform them into the image of God’s Son, until, at the final revelation, Christians are like God 

Himself.38 

Conclusion 

This paper has argued that the tension between 1 John 1:8-10 and 3:6-9 should be 

embraced, rather than bypassed, because creating such tension was the author’s deliberate goal. 

Against the backdrop of false teachers, John teaches in chapter 1 that true Christians are well 

aware that they continue to struggle with sin. So much so that a denial of this proves that one is 

not, in fact, a true Christian. In chapter 3 he teaches that the Christian’s eschatological identity is 

a sinless one, and a recognition of this fact provides the motivation for holy living in the present. 

This eschatological reality of sinlessness is so certain, that John speaks of it as though it were 

already present. He does this to encourage his audience to holy living. Those who deny the 

reality of sin inevitably walk in darkness. Their false teaching shapes their lives, just as John 

expects the truth to shape the lives of Christians. 

 

                                                           
36 I. Howard Marshall, The Epistles of John, NICNT (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Co., 1978), 182. 
37 The Epistles of John, 427. 
38 Ibid, 431. 


