Christian Sinlessness: 1 John 3:6,9; 5:18

NAS -- 1Jn 3:4-9  Everyone who practices sin also practices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness.  (5)  You know that He appeared in order to take away sins; and in Him there is no sin.  (6)  No one who abides in him sins; no one who sins has either seen him or knows him.  (7)  Little children, make sure no one deceives you; the one who practices righteousness is righteous, just as He is righteous;  (8)  the one who practices sin is of the devil; for the devil has sinned from the beginning. The Son of God appeared for this purpose, to destroy the works of the devil.  (9)  No one who is born of God practices sin, because His seed abides in him; and he cannot sin because he has been born of God. 

1Jn 5:18 We know that no one who is born of God sins; but He who was born of God keeps him, and the evil one does not touch him.

What does John mean by these statements?

I. What We Know

A.  From the larger context of 1 John



1. Historical Context of Opponents



2. Repeatedly gives assurance to the recipients of the letter.



3. Christians, including John, do sin and confess

1:7 walks in the light and has continual cleansing of sin in Christ

1:8, 10 does not claim sinlessness (that is deception and falsehood)

1:9 confesses his sins for cleansing by Christ

2:1 has an Advocate with God when he sins 

5:16  If anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to death, he shall ask, and God will give him life--to those who commit sins that do not lead to death. There is sin that leads to death; I do not say that one should pray for that. 

B.What We Know from 3:1-10 and 5:18



1. All Christians are in view—not special elite ones



2. Verse 10 indicates this is a practical test to discern if someone is a Christian.

C. Scripture does not contradict itself, so John does not contradict himself in 1:8 and 3:6.


D. Our experience is that all Christians still sin (Jms 3:2)


E. Strong connections to John chapter 15---this chapter almost a commentary on John 15

II. Attempted Solutions to the Problem


A. Many different explanations have been offered, but what best explains all the above.



1. Solution must keep all Christians in view. No Super-Christians



2. Solution must not simply assert a non-visable quality, since it is given as a

    standard to measure whether one is saved or not.
No mere ideal or spiritual

    reality without visible effects

B. A common view among Reformed interpreters: 
1. Ongoing, habitual sin is in view, 
2. Based on the continuous aspect of the present tense verbs.  
3. Seen in ESV translation.



4. True believers can sin on occasion but not in an ongoing or habitual manner.
C. why I think this is wrong


1. Overly nuanced appeal to tense, not consistent with the rest of the book.  




2:1 we sin – tense not significant

1:9 If we confess our sins-- present tense



5:16 believer "committing sin" – present tense



2.  Context of 3:5, 6 no sin at all.



3. 1689 Confession:




4.  Solution not found in grammar but context
III. A Contextual Solution

A God is light—in Him there is no darkness at all 1:5

B. Sharp Polarities and Hard Contrasts throughout the book---no happy medium.
Light






Darkness
of Christ the righteous One



Child of God





Child of the Devil

born of God

righteous

Christ took away sin

pure

God's seed abides in us

cannot (will not) sin




practices sin
loves his brother


C. Sharp Polarities—Sinners and Righteous—not unique to 1 John



1. OT hard contrasts of righteousness and unrighteousness

Ps 1
Ps 119:1-8

Ps 101:1-4

Gen 17:1

characteristic of proverbial wisdom literature---hard contrasts—polarities-
absolutes.  Statements of basic truths.
2. In NT too

a. Jesus said:
tree—good fruit, bad fruit (Lk 6:43)





build on rock or sand (Matt 7:24-26)





broad way to destruction, narrow way to life (Matt 7:13-14)



Be perfect as God is perfect (Matt 5:48)
b. Paul too -- Eph 5:1-11

D. But the Bible is also narrative of real people’s lives and failures



a. David—man after God’s own heart, but is a murderer and adulterer




b. Moses, Abraham- messy lives, bad actions

E. Both are true—Why does God give both?
--- Wisdom Literature/Hard Absolute Standards should not produce despair from
      imperfection but challenge us to press toward holiness
--- Narrative failures and mercies should not produce indifference to sin but give

     us comfort in failure and repentance.
F. What John means

1Jn 1:8-10  The wrongness of a claim to be sinless is based on the fact that the opponents make that claim while walking in abject darkness.  It is a claim of pride and disregard for God’s commands.  It is more a claim to be above the idea of sin—right and wrong are irrelevant in the physical world.  Ignorance is the only evil; attaining Gnostic spiritual enlightenment is the only good.

2:1-2 Johns’ context is different.  He is speaking to reassure the recipients, whom he regards as true Christians, that though they sin and have a Mediator they are still walking in the light and are following the true faith and path.  In chapter 3 John is concerned to paint in very stark and polemical contrast of the true and false professors.

“…his concern is to bring out the absolute difference between the opponents and his readers, so he speaks in theoretical terms [strong OT proverbial polarities] which do not discuss the possible occasional exception, because to do so would weaken his argument.” (NET Bible note on 1 Jn 3:9)

John is saying, this is what Christians are.  We don’t sin because we are of God who is perfectly pure light.  We are part of the church of the living God, and are part of the perfectly righteous One—Jesus Christ.  We don’t sin, we can’t sin (see other handout).  “This is the church of the living God, you cannot sin here.”

"What he does assert is that a sinful life does not mark a child of God, so that anyone who leads such a life is shown thereby not to be a child of God.  When a boy goes to a new school, he may inadvertently do something out of keeping with the school's tradition or good name, to be told immediately, 'That isn't done here.'  A literalist might reply, ' but obviously it is done; this boy has just done it; --but he would be deliberately missing the point of the rebuke. The point of the rebuke is that such conduct is disapproved of in this school, so anyone who practices it can normally be assumed not to belong to the school.  There may be odd exceptions, but that is the general rule, which has been verified by experience.  Fellowship with the sinless One and indulgence in sin are a contradiction in terms."  (F.F. Bruce, The Epistles of John, 90)

1 John5:16-18 puts these both truths of sinning believers and the absolute standard of sinlessness together in a beautiful way.  A sinning believer, who is not sinning unto death, will be granted life.  How do we know this? -- Because, “the one who is born of God does not sin.”   Christ keeps him safe from the evil one.

So the Bible has both comfort and threat for both kinds of people

1. For the weak and faint believer – chapter 1 and the assurance passages

2. For the proud self righteous and callous—chapter 3 and the demands

No sin is OK, ever.  If it drives you to Christ, good, there is mercy and comfort there.  

John Newton – author of Amazing Grace and former slave trader:
"I am not what I ought to be. 
I am not what I want to be. 
I am not what I hope to be. 
But still, I am not what I used to be. 
And by the grace of God, I am what I am."

1 John 3:9 “Not Able to Sin”

Not able - ou dunatai—Could mean that Christians cannot sin at all, it is an impossibility based on our new nature in God.  It also could be taken not as ontologically impossible but as unthinkable and not an option—wholly against the nature of things.  The Christian is unwilling, as one who is born of God, to walk against God’s commands.  The expression is used in this way in many places in the Scripture.
Luke 11:7 and he will answer from within, 'Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed. I cannot get up and give you anything'?

Lk 14:20 And another said, 'I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come.'

John 7:7The world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I testify about it that its works are evil.

Mar 2:19  And Jesus said to them, "Can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? As long as they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast.

Mar 6:19-20  And Herodias had a grudge against him and wanted to put him to death. But she could not,  (20)  for Herod feared John, knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and he kept him safe. When he heard him, he was greatly perplexed, and yet he heard him gladly.

Act 10:47  "Can anyone withhold (literally “is anyone able to withhold “) water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?"

Example: If a man walks into a bank and asks the teller, “Ma’am I would like to cash this check for $100; would you do me a favor and help me out by adding an extra zero and making it $1000?  That would really help me out.”  To which, of course, the teller replies, “Sir, I’m sorry, but I cannot do that” or “I’m unable to do that for you, sir.”  Is she saying that it is a literal impossibility for her to do that?  No.  She is saying that it is entirely inappropriate, utterly against the rules, and completely outside of the realm of what she is willing to do for him.  She will not do it.

In the same way, Christians cannot sin.  It is inappropriate, utterly against the rules, and completely outside of the realm of what we are willing to do as children of light.  It is another way of saying that Christians do not sin.  Note the parallel structure of the verse which also suggests this understanding:
A Whoever has been born of God

B does not sin,

C because His (God’s) seed remains in him;

B’ and he cannot sin,

A’ because he has been born of God (v. 9).
"in various ways—


the temptations of Satan and of the world


		the striving of indwelling sin to get the upper hand


		the neglect of the means appointed for their perseveration (means of grace)


--saints may fall into fearful sins, and may even continue in them for a time. 


(chapter 17 paragraph 3)











