
I Intro. (Oct. 5, 2008) 

 Here is where most people immediately 

jump to the conclusion that it is simple to tell the 

difference between a believer and an unbeliever. 

But is that what John is saying? Lord willing, we 

will see. 

 John said that conduct reveals who is and 

who is not of God (1Jn. 3:10). He then reiterated 

that we should love one another (vs. 11). We are 

not to hate as did Cain (vs. 12). 

 

II What Conduct Reveals (1Jn. 3:10-12) 

 A. How to distinguish between the children 

of God and the children of the devil (3:10). 

  1. (vs. 10) Notice the bold contrast 

of the apostle John: “By this the children of God 

and the children of the devil are obvious: anyone 

who does not practice righteousness is not of God, 

nor the one who does not love his brother” 

(ejn  t ouvt w/ [“As already shown.”1] f an er av [“adj. 
pert. to being evident so as to be readily known, 

visible, clear, plainly to be seen, open, plain, 

evident, known”
2
; “adj; visible, clear, plainly to be 

seen, open, plain, evident, known…{ejn  t ouvt w/ by 
this}”

3
; “The first predicate position is adjective-

article-noun {e.g., ajga q o;" oJ ba s i leuv" = the king 
is good}. Here, the adjective seems to be slightly 

more emphatic than the noun. Thus, to bring out 

the force of such a construction, one might 

translate ajga q o;" oJ ba s i leuv" as ‘good is the 

king…in this the children of God are manifest’”
4
; 

“open to sight, visible, manifest {the root phanÑ, 
signifying shining…}, is translated ‘manifest’”

5
; 

“carries the nuance of what is ‘made 

manifest’”
6
] ejst i n  t a; t evk n a  [“fig…The 

believers are {t a;} t evk n a  {t ou'} qeou'…in John as 

those begotten by 

God”
7
] t ou' qeou' k a i ; t a; t evk n a  [“one who has 

the characteristics of another being, child…of 

those who exhibit characteristics of transcendent 

entities: the believers…in John as those begotten 
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by God”
8
; “fig…The believers are 

{t a;} t evk n a  {t ou'} qeou…in John as those 

begotten by God…Corresp. 

t a; t evk n a  t ou' di a bovlou”9; “In contrast to huios, 
son…it gives prominence to the fact of birth, 

whereas huios stresses the dignity and character of 
the relationship. Figuratively, teknon is used of 
children of…the Devil”

10
] t ou' di a bovlou [“subst. 

one who engages in slander…in our lit. as title of 

the principal transcendent evil being the 

adversary/devil”
11
; “subst. oJ d…the slanderer; 

specif. the devil…The wicked 

are…t evk n a  t ou' d.”12] p a'" oJ mh ; p o i w'n  di k a i o suv
n h n  oujk  e[st i n  ejk  t ou' qeou' k a i ; oJ mh ; [“as a 

negative particle…used with various moods…very 

oft. w. the ptc., in keeping w. the tendency of later 

Gk. to prefer mh v to ouj…mh v is regularly used to 
negative the ptc. used w. the article, when the ptc. 

has a hypothet. sense or refers to no particular 

person, and has a general 

mng.”
13
] ajgap w'n  [“love, cherish…of affection for 

persons…by human beings…to persons; w. obj. 

given…t o;n  ajdelf ovn”14; “righteousness…Its main 

content is love for one 

another”
15
] t o;n  ajdelf o;n  aujt ou'). 

 As it often the case in Greek, the 

expression “by this (ejn  t ouvt w/)” can refer to what 
has gone before, or what follows. Here, it is 

perhaps better to see it as referring to what has 

already been written. Hodges says, “The words In 

this refer backward rather than forward in this 

context. The use of the word manifest in verse 

10a links the statement with what has preceded. 

As we have noted, the concept of manifestation is 

an overriding theme in 2:29-3:9. The Greek verb 

for this idea (phaneroo) appeared in the thematic 

statement of 2:28 and then occurs four more times 

in the brief space of 2:28-3:9. Prior to 2:28 it has 

been used only three times, twice in the prologue 

(cf. 1:2 [twice]) and in 2:19. After verse 10a it 

occurs only once in the rest of the epistle (4:9). 
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The adjective used here in verse 10a (phaneros) is 

used only here in the entire epistle. For this reason 

verse 10a is best taken as a conclusion that draws 

on the preceding discussion about 

‘manifestation’”
16
 (bold his). If I understand 

correctly, Robertson agrees, “As already shown,”
17
 

as do Brown, Fitzmyer, and Murphy,
18
 and also 

the BBC.”
19
 So it seems reasonable to see vs. 10a 

as the closing line of a unit, with 10b starting a 

new unit, though our notes do not necessarily 

follow that strict outline. Dealing with the text as 

we are helps us deal with some of the other errant 

views that exist. Besides Dillow does not agree, 

“He is referring to the following statement” 

(ROSK) in the words “by this,” even though he 

does hold that this verse is transitional to a new 

section. 

It should be noted that verb forms for the 

concept of “manifestation” or “appear” are used 6 

times from 2:28-3:10a. 

 To what does “this” refer? It appears to be 

the concept of the manifestation of character 

through conduct. We have said that when a 

believer lives righteously, he is manifesting his 

true (new) nature. Likewise, when an unbeliever 

lives unrighteously, he is manifesting his true self 

or nature. However, when a believer lives 

wickedly, and he can, he is concealing who he 

really is, and manifests his old nature, which is not 

a part of who he really is in Christ. Ironically try as 

he might, an unbeliever is not really capable of 

manifesting who he is not because he does not 

have a new nature or the power of the Spirit to 

actually conduct himself in that way. 

 The reality is that most people come to this 

passage and having read, “By this the children of 

God and the children of the devil are obvious,” 

they jump to the conclusion that John is saying 

that it is simple to distinguish between who is a 

believer and who is not a believer, who is saved 

and who is lost, by a cursory overview of their 

conduct. Of course, the NASB translation of the 

Greek word phanera (f an er av), with the word 
“obvious,” as far as I know, is unprecedented, and 
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so is misleading, and simply wrong. The term 

“obvious” probably accurately translates a 

different Greek word, ekdeµlos (e[k dh lo ") in 2Tm. 

3:9. However, the main Greek English lexicon 

does not offer the term “obvious” as a translation 

of any Greek word. Such a translation here is 

disturbing and very misleading. Since when is it to 

be thought that one believer can observe 

someone’s behavior and pronounce that person 

saved or lost? That certainly is not what John is 

suggesting here. It does not meet the implications 

of the context in any way. 

 John has been discussing Christian conduct 

in the context of the coming return of Christ. See 

1Jn. 2:28 and 3:2-3. He has been urging believers 

to be ready for that moment so that they will not 

be embarrassed and “shrink away from Him in 

shame at this coming” (2:28b). Evidently it is 

possible that believers might end up doing just 

that! So the notion that it is a foregone conclusion 

that believers will inevitably and consistently live 

for Christ, and that this life will not only prove to 

others that one is a believer, but also prove to 

oneself that one is a believer, is a myth. Yes 2:29 

does say that doing righteousness is proof that one 

is a believer, but it falls short of saying that this 

life and testimony is a foregone conclusion for 

every “true” believer, as we so often hear. It 

remains a fact, however, that when the believer 

does righteousness, he manifested as the child “of 

God” that he is. 

 But what about the “children of the devil”? 

Who are these? Are they necessarily unsaved? Is it 

possible that a believer might place himself in that 

category in some sense? The term for “children 

(t evk n a)” is used here of “one who has the 
characteristics of another being.”

20
 Thus Jesus said 

to Peter once, “Get behind Me, Satan!” (Mt. 

16:23a). It follows that there is “no good reason to 

take this phrase as a reference to unsaved people 

generally…It does not designate a person as 

unregenerate but as a vocal opponent of the truth, 

just as is the devil himself,”
21
 and just as Peter was 

in that context. There is the possibility that a 

believer might even take up the position of the 

false teachers, so that it can be said of him in some 
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experiential sense that he does not have God, but 

has “been” taken “captive by” Satan “to do his 

will” (2Tm. 2:26). Note the warning of 2Jn. 9, 

“Anyone who goes too far and does not abide in 

the teaching of Christ, does not have God; the one 

who abides in the teaching, he has both the Father 

and the Son,” not to mention Jm. 4:4, “You 

adulteresses, do you not know that friendship with 

the world is hostility toward God? Therefore 

whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes 

himself an enemy of God.” It is not surprising to 

read in vs. 7, “Submit therefore to God. Resist the 

devil and he will flee from you.” 

 Believers should abide in Christ so that 

they do not take on the characteristics of Satan, 

masquerading as his children who in reality they 

are not. To whom then might the reference 

“children of the devil” primarily focus in the 

context? Evidently it was the false teachers, the 

antichrists of vs. 18 who deny “that Jesus is the 

Christ” (vs. 22), who were putting great persuasive 

pressure on the believers to join them. Believers 

must resist such pressure. When these false 

teachers were once a part of the church in Judea, 

they were not recognized for who they really were, 

but since going public with their denial that Jesus 

is the Christ, it was now manifest (note the term 

“shown” in 2:19b, translating the Greek, 

f an er wq w's i n , relevant to our context, of course, 
because it could be translated “manifested”) to all 

who cared about such things what the truth was. 

 Thus we begin the new section. “Anyone 

who does not practice (p o i w'n, better, ‘do’) 

righteousness,” saved or lost, “is not of God, nor 

the one who does not love his brother.” Loving the 

brethren is a specific form of righteous. 

Righteousness is the general idea, love is a 

specific form of it. This is the final occasion for 

the term “righteousness” in the letter, as John will 

now focus on its specific expression of love. Love 

is giving sacrificially of oneself with joy that 

God’s will might be done in the one who is the 

object of love. 

 About whom is John talking here? He uses 

the term “brother,” a clear reference to a believer 

in Jesus Christ. Then to whom does the term “one” 

refer? Obviously it has to be to another believer. 

For only another believer can have a brother 

whom he is to love. So evidently, the person who 

is “not of God” here is a believer who is not doing 

righteousness nor loving his brother. “Not of God” 

means to be out of fellowship and not to enjoy the 

approval of God. John says that such believers are 

going to suffer loss of reward in 2Jn. 8, 9. 

Unbelievers are not in view because they cannot 

have believers as brothers. Could anything be 

more clear? 

 B. John reiterated that we should love one 

another (vs. 11). 

  1. (vs. 11) This may be elementary, 

but John will not let the reader forget it: “For this 

is the message which you have heard from the 

beginning, that we should love one another” 

({Ot i  au{t h  [“demonstrative pron., used as adj. and 

subst.: this, referring to someth. comparatively 

near at hand, just as ejk ei 'n o " refers to someth. 

comparatively farther away…subst…gener…w. 

ref. to what follows…W. i {n a foll.”22] ejst i ;n  [“As 
a copula, uniting subject and predicate…used w. a 

pron…w. demonstr. pron…W. i {n a 
foll.”

23
] h J ajggeli va  [“command to love one’s 

brothers in Christ…w. i {n a foll.”
24
; “akin to 

angelloµ, to bring a message, proclaim, denotes a 

message, proclamation, news…the word is more 

precisely defined {by being followed by the 

conjunction ‘that,’ expressing the purpose that we 

should love one another} as being virtually 

equivalent to an order.”
25
; “the command implied 

in 

proclamation”
26
] h }n  h jk ouvs at e ajp !  ajrch '" [“begi

nning…W. prep. ajp !  ajrch '" from the 

beginning”
27
] i {n a  [“Apposition Clause…The 

force of the appositional i {n a is namely, that. 
Although not frequent, it is almost idiomatic of 

Johannine literature. This is the message that you 

have heard from the beginning, {namely, that we 

should love one another}.”
28
; “Very oft. the final 

mng. is greatly weakened or disappears altogether. 

In this case the i {n a—constr. serves…as a 

substitute for an inf. that supplements a verb, or an 
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acc. w. inf…i {n a can also take the place of the 
explanatory inf. after a demonstrative…This is a 

favorite usage in J”
29
] ajgap w'men  [“love, 

cherish…of affection for persons…by human 

beings…to persons; w. obj. 

given…ajllh vlou"”30] ajllh vlou" [“reciprocal 
pron…each other, one another, 

mutually…ajllh vlou": ajgap a'n  aj.”31]). 
 Now John begins to focus on the NT 

concept of love. He explained “For ({Ot i) this is 
the message (ajggeli va), which you have heard 
from the beginning,” that is, from the beginning of 

their Christian experience. Some take the term 

“message” as almost equal to “command”
32
 or 

“virtually equivalent to an order.”
33
 Indeed Jesus 

did say, “A new commandment I give to you, that 

you love one another” (Jn. 13:34; 15:12 - bold 

added). John will say, “And this commandment 

we have from Him, that the one who loves God 

should love his brother also” (1Jn. 4:21 - bold 

added; cf. 2Jn. 5). As Hodges has pointed out, 

only believers were present when Jesus originally 

gave this command in Jn. 13:34. Only believers 

are in view here as well. The simple message to 

believers is “that we should love one another.” 

 No doubt the antichrists had some perverse 

rationalization to diminish that command, but 

whatever it was, it must be soundly rejected by 

John’s readers and us. 

 C. We are not to hate as did Cain (3:12). 

  1. (vs. 12) Fundamental to the 

doing of righteousness (vs. 10) is to love (vs. 11). 

This, Cain failed to do: “not as Cain, who was of 

the evil one, and slew his brother. And for what 

reason did he slay him? Because his deeds were 

evil, and his brother’s were righteous” 

(ouj k a q w;" [“adv…indicating 

comparison…Somet. an expression may be 

condensed to such an extent that opposites are 

compared ajgap w'men  ajllh vlou" ouj k . Kavi >n 1J 

3:11f.”
34
] Kavi >n  [“Cain, son of 
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Adam”
35
] ejk  t ou' p on h r ou' [“subst…oJ p on h r ov" 

the evil one=the devil…ejk  t ou' p on h r ou' ei \n a i be 
a child of the evil one”

36
; “ho poneµroŒs is clearly 

the devil in Mt. 13:19 and perhaps in Eph. 6:16. 

The usage possibly develops through a desire not 

to use the name Satan. It is most common in 1 

John…The evil one does not touch those who are 

born of God. In 1 Jn. 3:12…we might have an 

abstract use”
37
; “The Prince of This World in John. 

John uses ho diaŒbolos, ho satanaŒs, ho poneµroŒs, 
and ho aŒrchoµn touŒ koŒsmou as terms for the devil. 

The devil determines one’s whole being {Jn. 

8:44}. Indeed, Judas can be called a devil {6:70; 

cf. Mk. 8:33; Lk. 22:3}. 8:44 calls the devil a 

murderer, a liar, and the father of lies. This verse 

ignores theories as to Satan’s origin. Believers are 

of God, sinners of the devil {1 Jn. 3:8, 12}.”
38
; 

“connected with ponos, labour, expresses 

especially the active form of evil…Where kakos 
and poneµros are put together, ����� is 
always put first and signifies bad in character, 

base, poneµros, bad in effect, malignant…Kakos 
has a wider meaning, poneµros a stronger meaning. 

Poneµros alone is used of Satan and might well be 

translated ‘the malignant one,’ e.g., Matt. 5:37 and 

five times in 1 John”
39
] h \n  k a i ; e[sf a xen  [“Of the 

killing of a person by violence…sf avzei n  t i n av 
butcher or murder someone”

40
; “which in the NT 

occurs only in Johannine works, is a strong term 

for fratricide {Cain’s murder of Abel}”
41
; “to slay, 

especially of victims for sacrifice {akin to sphageµ: 
see SLAUGHTER,} is used…of taking human 

life”
42
; “old verb, to slay, to butcher, to cut the 

throat {Latin jugulare} like an ox in the 

shambles”
43
] t o;n  ajdelf o;n  aujt ou' k a i ; cavr i n  [“a 

marker of a reason, often with the implication of 

an underlying purpose - ‘because of, by reason 

of.’…‘and for what reason did he murder 

him?’”
44
; “acc. of cavr i ", used as a prep…and…w. 
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the gen…almost always after the word it governs; 

before it…only 1J 3:12; for the sake of, on behalf 

of, on account of…indicating the reason 

cavr i n  t i vn o " e[sf a xen  aujt ovn; for what reason 

{=why} did he kill him?”
45
] t i vn o " [“interrogative 

pron. in direct, indirect and rhetorical 

questions…who? which {one}? 

what?…subst…t i v…what?…cavr i n  t i vn o "; why? 

lit. ‘because of what 

thing?’”
46
] e[sf a xen  aujt ovn  o{t i  [“as a causal 

conjunction…subordinating because, since…Used 

w. demonstr. and interrog. 

pronouns…cavr i n  t i vn o "; o{t i. . . for what reason? 
Because…”

47
] t a; e[rga  [“deed, action…deed, 

accomplishment…of the deeds of men, exhibiting 

a consistent moral character, referred to 

collectively as t a; e[rga…e[rga  p on h r av evil 

deeds”
48
; “work, employment, task…a deed, 

act…of unbelievers”
49
; “a neuter plural subject 

normally takes a singular verb. It is an example of 

constructio ad sensum {construction according to 

sense, rather than according to strict grammatical 

concord}. Since the neuter usually refers to 

impersonal things {including animals}, the 

singular verb regards the plural subject as a 

collective whole. It is appropriate to translate the 

subject as a plural as well as the verb, rather than 

translate both as 

singulars.”
50
] aujt ou' p on h r a; [“adj…in the ethical 

sense wicked, evil, bad, base, worthless, vicious, 

degenerate…of things…e[rga”51; “akin to ponos, 
labour, toil, denotes evil that causes labour, pain, 

sorrow, malignant evil…it is used…in the moral 

or ethical sense, evil, wicked…of 

things”
52
] h \n  [“Used w. prepositions…e[k  t i n o " 

belong to someth. or someone…Esp. in Johannine 

usage…ejk  t ou' p on h r ou'”53] t a; de; t ou' ajdelf ou' 
aujt ou' di vk a i a  [“as first used of persons observant 
of dikeµ, custom, rule, right, especially in the 
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fulfilment of duties towards gods and men, and of 

things that were in accordance with right. The 

Eng. word “righteous” was formerly spelt 

‘rightwise’, i.e., {in a} straight way. In the N.T. it 

denotes righteous, a state of being right, or right 

conduct, judged whether by the Divine standard, 

or according to human standards, of what is 

right…It is used…of things…works”
54
]). 

 What we have here is an OT example to be 

avoided, just as we have several in 1Cor. 10. We 

are to love one another as believers, “not as Cain, 

who was of the evil one, and slew his brother.” 

Most people know that Cain was Abel’s brother, 

in fact, Cain was the first person ever born of a 

woman into this world (Gen. 4:1). Yet he was a 

murderer. What was absent from Cain in relation 

to his brother? It was love.  

Cain and Abel are clearly used as examples 

of believers, though most would assume that Abel 

was not one. I consider it a very good possibility, 

perhaps even a likelihood, that he was a believer, 

though Hodges says, “Whether or not Cain was 

ever regenerate is a question that cannot be 

answered from the biblical information.”
55
 That he 

was “of the evil one” is no proof that he was 

unregenerate. It simply means that his evil actions 

were sourced in, probably empowered by, and 

certainly approved of by the devil (1Jn. 3:8). 

Because of his envy at Abel’s approval on account 

of his sacrifice by faith, which was approved by 

God, “Cain became very angry and his 

countenance fell” (Gen. 4:5). God gave him a 

chance to get right, but warned him about “sin” 

which was “crouching at the door,” which he was 

to “master” (vs. 7). He did not, but “rose up 

against Abel his brother and killed him” (vs. 8b). 

John said that he “slew (e[sf a xen) him,” that is, he 

killed him like a person would kill a sacrificial 

animal. The word refers to the “killing of a person 

by violence…butcher”
56
; “to slay…to cut the 

throat…like an ox in the”
57
 slaughterhouse. This 

whole event, John described as follows: “And for 

what reason did he slay him? Because his deeds 

were evil, and his brother’s were righteous.” 

Cain’s sacrifice was not of faith, making it evil; 
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Abel’s was of faith, making his righteous. Cain 

wanted divine approval, but that failing, wrongly 

held Abel accountable for it, and so murdered him. 

Can believers do such things? Yes they 

can, both literally (1Pt. 4:15) and figuratively (Mt. 

5:21-22). When a believer sees another believer 

who manifests greater spirituality than his own, it 

is quite easy for him to become envious and 

endeavor to tear that brother down, which is an act 

of hatred and is therefore contrary to the NT 

principle of love. We should not be surprised, 

therefore, that when we encounter a believer who 

is out of fellowship, that he or she is easily 

provoked when confronted with any amount of 

true spirituality. Their whole existence is now 

parallel to Cain’s who hated his own brother.  

 

III Conc. 

 Again, believers manifest who they really 

are by doing righteousness, just a John has been 

saying (1Jn. 3:10a). The one who does not do 

righteousness or who does not love his brother is 

not of God, that is, his actions are not sourced in 

God, and are not approved by Him (10b). John 

reiterated the precept that believers are to love one 

another (vs. 11). Cain did the opposite; his 

example we are to avoid. 

  


