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How to Experience God More Fully:

Thinking Rightly About Sin
A Study of 1 John 2:29-3:10a
Characteristic of Completeness:  World
Big Idea:  Out with the old, in with the new.
Related Scriptures:  John 1:12-13; 2 Corinthians 5:17; Galatians 2:20;

Ephesians 4:20-24; Colossians 3:9-10; Romans 6:1-16; 7:20-25;


2 Peter 1:2-4

Introduction:

A.
Happy New Year!  If you have sneaked a peak at the title of my message this morning, you’re probably giddy with excitement.  We’ve been studying through 1 John, and the general title of the entire series is “How to Experience God More Fully.”  That’s not what I’m talking about.  I’m talking about the thrilling subtitle that is unique to my message this morning.  The subtitle is, “Thinking Rightly About Sin.”  Oh boy!  Now that’s exciting.  Exciting like a root canal.  Or a tax audit.  Or amoebic dysentery.
B.
But wait.  It’s worse.  Our text for study this morning is also much longer than usual.  My sermon won’t be longer, but the text is.  We’re going to be covering 11 verses, from 1 John 2:29 to 1 John 3:10.  In these verses, there’s so much information, it can make your head swim.  And it’s all about sin.  Oh boy!

C.
But wait.  It’s worse.  Our text contains some of the most puzzling and unsettling statements in the entire Bible.  Just listen to some these statements.
1.
In 1 John 3:6, John says of God,

NKJ 1 John 3:6 Whoever abides in Him does not sin. . . .

2.
Later in Verse 6, he says,

NKJ 1 John 3:6 . . . Whoever sins has neither seen Him nor known Him.
3.
In Verse 8, John says,

NKJ 1 John 3:8 He who sins is of the devil . . .

4.
And, finally, in Verse 9, perhaps the most puzzling statement of all:
NKJ 1 John 3:9 Whoever has been born of God does not sin . . . and he cannot sin . . .
D.
These statements make it sound like true Christians are sinless, and they seem to flatly contradict 1 John 1:8, where John says to believers,

NKJ 1 John 1:8 If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.

E.
Right now I’m feeling a little like Houdini, the escape artist.  Bound by a difficult topic.  Chained by a lengthy passage.  Locked in by puzzling statements.  And thrown into the deep water of our text.  If I don’t make it out, please care for my wife.
F.
Most of the Bible commentators that I have consulted have tried to reconcile these statements by suggesting that John is talking about habitual sin in our text.  The idea is that the one who is born again will no longer habitually sin.
1.
That’s the position reflected in the marginal notes of The Nelson Study Bible, The New Geneva Study Bible, The Ryrie Study Bible, and The NIV Study Bible.  I respect them all.
2.
Some English versions of the Bible even reflect this interpretation in their translation.  For example, the New International Version of 1 John 3:6 says,
NIV 1 John 3:6 No one who lives in him keeps on sinning. . . .
Actually there are no original Greek words corresponding to the phrase, “keeps on.”  The translators added these words to reflect their own interpretation that John is emphasizing habitual sin.
3.
This basic habitual-sin view is also held by a famous preacher who you can hear every day on the radio.  He concludes from our text that, “the one who is truly saved cannot continue in a pattern of unbroken sin” (MacArthur, The Gospel According to Jesus, 219).
4.
Yet another noted preacher comments on our text, saying, “When Jesus Christ takes up his royal residence in us . . . we can no longer be habitual sinners in thought, word, or deed” (Lawson, Absolutely Sure, 142).

G.
All these Bible commentators may be right.  But, with all due respect and humility, I wonder.  And so do some Bible scholars who are more knowledgeable than I (e.g. Joseph Dillow, Zane Hodges, Earl Radmacher).
After all, what believer can say that his or her sin is not habitual?  How habitual is habitual?  Is lusting twice a week habitual or occasional?  Are selfish thoughts every day habitual?  Can a Christian have addictive behaviors; wouldn’t that be habitual?  And what Christian can honestly say that his lifestyle is not characterized by sin?  It seems to me that the only believer who would say that he doesn’t have a habitual sin problem is someone who is pridefully in denial, which is in itself a habitual sin problem.
If we have to be free of habitual sin problems in order to be true Christians, it seems to me that we’re all going to hell, and we’re wasting our time here.  I trusted Christ as my Savior over 20 years ago.  Before I trusted Christ, I struggled with perfectionism.  And I still struggle with perfectionism.  If that’s not habitual, I don’t know what is.  If the habitual sin argument is valid, then I don’t think I’m saved, and I have my doubts about the Apostle Paul.  Many years after his conversion, he writes in Romans 7:19,
NLT Romans 7:19 When I want to do good, I don't. And when I try not to do wrong, I do it anyway.

Sounds like he’s got a habitual sin problem just like I do.  As they say in Tulsa, we got ourselves a situation here (pronounced sitch-ee-AYshun).  What are we to make of our text?

H.
Actually, I like this.  Not because I’m masochistic.  But because all of Scripture, even the hard parts, are inspired by God and profitable for us.  I don’t pretend to have all the answers, but I’m confident that we can make some sense of this.
While thinking rightly about sin is not all that popular, it is crucial to experiencing God more fully.  As believers, if we don’t understand the nature and source of our sin, we will remain in the darkness, and our fellowship with God will be hindered.  Only when we think rightly about sin will we be able to live victoriously in the light of God’s presence.  Our key characteristic this morning is our perspective on the world, and that perspective includes our perspective on our own sin.  At the heart of our belief about the world is our belief about sin.
I.
In order to interpret our text, I think it is important to understand the historical context of 1 John.
Some time ago, we learned that the author, the Apostle John, outlived the other apostles and that he wrote last of all.  As the last, John probably had the clearest view of certain Gnostic ideas that began to emerge in opposition to historic, orthodox, apostolic Christianity toward the end of the first century.  And much of John’s writings, including 1 John, take aim against that emerging Gnosticism, which John characterizes as deceitful and false.
For example, in 1 John 2:26, he writes,

NKJ 1 John 2:26 These things I have written to you concerning those who try to deceive you.

Also, in 1 John 4:1, he writes,

NKJ 1 John 4:1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits, whether they are of God; because many false prophets have gone out into the world.
In our text, John talks a lot about sin because the Gnostic deceivers and false prophets were promoting a distorted view of sin.  A basic tenet of Gnosticism is that spiritual things are good and material things are evil.  It’s an idea borrowed from ancient Greek philosophy.  One particular form of Gnosticism is called antinomianism.  It means “opposed to law” or “lawlessness.”  Bible scholar, Joseph Dillow explains it this way:
The antinomian expression of Gnosticism developed in the following manner.  If the soul and body are separate entities and have nothing in common, then let the soul go its own way, the way of the spirit, and let the body go its own way as well.  If the soul and body are completely distinct and separate, then nothing that the body does can corrupt the soul, no matter how carnal or depraved. . . .

The Gnostics alleged that sin was a thing indifferent in itself.  It made no difference to the spiritual man whether he sinned with his body or not (Dillow, The Reign of the Servant Kings, 160).

So, the Gnostic notion is that sin doesn’t matter.  The Gnostics contended that one’s spirituality and one’s lifestyle have nothing to do with one another.  It doesn’t matter whether you live in a lifestyle of sin or a lifestyle of righteousness.  So, a part of John’s purpose in writing his letter was to refute this Gnostic idea.  Keep this in mind; we’ll use it later.
J.
Also, I think it is equally important to understand the theological context of 1 John.

Because 1 John was written later than other New Testament writings, it is likely that its readers had considerable theological knowledge already.  They would have had opportunity to study the other New Testament writings circulated earlier.  Some scholars have even raised the possibility that the letter of 1 John was intended primarily for spiritually mature church leaders (e.g. Hodges, The Epistles of John, 27).
What relevant points of theology would have been known to the readers of 1 John?  I think it is reasonable to surmise that they knew the basics of how a person is born again.  Let me review that process, emphasizing the theological points that I think will help us interpret our text when we get there.  Along the way, I’ll be building a diagram.  I’ve put the diagram at the end of the sermon transcript that will be available on our website, so you can access it there rather than trying to draw it out by hand right now.  Here’s the theological context.
1.
By His death and resurrection for our sins, Jesus Christ alone promises us the free gift of eternal life, if only we will believe Him for it.

2.
But I didn’t believe Him.  The figure on the screen represents me when I was 17, before I believed in Jesus for eternal life.  My unregenerate heart is represented by a kernel of popcorn, unpopped.  It was like an old maid in the bottom of the bowl, hardened and unresponsive to the things of God.  The hard outer shell represents the sin that kept me enslaved and alienated from God.  In various places, the Bible calls an unbeliever like me the “old man” or the “natural man.”
3.
My thoughts were consistent with my heart.  They could not be otherwise.  I was under the power of Satan and his world.  And my thoughts and words and deeds were stained with sin.  Sin is a stubbornly selfish refusal to follow God’s ways and surrender to His right to rule my life.  First Corinthians 2:14 describes me back then.
NKJ 1 Corinthians 2:14 But the natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned.

4.
But then, when I was 18, the Holy Spirit drew me to Himself, and I believed in Jesus for eternal life.  The moment I believed, God made me a new creature from the inside out.  God “popped by heart,” like popcorn, freeing me from my bondage to sin.  I am no longer a hardened, enslaved “old maid.”  I am new and free and born again.
John 1:12-13 explains,

NKJ John 1:12 But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, to those who believe in His name: 13 who were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.

Second Corinthians 5:17 explains further:
NKJ 2 Corinthians 5:17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new.

I’m a new man.

5.
In a way that I can’t fully comprehend, God Himself now lives in me.  Spiritually, the old man has been broken or crucified with Christ.  The “new man” is born of God and reflects the holiness of the Father.  In that way, the “new man” is God in me.  Galatians 2:20 explains,
NKJ Galatians 2:20 “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.”
Just as I genetically inherit or partake of the physical nature of my earthly father, so, as the new spiritual child of my heavenly Father, I partake of His spiritual nature—His holiness, His purity, His righteousness.  Second Peter 1:4 says that believers like me are . . .
NKJ 2 Peter 1:4 . . . partakers of the divine nature . . .
6.
As a new man with a new identity, as a newborn child of God, I have a new capacity to set my mind on the things of God.  I have a new capacity to respond to the Holy Spirit’s leading.  I have a new capacity to set my mind on the word of God and apply it to my life.  And when I do, it yields a lifestyle of righteousness.  I’m a chip off the old block.  I am no longer a slave to sin.  I don’t have to sin.  I am once and for all free of its penalty, and I can be free from its power over me, moment by moment.
7.
If that is true, how come I still have problems with sin, even habitual sin?  Well, even though I am a new man in Christ, I still have the ability to set my mind on the old man.  Even though I’m not the old man anymore, I can still be duped into thinking like the old man.  I can still think wrongly.  I can still be deceived by Satan.  I can still surrender to my old sin nature, even though I don’t have to.  It’s easy to be deceived because the whole world is under the influence of Satan and the spiritual flow of the world is running away from God.  This phantom old man, energized and encouraged by Satan and the lusts of this world, entices me to sin.
When I do sin, it’s not because of the new man.  The source of my sin is not my identity as a child of God who shares in God’s holiness.  In fact, my seminary mentor and professor, Earl Radmacher, says,

One of the traits God has passed on to those who are born of Him is that they cannot sin.  That is, no sin ever committed by a regenerate child of God has come from the new person inside who has been born of God.  Instead every sin a regenerate person commits comes from his or her old sin nature (Radmacher, Salvation, 109).

Similarly, Bible scholar Zane Hodges affirms,

As a total person, we do sin . . . but our “inward self” that is regenerated does not sin. . . . If sin occurs, it is not the inward man who performs it. . . . Sin does exist in the Christian, but it is foreign and extraneous to his regenerated inner self, where Christ dwells in perfect holiness (Hodges, The Epistles of John, 141). . . . Sin is not, nor ever can be anything but satanic.  It can never spring from what a Christian truly is at the level of his regenerate being (Hodges, The Bible Knowledge Commentary, 895).

8.
This sets up the struggle I face.  It’s the struggle faced by every believer.  It’s the struggle for my mind.  Moment by moment I can choose to set my mind on the old man or the new man.  The one produces sin; the other yields righteousness.  Over and over again, the New Testament encourages us as believers to put off the old man and put on the new.  In fact, I might as well tell you now what my big idea is.  It’s particularly appropriate for the start of a new year.  Here it is: Out with old; in with the new.  Put off the old man; put on the new.  Put off your mistaken identity; put on your true identity in Christ.  Consider the old man to be dead; only the new man really lives.
As believers, we need to renew our minds with the truth of God’s word by continually reading and applying the Bible to our lives.  So, when we are tempted by Satan to think like the old man, when we are enticed to do the wrong thing, we can confidently tell ourselves the truth:  That’s not me.  Sin is not what I’m about.  It’s not who I am.  It’s out with the old; in with the new.

The importance of this big idea is underscored by Dillow who says, “The first step toward victory over sin is to be absolutely convinced . . . that it is completely foreign to our true new identity in Christ” (Dillow, 169).  This truth is peppered throughout the New Testament.
Ephesians 4:22-24 says,

NKJ Ephesians 4:22 . . . put off, concerning your former conduct, the old man which grows corrupt according to the deceitful lusts, 23 and be renewed in the spirit of your mind, 24 . . . put on the new man which was created according to God, in true righteousness and holiness.

Out with the old; in with the new.  Colossians 3:9-10 affirms,
NKJ Colossians 3:9 Do not lie to one another, since you have put off the old man with his deeds, 10 and have put on the new man who is renewed in knowledge according to the image of Him who created him,

Out with the old; in with the new.  Romans 6, beginning in Verse 6, affirms,
NKJ Romans 6:6 . . . our old man was crucified with Him, that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves of sin. . . . 11 . . . reckon yourselves to be dead indeed to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Out with the old; in with the new.  Romans 12:2 affirms,
NKJ Romans 12:2 And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind . . .
Out with the old; in with the new.

K.
Well, that’s the introduction to our text!  I want you to see that, with the historical and theological contexts in mind, we can rather quickly make some sense of an otherwise difficult passage.  It’s not a random collection of cryptic sayings.  It’s a coherent argument.
I.
In 1 John 2:29, John says of God,

NKJ 1 John 2:29 If you know that He is righteous, you know that everyone who practices righteousness is born of Him.
In refutation of the Gnostic idea that it doesn’t matter whether we live sinfully or righteously, John is saying that living righteously does indeed matter.  Believers who practice righteousness demonstrate that they are born of God because God is righteous.  As children of God, we have a responsibility to bear our Father’s image brightly by living righteously, not sinfully.
We need to be clear about what John is not saying.  He’s not saying that those who do not practice righteousness are therefore not born of Him.  Believers can and do fail to live righteously when we focus on the old man.

So, out with the old; in with the new.

II.
In 1 John 3:1, John says,
NKJ 1 John 3:1 Behold what manner of love the Father has bestowed on us, that we should be called children of God! . . .
John is marveling at our heavenly Father’s great love for us that drove Him to adopt us in the first place.  While we were yet sinners, hardened against God, Christ died for us.  And through faith in Him, we are given new life, adopted in God’s forever family.  Family membership carries great privilege and a responsibility to live like the new children we are, not like the old man.
So, out with the old; in with the new.

III.
Also in Verse 1, John says,

NKJ 1 John 3:1 . . . Therefore the world does not know us, because it did not know Him.
John is pointing to the reality that, when we believers live righteously, we will be set apart from the rest of the world, just as Jesus is set apart.  The world won’t be able to relate to or explain our righteous living.  We will stand out like a few fluffy-white, popped kernels of corn in a vat of hardened-yellow, unpopped kernels.  That will happen if we live like the children we are, and God will be glorified.
So, out with the old; in with the new.

IV.
In Verses 2 and 3, John says,
NKJ 1 John 3:2 Beloved, now we are children of God; and it has not yet been revealed what we shall be, but we know that when He is revealed, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is. 3 And everyone who has this hope in Him purifies himself, just as He is pure.
John is speaking of the day when we will stand before God in our heavenly home, when we will see just how pure and righteous and good He really is.  In that day, we also will be like Him, struggling no more with sin, free from the very presence of sin.  When we have our minds set on that hope today, that is, when we set out minds on our identity as the new man, we purify ourselves.  We live righteously.
So, out with the old; in with the new.

V.
In Verse 4, John says,
NKJ 1 John 3:4 Whoever commits sin also commits lawlessness, and sin is lawlessness.
This is a direct shot against Gnostic antinomianism.  In fact, antinomianism is lawlessness.  John is describing sin as characteristic of the old man—the old man who does not subject himself to God’s laws.  The old man and the Gnostic say, “I don’t need to live according to God’s laws.  I don’t need to follow His directives.  I don’t need to surrender to His lead.”  John calls this kind of lawlessness sin.
So, out with the old; in with the new.

VI.
In Verse 5, John says,

NKJ 1 John 3:5 And you know that He was manifested to take away our sins, and in Him there is no sin.
To the Gnostic who says sin is irrelevant and inconsequential so you might as well enjoy it, John says that’s baloney.  Christ died to take away our sin, to pay for its penalty, to break its power, and to make us new.  And He Himself is sinless.  Therefore, we should stop sinning like the old man, and start living like the new man.
So, out with the old; in with the new.

VII.
In Verse 6, John says,

NKJ 1 John 3:6 Whoever abides in Him does not sin. Whoever sins has neither seen Him nor known Him.
John affirms what we have learned.  The new man doesn’t sin.  The believer who abides in God has his mind set on the things of God and on his identity as a child of God.  So as believers, if we find ourselves sinning, we know that we’re not abiding.  If we find ourselves sinning, we know that somewhere along the line, we set our minds on the old man.  And in doing so, we turned away from God.  That’s what John means when he says the believer who is sinning, “has neither seen Him nor known Him.”  It’s not that we have never seen or known God.  We have.  John is saying that, in a moment of temptation, in a moment of decision, we chose not to see Him.  We chose not to relate to Him.  And we acted out like the old man.
So, out with the old; in with the new.

VIII.
In Verse 7, John says,

NKJ 1 John 3:7 Little children, let no one deceive you. He who practices righteousness is righteous, just as He is righteous.
Again, John is arguing that how we live matters.  Righteous living proves that we are God’s children.
So, out with the old; in with the new.

IX.
In Verse 8, John says,

NKJ 1 John 3:8 He who sins is of the devil, for the devil has sinned from the beginning. For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that He might destroy the works of the devil.
John is not saying that the person who sins is going to hell.  He is merely saying that the one who sins aligns himself with Satan in opposition to God.  By sinning, even believers can be “of the devil.”  Jesus said to Peter, 

NKJ Mark 8:33 . . . “Get behind Me, Satan! For you are not mindful of the things of God, but the things of men.”
Jesus didn’t say this to condemn Peter to hell.  He said it to encourage Peter to stop thinking like the old man and start thinking like the new man.
So, out with the old; in with the new.

X.
In Verse 9, John says,

NKJ 1 John 3:9 Whoever has been born of God does not sin, for His seed remains in him; and he cannot sin, because he has been born of God.
Again, John asserts that the new man does not and cannot sin.  He explains why.  It’s because God’s seed remains in him.  What is God’s seed?  The word stands for the new life implanted in the believer by God (Friberg).  It’s our new divine nature.  It’s the new man.  That’s who we are.
So, out with the old; in with the new.

XI.
Finally, in Verse 10, John says,

NKJ 1 John 3:10 In this the children of God and the children of the devil are manifest . . .
I take this to refer not to what follows, but to what John has already said.  John is saying that how we live reveals whose side we’re on.  Our lifestyle matters.  As believers, day by day, moment by moment, we choose whose side we’re on.  When we are deceived and fall back on the old man, we sin, and we align ourselves with the devil.  When we set our minds on who we really are, when we set our minds on the word of God as applied by the Holy Spirit in our lives, we align ourselves with God in righteousness.
So, out with the old; in with the new.  
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We are going to apply this truth to our lives together this morning by observing communion.  And we’re going to do it in a very unusual way.  It will be so unusual that it might be unsettling to some.  So let me explain what we’re going to do and why.
When you came in this morning I hope you had an unpopped kernel of corn on your chair.  It should be in a little baggie.  Let it represent the old man.
If you choose to participate in communion, here’s what I invite you to do.  I invite you to take out the unpopped kernel, the old man.  After I pray and as the music is played, I invite you to prayerfully consider before God the influence of the old man in your life.  Is there some wrong thinking that needs to be righted?  Are you involved in sin?  Are you proactively counting the old man to be dead by applying God’s word to your life and living righteously?  Perhaps you’ll need to confess some things to God.  Go ahead and confess.  Or perhaps you’ve never before believed in Jesus for eternal life.  Go ahead and believe.  Now is the time.
Then, if you are a believer in Jesus Christ, I invite bring the old man to one of the communion stations located around the room.  There will be a small basket on the table with a cross.  Place the old man in the basket at the foot of the cross.  It symbolizes the truth that the old man has been crucified with Christ.  As you put down the old man, I invite you to say to yourself, “Out with the old.  It’s not who I am.”
Then, I invite you to take the bread of communion symbolizing Christ’s body given for you.  Only this morning it’s not bread; it’s popped kernels of corn symbolizing Christ in you, the new man.  We have the freedom to do this because there is nothing inherently sacred about the elements of communion.  We got the grape juice on sale at Safeway.  The sacredness of the elements lies in what they symbolize.  And today we have used popped corn to symbolize Christ in you, the new life implanted.  Our goal is to remember what Christ has done for us.  That’s what we’re doing.
If, for whatever reason, you’re uncomfortable with using popcorn in this way, traditional bread is also available for you.  It’s your choice.
So, I invite you to take a kernel of popped corn or some bread and eat it.  And as you do, I invite you to say to yourself, “In with the new.  This is who I am.  I am in Christ and Christ is in me.”

Then you may drink the cup symbolizing Christ’s blood shed for you.
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