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LESSON 4: 1 JOHN 2:28-3:10 

 

x Christians have the spiritual DNA of God. 
x Christians cannot be characterized by sin. It’s incompatible with God’s 

DNA. 

 

x What are some traits you inherited from your parents? 

 

John has just warned against the influences of antichrists – those who deny that Jesus is the 
Christ.  John wants to remind his readers that they have everything they need and that these 
false teachers should be ignored. He continues his thoughts in today’s reading, giving 
confidence to his readers and giving them ways to distinguish true Christians from imposters. 
He’s already addressed his readers as “children of God.” Now he’s going to tell them what that 
title means. 

 

I. 1 John 2:28-3:3 

Read 1 John 2:28-3:3 
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This section is clearly linked to the previous one.  Verse 28 begins with “and now…” letting us 
know that John is going to finish what he’s been writing.  John has just warned against the 
influence of the false teachers, so now, in v. 28, John reminds his readers to “continue in him.” 
The “him” is ambiguous – the closest antecedent is v. 24 – “the son and the father.” It’s more 
likely “God,” because next John writes about being “born of him” (2:29) and then chapter three 
makes several explicit references to being “born of God” or “children of God.” However, this 
unclear reference doesn’t affect the message much. 

John believes the greatest example of God’s love for us is that God was willing to call us his 
children (3:1). And because our identity is tied so closely to God’s, we should not be surprised 
that a world ignorant of God is also ignorant about us. 

But despair is not our emotion; rather, it is hope! We know that one day we will be like Christ 
(making our identity even closer to his)! Though our identity may be hard to fully see now (it’s 
not yet been made known [3:2]), we know that one day it will be clear: we are Christ’s! 

Because we have this hope, we purify ourselves. Why? Again, to be like Christ! (“just as he is 
pure [3:3]). We cannot be like Christ and yet be impure.  As far back as Leviticus, we know that 
for us to be in the presence of God, we must be pure. That’s why Leviticus is ultimately a book 
of love and grace! God wanted so badly to dwell among his people, the Israelites.  But they had 
polluted themselves with idol worship at the base of Mount Sinai.  Instead of killing them, God 
relented and gave regulations for the people so they could keep clean and thus have God dwell 
among them. God is pure, and his people must be pure. 

x Why is John so concerned with our identity in Christ? 
x What other kinds of people do we try to imitate? Why? 
x Does the phrase “imitation is the highest form of flattery” have anything to 

add to this discussion? 

II. 1 John 3:4-10 

Read 1 John 3:4-10 

This section is full of stark contrasts.  We’ve seen that John often puts things in very black-and-
white terms; there is nothing in between.  In this section you’re either born of God or you’re 
not. 

On first reading this section is very simple and makes a lot of sense: God’s children do good 
things; the devil’s children do bad things. However, once we examine it more carefully, we find 
that we need to pay careful attention.  There is much to be discussed here. 

First, John writes that all who sin break the law (3:4a).  We might think John is referring to the 
Law (that which God handed down to Moses and others), but John doesn’t really talk about 
that Law much – that’s more Paul’s area.  John is probably referring more to a general state of 
anarchy, especially statements like “sin is lawlessness” (3:4b). (See Matt. 24:11-12; 7:22-23; 2 
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Cor. 6:14-15; 2 Thess. 2:3 for other passages that deal with this). Sin is against God’s created 
order; it leads to chaos and anarchy. 

But now John gets to work.  Christ came to take away sin.  How can any sin remain if Christ has 
taken it away? There is no sin in Christ.  Then John boldly asserts that “no one who lives in him 
keeps on sinning. No one who continues to sin has either seen him or known him.” 

Yikes! Hasn’t John written “if we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves…?” So don’t 
claim to be without sin, but don’t keep sinning.  What do we make of this? 

Let’s examine some phrasing more closely.  John writes that “no one who lives in him keeps on 
sinning.”  Another accurate translation of “keeps on sinning” could also be translated as “makes 
a practice of sinning” (ESV) or maybe “is characterized by sin.” That leads us to ask some tough 
questions: 

x What does it mean to “make a practice of sinning”? 
x How is that different from the constant struggle Christians have with sin? 
x Is it just a matter of our effort? (Many often say, “As long as you’re 

struggling with it and trying to do better, it’s ok”). Or is there any tangible 
way to differentiate these things? 

John follows this up with a series of contrasting qualities, summarized here: 

Does what is right Æ 
Righteous 

Does what is sinful Æ 
Of the devil 

Born of God Æ Won’t 
continue in sin 

Does not do what is 
right Æ Not a child of 
God 

 Does not love 
brother/sister Æ Not 
a child of God 

 

(Notice again how John equates “not doing what is right” [a vague phrase] with “not loving a 
brother or sister.” He uses the second phrase to help define the first.) 

Let’s keep John’s motive in mind: he’s upset at those who are leading Christians astray with 
false teaching about the divinity of Christ.  He’s already written of “antichrists” (2:18), 
“separatists” (2:19), and “deceivers” (2:26). In 3:7 he warns his readers again against those who 
would lead them astray. These people also were claiming a special, higher level of knowledge 
and of purity.  John wants to put that to rest.  These enemies are doing what is evil; therefore, 
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they are of the devil – they can’t be pure like they want to think they are. They don’t love their 
brothers and sisters, therefore they are children of the devil. 

But let’s also think about the broader meaning of “children of God” as it relates to us. John uses 
the phrases “children of God” and “born of God.” These imply a direct, close relationship. When 
we choose to follow Christ, our identity changes.  John uses a fairly graphic image: we have 
God’s “seed” in us (3:9). God, by “conceiving” us, has given us his DNA, in other words. Sin DNA 
and Christ-following DNA are not compatible.  That’s why John can’t allow those who let their 
sin DNA to take over continue to call themselves children of God.  It just doesn’t work.  It’s an 
identity issue. For John, it’s less about “shouldn’t keep sinning” and more about “can’t keep 
sinning.” It’s next to impossible, according to John. He doesn’t see how someone who takes on 
the identity (DNA) of God could possibly keep on practicing sin. 

x John basically calls his enemies “satanic.” Why does he do that? 
x What about them is particularly evil, according to John? 
x Do we ever have the authority to describe enemies this way? 
x What kinds of things do we inherit from earthly parents? What things do 

(or should) we inherit from our heavenly parent (God)? 
x What things do we do that are incompatible with God’s DNA? 

 

x How do we “continue in him?” 
x What confidence do we have as children of God? 
x If someone looked at your life, would they see a “family resemblance” to 

God? What kinds of qualities/actions make this resemblance clearer? 
x John writes that a person who doesn’t love his/her brother or sister is a 

child of the devil. What do you need to do to make sure you don’t come 
down on the wrong side of this statement? 

x How would John define love or “unlove” of our brothers and sisters? What 
are some characteristics of this kind of love? 

 

Read 1 John 3:11-24. 


