
I Intro. (Aug. 24, 2008) 

 Here is a passage that is one of the most 

commonly used to support the notion of lordship 

salvation. The grace view of the passage has been 

widely mocked and ridiculed and will forever be 

as long as there are people out there who hold that 

it is impossible to be saved by grace apart from 

works. Such people hold that it is inconceivable 

that a holy God would allow people into His 

domain without a trace of practical righteousness, 

or works rewardable in heaven. Yet there are 

passages of Scripture that hint at just such a 

possibility. As we will see, this passage is no 

barrier to that possibility either. 

 Sin by definition is lawlessness (1Jn. 3:4). 

Jesus appeared to take away sins (3:5). So we 

learn that no one who abides in Him sins (3:5). 

 

II Sin is Utterly Inconsistent with True Spirituality 

(1Jn. 3:4-6). 

 A. Sin by definition is lawlessness (1Jn. 

3:4). 

  1. (vs. 4) The proto-Gnostics might 

have attempted the lead the readers to believe that 

they could sin without really being involved in any 

kind of wickedness: “Everyone who practices sin 

also practices lawlessness; and sin is lawlessness” 

(Pa'" [“without a noun, every one, everything, 
every man {i.e., person}, e.g., Luke 16:16; or with 

a negative, not everyone, e.g., Mark 9:49; with a 

participle and the article, equivalent to a relative 

clause, everyone who…rendered 

‘whosoever.’”
1
] oJ poiw'n [“to carry out an 

obligation of a moral or social nature, do, keep, 

carry out, practice, commit…do, commit, be guilty 

of sins and vices”
2
; “active…do, make…do, keep, 

carry out, practice, commit…do, commit, be guilty 

of sins and vices”
3
; “to do, cause etc., sometimes 

signifies to commit, of any act, as of murder, Mark 

15:7; sin, John 8:34; 2 Cor. 11:7; Jas. 5:15. See 

DO….In 1 John 3:4, 8, 9, the A.V. wrongly has 

‘commit’ {an impossible meaning in ver. 8}; the 

R.V. rightly has ‘doeth,’ i.e., of a continuous habit, 

equivalent to prassoµ, to practise. The committal of 
an act is not in view in that passage.”

4
; “The 
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present active participle {poiwn…} means the 

habit of doing sin.”
5
; “The phrase ‘to do sin’ 

regards sin as something actually realized in its 

completeness. He that ‘does sin’ realizes in action 

‘the’ sin {note the article}, that which includes and 

represents the complete ideal of sin. Compare ‘do 

righteousness’ 1 John 2:29”
6
] th;n [“the article is 

due…to the fact that subject and predicate are 

identical. The words that are identical are 

convertible”
7
] aJmartivan [“a departure fr. either 

human or divine standards of uprightness”
8
; “The 

action itself {aJmavrthsi"}, as well as its result 
{aJmavrthma}, every departure fr. the way of 
righteousness, both human and divine…descr. as 

ajnomiva…poiei'n aJ. commit a sin”9; “Sin here is 
action that contradicts the divine ordinance”

10
; “a 

generic term”
11
; “an inclusive definition of sin 

would be anything that does not conform to the 

glory of God. And, indeed, that is the standard 

against which sin is measured in the familiar 

verse, Romans 3:23.”
12
] kai; th;n ajnomivan [“state 

or condition of being disposed to what is 

lawless”
13
; “a lawless deed…aj. poiei'n”14; 

“lawlessness…as a frame of mind, opp…w. 

aJmartiva, w. which it is identified”15; “lit., 
lawlessness {a, negative, nomos, law}, is used in a 
way which indicates the meaning as being 

lawlessness or wickedness. Its usual rendering in 

the N.T. is ‘iniquity,’ which lit. means 

unrighteousness. It occurs very frequently in the 

Sept., especially in the Psalms, where it is found 

about 70 times. It is used…of iniquity in 

general”
16
; “sin is shown to be serious because it is 

anomia, i.e., revolt against God, or transgression 

of the commandment of love as the true law.”
17
; 

“the R.V. adheres to the real meaning of the word, 

‘every one that doeth sin {a practice, not the 
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committal of an act} doeth also lawlessness: and 

sin is lawlessness.’ This definition of sin sets forth 

its essential character as the rejection of the law, or 

will, of God and the substitution of the will of 

self.”
18
] poiei' [“active…do, make…do, keep, 

carry out, practice, commit…do, commit, be guilty 

of sins and vices…{th;n} ajnomivan”19] 
kai; hJ aJmartiva ejsti;n hJ ajnomiva). 
 In contrast to the believer who properly 

prepares for our Lord’s return in purifying 

“himself, just as He is pure,” (vs. 3b), the 

antichrists, of course, did not live accordingly. 

“Everyone (Pa'")” who thus “practices (poiw'n),” 
literally, “does,” “sin also practices (poiei'),” again 
literally, “does,” “lawlessness (ajnomivan).” It 
seems likely that these false teachers endeavored 

to rationalize the whole thing away on the ground 

that sin is somehow merely an expression of the 

material realm, the body, and that one should not 

be too concerned about that because the realm of 

the spirit is unaffected by sin, and so sin is not 

really to be regarded as “lawlessness (ajnomivan),” 
or a serious matter. Or perhaps they said “that light 

and darkness, sin and righteousness, were all a part 

of the divine experience,”
20
 so one should not be 

concerned about sin. Of course, “lawlessness” if 

understood as setting aside a law, in this age 

would be a reference to conduct in disregard of the 

new covenant, not the Mosaic Law. However, “Its 

usual rendering in the N.T. (KJV, ed.) is ‘iniquity,’ 

which lit. means unrighteousness…It is used…of 

iniquity in general.”
21
 “By the time of the 

Septuagint, anomia had apparently become a 

general word for sin with harsher overtones than 

hamartia, just as our words wickedness and 

iniquity are harsher than our word sin, which in 

usage is sometimes even trivial (cf., ‘this is 

sinfully delicious’ or ‘it’s a sin to feel so 

happy’).”
22
 So “The writer probably intended it to 

be a strongly pejorative description of sin.”
23
 The 

false teachers soft-pedaled sin, but John 

emphasized its heinous, reprehensible, and 

abominable nature by the use of this term 
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translated wrongly translated “lawlessness.” In 

fact, he finally says that the two, namely, sin and 

lawlessness, are one and the same thing, as the 

article with both shows here,
24
 “sin is 

lawlessness,” or “sin is wickedness,” or “sin is 

heinousness.”  

 B. Jesus appeared to take away sins (3:5). 

  1. (vs. 5) In addition, in Him, that 

is, Jesus, there is no sin: “And you know that He 

appeared in order to take away sins; and in Him 

there is no sin” 

(kai; oi[date o{ti ejkei'no" [“emphatic use of the 
demonstrative ejkeino"…in reference to Christ”

25
; 

“that person or thing, that…w. ref. to well-known 

or notorious personalities…Jesus”
26
; “denotes that 

one, that person…its use marks special distinction, 

favourable or unfavourable; this form of emphasis 

should always be noted…‘He {was 

manifested}’”
27
] ejfanerwvqh [“to cause to become 

visible, reveal, expose publicly”
28
; “reveal, make 

known, show…a person…pass…show or reveal 

oneself be revealed, appear tiniv to someone…The 

purpose of the appearing is given by a i{na 
clause”

29
; “here of the 

Incarnation”
30
] i{na [“marker to denote purpose, 

aim, or goal, in order that, that, final sense”
31
; “in 

final sense to denote purpose, aim, or goal in order 

that, that…w. subjunctive, not only after a primary 

tense, but also {in accordance w. Hellenistic 

usage} after a secondary tense…after a secondary 

tense…Aor.”
32
] ta;" aJmartiva" [“a state of being 

sinful, sinfulness, a prominent feature in Johannine 

thought”
33
; “In the NT it stands for ‘offense 

against God with a stress on guilt’ and is 

used…for sin as human nature in its hostility to 

God”
34
] a[rh/ [“to take away, remove, or seize 

control without suggestion of lifting up, take 
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away, remove.”
35
; “take away, remove w. no 

suggestion of lifting up…Remove, take away, blot 

out”
36
; “signifies…to take away what is attached 

to anything, to remove, as of Christ, in taking {or 

bearing, marg.} away the sin of the world…‘was 

manifested to take away sins’”
37
; “The meanings 

are ‘to lift from the ground,’ ‘to lift in order to 

carry,’ and ‘to carry off.’…‘To carry off’ is used 

of…and of the expiation of sin in”
38
; “to lift, carry, 

take up or away, occurs very frequently with its 

literal meanings. In John 1:29 it is used of Christ 

as ‘the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of 

the world,’ not the sins, but sin, that which has 

existed from the time of the Fall, and in regard to 

which God has had judicial dealings with the 

world; through the expiatory sacrifice of Christ the 

sin of the world will be replaced by everlasting 

righteousness; cp. the plural, 

‘sins’”
39
] kai; aJmartiva [“In Johannine usage aJ. is 

conceived as a condition or characteristic quality, 

sinfulness”
40
; “John, too, presents Christ as the 

victor over sin, more specifically by taking it away 

in his death”
41
] ejn aujtw'/ oujk e[stin [“be in 

reference to location, persons, condition, or time, 

be…of condition or circumstance…Of 

characteristics, emotions, etc.”
42
; “Used w. 

prepositions…e[n tini of place…Of 

characteristics, emotions, etc.”
43
; Here is Lenski’s 

confusing remark: “John states the fact on this 

account, but also in connection with Christ’s 

taking away the sins on account of his readers, 

who cannot be God’s children through Christ’s 

blood and expiation {1:7; 2:2} if they are still 

given to doing the sin…they must ever be 

purifying themselves, and when they find 

themselves sinning must flee to their Advocate 

with his expiation for such sins {2:1, 2}.”
44
 Here 

we have to ascertain the difference between to be 
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“given to doing the sin” and to “find themselves 

sinning.”]). 

  John’s readers appear to be rather well 

informed about his topic. “And” so he said, “you 

know (oi[date perfect, active, indicative) that He 
appeared (ejfanerwvqh aorist, passive, indicative)” 
or was manifested, “in order to (i{na) take away 
sins.” The Greek word for “appeared” occurs for 

the fourth time here since 2:28 (cf. also 1:2; 2:19). 

In the three previous occasions, it looks ahead to 

His future coming, but here it looks back on His 

first advent. It is in Jn. 1:29 that we read John the 

Baptist’s testimony, “The next day he saw Jesus 

coming to him, and said, ‘Behold, the Lamb of 

God who takes away the sin of the world!’” Sin 

was, of course, something that “it is impossible for 

the blood of bulls and goats to take away 

(ajfairei'n)” (Hb. 10:4). Nor could any other 
sacrifice or work take sin away. Jesus and Jesus 

alone could do it, and He in fact did do it. He was 

qualified as the Lamb of God to do so because He 

was and is “pure” (1Jn. 3:3), and “righteous” (2:1; 

2:29); “and” indeed “in Him there is no sin,” as 

our verse plainly states. “Take away sin” here 

likely goes beyond the matter of forgiveness and 

eternal life based on the fact that Jesus satisfied 

the righteous requirements of God for the sins of 

the whole world and includes the eschatological 

truth that “when He appears, we shall be like Him, 

because we shall see Him just as He is.” This 

anticipates a new world, the foretaste of which is 

the Millennium, in which sin will be completely 

eradicated. Sin will be nothing more than a bad 

memory in that world “in which righteousness 

dwells” (2Pt. 3:13b), and it will be almost 

inconceivable to us how we could ever have done 

such a thing as sin. 

 C. We learn that no one who abides in Him 

sins (3:6). 

  1. (vs. 6) The person who abides in 

Him does not sin: “No one who abides in Him 

sins; no one who sins has seen Him or knows 

Him” (pa'" oJ ejn aujtw'/ mevnwn [“The verb 

menw…{to abide} expresses continual mystical 

fellowship between Christ and the believer”
45
; 

“intr. remain, stay…a pers. or thing remains where 

he or it is…fig., of someone who does not leave 
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the realm or sphere in which he finds himself: 

remain, continue, abide…The phrase m. e[n tini is 
a favorite of J to denote an inward, enduring 

personal communion…Of the Christians in their 

relationship to God”
46
] oujc aJmartavnei [“lit., to 

miss the mark, is used in the N.T…of sinning 

against God…by man…1 John 2:1 {twice}, the 

aorist tense in each place, referring to an act of sin; 

on the contrary, in 3:6 {twice}”
47
; “1 John 

attributes the power of this ongoing cleansing to 

the blood of Jesus {1:7}. It is in virtue of this 

purifying that believers may attain to purity”
48
; 

“Deliverance from sin is achieved in the 

community as believers are born of God, receive 

faith and knowledge, and work out the new 

situation in love”
49
; “The indicative mood is, in 

general, the mood of assertion, or presentation of 

certainty. It is not correct to say that it is the mood 

of certainty or reality. This belongs to the 

presentation {i.e., the indicative may present 

something as being certain or real, though the 

speaker might not believe it}. To call the 

indicative mood the mood of certainty or fact 

would imply {1} that one cannot lie in the 

indicative {but cf. Acts 6:13}, and {2} that one 

cannot be mistaken in the indicative {but cf. Luke 

7:39}. Thus it is more accurate to state that the 

indicative mood is the mood of assertion, or 

presentation of certainty.”
50
; Lenski says, 

“Remaining in Christ, the expiator of sins, the 

Sinless One, means faith in him and in his 

expiation and thus a steady fight against sinning, a 

constant self-purification by his grace and his help. 

It cannot mean anything else.”
51
 Lenski does not 

lack for confidence that he is right – 

notwithstanding the fact that he could not possibly 

be more wrong. He then adds, “Perfectionists 

misunderstood this statement and think that it 

refers to total sanctification: has stopped sinning 

altogether. They disregard the tense. They ignore 

1:8–10; 2:1, 2; 3:3.”
52
 Perfectionism is not a 
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correct view, but it is Lenski who fails to see the 

contradiction in his own position because there is 

a present tense in 1:8! John had the aorist tense 

available {1Jn. 2:28}, and chose not to use it. 

More remarkably on 1Jn. 5:16a, a consistent 

translation on Lenski’s part would read, “If anyone 

sees his brother go on sinning a sin or given to a 

sin not leading to death.” In fact, he himself says, 

“Here is a brother that is living in some sin 

{present, durative participle}.”
53
 He then 

dismisses it on the ground that “there will be”
54
 

believers “that sin from time to time.”
55
 The 

inconsistency is apparent. The reality is that here is 

a brother given to a sin, but he will not die for it as 

Lenski’s view should demand, or more accurately 

{and worse}, the fellow could not be a believer. 

As Wallace says, this view “seems to contradict 

5:16…The author juxtaposes ‘brother’ with the 

present tense of aJmartavnw with the proclamation 
that such might not lead to death. On the 

customary present view, the author should not be 

able to make this 

statement.”
56
] pa'" oJ aJmartavnwn [“‘the one who 

keeps on sinning’ {lives a life of sin, not mere 

occasional acts of sin as aJmarthsa"…aorist 

active participle, would mean}…{oujc eJwraken 
aujton…}. Perfect active indicative of oJraw…The 

habit of sin is proof that one has not the vision or 

the knowledge {ejgnwken…perfect active also} of 

Christ. He means, of course, spiritual vision and 

spiritual knowledge”
57
] oujc eJwvraken [“to be 

mentally or spiritually perceptive, perceive”
58
; 

“trans…fig. of mental and spiritual 

perception…{mentally} look at or upon…Become 

conscious of”
59
] aujto;n oujde; e[gnwken [“to arrive 

at a knowledge of someone or someth., know, 

know about, make acquaintance of”
60
; “know, 

come to know…w. personal obj…God”
61
; 

“signifies to be taking in knowledge, to come to 
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know, recognize, understand, or to understand 

completely”
62
] aujtovn). 

 Because “in Him there is no sin” (vs. 5b), 

it follows that “No one who abides (mevnwn) in 
Him sins.” Just as Zane Hodges took vs. 3 as 

salvific, so also he takes this statement as 

positional: “a person who is (‘abides’) in a sinless 

Person must himself be sinless, for he has a 

sinless, regenerate nature.”
63
 This fits, just as it did 

on 2:27 about which we said, “This anointing 

‘which you received from Him’ the ‘Holy One’ 

(vs. 20), the Lord Jesus, John said to his readers, 

‘abides in you,’ that is, He lives in the readers, 

indeed, he lives in all believers.” Likewise, we 

abide or live in Jesus, but we also said on 2:27, 

“‘abides’ is more than lives. It assumes definite 

input into our daily experience by the Holy Spirit. 

He is to be the controlling dynamic in our lives, 

just as the truth about Jesus, ‘what you heard from 

the beginning,’ was to be in vs. 24b.” So we do 

have a sinless nature, our new man is in fact 

sinless because we live in Him. It cannot be 

otherwise. However, that we live or abide in Him 

is to have implications for our lives. What we are 

in position because we live in Him, we ought to be 

in practice because we live or abide in Him as a 

way of life. That seems to be the thrust of 3:3: 

“And everyone who has this hope fixed on Him 

purifies himself, just as He is pure.” This 

corresponds to 5b-6a: “and in Him there is no sin. 

No one who abides in Him sins.” 

 How do we match up the statement that, 

“No one who abides in Him sins,” with “If we say 

that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves, 

and the truth is not in us” in 1:8? The common 

answer is found in that of Lenski, “Remaining in 

Christ, the expiator of sins, the Sinless One, means 

faith in him and in his expiation and thus a steady 

fight against sinning, a constant self-purification 

by his grace and his help. It cannot mean anything 

else.”
64
 Lenski does not lack for confidence that he 

is right. He then adds, “Perfectionists 

misunderstood this statement and think that it 

refers to total sanctification: has stopped sinning 

altogether. They disregard the tense. They ignore 
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1:8–10; 2:1, 2; 3:3.”
65
 Perfectionism is not a 

correct view, but it is Lenski who fails to see the 

contradiction in his own position because there is 

a present tense in 1:8! John had the aorist tense 

available (1Jn. 2:28), and chose not to use it. More 

remarkably on 1Jn. 5:16a, a consistent translation 

on Lenski’s part would read, “If anyone sees his 

brother go on sinning a sin not leading to death.” 

In fact, he himself says, “Here is a brother that is 

living in some sin (present, durative participle).”
66
 

He then dismisses it on the ground that “there will 

be”
67
 believers “that sin from time to time.”

68
 The 

inconsistency is apparent. The reality is that here is 

a brother given to a sin, but he will not die for it as 

Lenski’s view should demand, or more accurately 

(and worse), the fellow could not be a believer. As 

Wallace says, this view “seems to contradict 

5:16…The author juxtaposes ‘brother’ with the 

present tense of aJmartavnw with the proclamation 
that such might not lead to death. On the 

customary present view, the author should not be 

able to make this statement.”
69
 Hodges incisively 

says, “It cannot be shown anywhere in the New 

Testament that the present tense can bear this kind 

of meaning” of habitual activity “without the 

assistance of other words”
70
 (italics original). 

Those words are conspicuous for their absence 

here. 

Sakae Kubo also rejects the present tense 

continuous concept; “the habitual view actually 

plays havoc with the author’s intention and 

argument.”
71
 “Kubo…argues for an ideal 

setting.”
72
  

Wallace says, “The immediate context 

seems to be speaking in terms of a projected 

eschatological reality…he gives a proleptic view 

of sanctification (3:4–10)—that is, 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 proleptically), while 
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unbelievers are moving away from 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 the context of eschatological hope 

(2:28–3:3) and eschatological judgment (2:18–

19).”
73
 

None of these explanations really fits the 

language. It is better simply to take John at his 

word. He says that “no one who abides in Him 

sins,” not habitually, not continuously, not as a 

way of life, but at all. That is what John is saying. 

He certainly is not saying that if a believer sins 

once in a while, it is no big deal, as long as it does 

not become a habit, so that he is known as a liar, a 

thief or what have you. Besides, how many people 

does a person have to kill before he is known as a 

murderer? And just what does constitute a habitual 

lifestyle of sin? How many lies will be told before 

one is known as a liar, an habitual liar? The 

impossibility of agreeing upon these descriptions 

and definitions shows the futility of the 

interpretation. No, the person that I am as a 

believer is not capable of sinning at all; the new 

man is completely free from sin now, and forever 

will be free. And the flesh, which stands crucified 

now (Gal. 5:24), will one day be eradicated at 

death or the rapture, whichever comes first. Then I 

will be totally in practice what I was all along in 

position as a believer, or rather in my innermost 

being as a believer. 

Someone will say to me, but what about 

1Jn. 1:8, 10? It is simply this, that when I sin as a 

believer it is not an expression of who I am in 

Christ. It is rather an expression of the body, the 

flesh, the old man, or simply the sin that is still in 

me since I am still in this present unredeemed 

body. Someone will say, “That sounds fanciful. 

Aren’t you just rationalizing?” Not at all, because 

it was the apostle Paul who said, “But if I am 

doing the very thing I do not wish, I am no longer 

the one doing it, but sin which dwells in me” (Rm. 

7:20; cf. vs. 17). This fits in perfectly with Gal. 

2:20 as well, “I have been crucified with Christ; 

and 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 

delivered Himself up for me.” 
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This last expression, “no one who sins has 

seen Him or knows Him,” is taken as proof by 

most commentators that John is here describing an 

unsaved person, as opposed to the first half of the 

verse that describes a saved person. But believers 

sin (1:8, 10). So the presence of sin is not proof of 

being unsaved. There is no point in resorting to the 

habitual argument for sinning here, as we have 

already seen that it will not stand. John is certainly 

not saying that sinning from time to time, or 

periodically sinning can be dismissed as not 

significant or without consequences in the 

Christian life, but that if it goes on too long, one is 

not a believer. Rather, John is saying that when a 

believer sins, he presently puts himself into a state 

of not having seen nor known God. To capture the 

sense of the perfect tense verb better, Hodges 

offers the following paraphrase and comment, 

“Whoever sins is in a not seeing and not knowing 

condition with reference to God. That is, the 

commission of sin shows that the sinner has been 

overtaken by blindness and ignorance of God.”
74
 

This is a deplorable state for a believer that can 

only be reversed by confession of sin and returning 

to abiding in Christ whereupon one’s experiential 

vision and knowledge of God will return. For an 

example of a believer who saw God at the point of 

repentance see Job 42:3b-6 (cf. Eph. 1:17-18: Hb. 

12:14). And for an example of a believer who did 

not know God in some sense, see Jn. 14:9. 

Everywhere in the NT, believers are encouraged to 

know God more and more. Obviously when a 

believer sins, that blocks the knowledge, which is 

thereby supplanted by the ignorance of the 

deceitfulness of sin. 

 

III Conc. 

 What does all this mean? We cannot cave 

in to the crowd that diminishes the seriousness of 

sin because sin is a dreadful and heinous act that is 

contrary to the person and work of Christ and 

contrary to the person that I am in Him. This fits 

perfectly with the reason for His first coming, 

which was to take away sin, providing eternal life 

and forgiveness for all who believe, but more than 

that, to eradicate sin altogether so that in the age to 

come, there will be no more sin. The person who 
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lives in Him does not sin at all. If we see sin in the 

life of a believer, it is inconsistent with who he is 

and is not an expression of the new man, but the 

old man, even though the whole person is blamed 

for sin and credited with righteousness as the case 

might be. Still more, if he obeys the command to 

abide in Christ, he will become pure in practice 

(3:3), though never perfectly so this side of heaven 

(1:8). When the believer falls into sin, he is 

suffering from a spiritual state of blindness and 

ignorance. Restoration comes through confession 

of sin, at which point spiritual sight and 

knowledge will return. 


