
1 John 2:28-3:9: Why Be Holy?

OUTLINE

So that we wont be ashamed on Judgement day
Because it is a self evident truth
As a response to immeasurable love
Because of our identity as children of God
Because one day we will be like Him
The contradictory nature of sin to Christian submission
The sin destroying purpose of Christ’s work
The radical effect of regeneration

INTRODUCTION

Why be Holy?  Holiness is our destiny, our identity, and it is a command.  But this evening 
we will be looking at how the apostle John motivates his Church to be holy from the epistle 
of 1 John 2:28-3:9.  In order to help us get into this text with some of the bigger ideas and 
context in mind let me tell you a little about the letter of 1 John.  Think of this as a satellite 
photo of a country.

John was writing to a Church that had just suffered from the tragic situation of a Church 
split.  Church splits can cause immense damage, and they split for various reasons.  In this 
instance false teachers had come into the Church, they had deceived a number of the 
church, and had left with them, whether it was most of the Church or just a small 
contingent we are not told.  So John is writing as a pastor to a hurting church trying to 
recover from a split.  He writes to clarify the important things as the false teachers had 
muddied the water with their error, and he writes to encourage these hurting Christians who
have had their confidence shaken after the split.  The false teachers had taught that Jesus 
was not the God man, nor the sacrifice for their sins; they had caused disruptions in the 
relationships of the community; and they had promoted immorality in the Christian life.  
John tackles these three problems with a threefold emphasis; in his letter he talks about 
believing the truth about Jesus, being holy and loving each other to combat the effects of 
the false teachers in this Church.  Today we will be looking at some of what John says about
holiness.  

That was the satellite photo of the country, now we are going to click on google maps and 
zoom in on the satellite photo of the city.  Lets have a look in chapter 2.  Here we are 
focusing of the immediate context of the portion we are looking at.  In chapter 2 we can see
John touching on all three of the themes just mentioned, from 1:5 he is speaking about 
holiness, in 2:7 about love, in 2:15 not loving the world-holiness.  And from 2:18-27 about 
believing the truth.  For the third and most climactic time he talks about holiness to this little
church seeking to get them to see why holiness matters.

Now lets pull out the road map of the city, and let me give you an idea of where we are 
headed.  We are going to be looking at 2:28-3:9 to find 8 reasons why we should be holy.  
There are of course many more, but we will be limiting our message to what John says in 
this portion.

So that we wont be ashamed on Judgement day



In verse 28 we see John, once again, referring to these believers as, ‘little children’; this is 
followed by the main thought of these verses, the call to ‘abide in Him’; this is then followed
by the first of the 8 motivations that John will outline for us in this portion, ‘so that when he 
appears we may have confidence and not shrink from Him in shame at His coming’.  

First some observations from the text.  
Firstly, notice that the coming of Jesus is also called his appearing.  This is important for 
there are those who teach a spiritual, or an invisible coming of Christ, but the Bible knows 
nothing of a coming that is invisible, Rev 1:7 says, ‘…every eye will see him…’.  
Secondly, notice that John uses ‘we’ language.  John is not indifferent to the fact that he 
himself will have to stand before Jesus, and he does not exclude himself from what he says 
to this group of believers; in one way he is revealing to us his personal motivation for 
continuing.  It is not insignificant that John, when listing what should motivate us to live in a
righteous fashion, lists judgement day first, it indicates to us the dominance it should have 
in our own minds.

John’s main thought in these words is a thought of warning.  There are those who have 
ceased to continue in Christ, they have left the true teaching, and it appears along with the 
truth have abandoned holiness as well.  John is warning us that those who do so will stand 
before Jesus one day in doubt and shame.  This is as opposed to the true believer who will 
relish the day and stand confidently before Jesus knowing that the sacrifice of his life is 
sufficient to pay for all our sins, and that we stand fully robed in divine righteousness that 
enables us to holy as He is holy.  If we remain true to the apostolic teaching and continue in
righteousness, we will have confidence, not in ourselves and what we have done, but 
confident in the work that he has done for us and in us.  Confident that we are truly his and 
will receive all that he promised.  

As we look at this point lets ask ourselves the question, will we stand confidently before 
Jesus in the judgement?  I am guessing that even some, or even most of the true believers 
are saying, No!  Lets explore this a little.  Firstly, the one who is not a believer will not be 
dressed for judgement day, they will arrive before God dressed in every deed they have 
ever done, every sin will be evident and open to the eye of God, and even every good deed 
which was done with even the slightest selfish motive behind it will be exposed.  This person
has not been cleansed, they have not been forgiven and given a robe of righteousness with 
which to stand before God.  In many ways John’s words are a radical understatement about 
what the unbeliever will feel when that day arrives.  The book of Revelation speaks of 
people begin to be crushed by rock falls rather than face the wrath of God in judgement 
(Rev 6:16-17).  But what about the believer?  Perhaps you are thinking about the many sins
we still commit every day, perhaps you feel it would be a terribly proud thing to even 
consider having confidence before God on judgement day.  If we understood the Gospel 
correctly, we would see that Judgement day is a great day of joy for the believer, and that 
any confidence we have will be confidence in Christ and what he has done, what he 
provides, and not in ourselves.  We will stand confident that Jesus is enough to pay for our 
sins, confident in the robe of righteousness he has provided for us to wear, confident that 
God loves His own Son and accepts His own Son and will receive us who are now in that 
very same Son.  Our confidence is not in ourselves but in Christ and what he has done for 
us.

Because it is a self evident truth

The second motivation John gives to us is found in v29, in this verse the word ‘know’ stands
out, as John is appealing to self evident truths that all true believers should know.  The truth



that every believer should know is this one, ‘If you know that he is righteous, you may be 
sure that everyone who practices righteousness has been born of him.’  

Firstly, lets make very sure what John is not saying.  Does John believe that every person 
who ever does good is somehow a Christian?  This is a liberal view of salvation, and the 
biggest trouble with it is that it is a salvation without a supernatural regeneration, a new 
birth that John tells us about throughout this letter; and it is a salvation by works not by 
faith in Christ, which is the teaching of the whole Bible, and also by John (John 3:16).  
Secondly, we must stress what John is stressing, that every true believer does live a holy 
life, this is a self evident truth, those who think that you can be a Christian without holiness 
are deceived and are not taught by the Spirit as all true Christians are.  Today we see 
Christian nations, thousands of people who have gone through some sort of Church 
ceremony and so dubbed Christians, but who do not have the reality of a holy life which 
John is talking about here.  There is no such thing as a Christian who does not follow Christ.
We know that he is holy, and we are called to follow him, all who do not follow him in 
holiness, no matter how ‘done’ they are by a Church, they are not true Christians.  So 
ultimately John is saying, we should continue in righteousness because a holy Christian is a 
self evident and obvious truth, anything else would be a contradiction in terms.  

As a response to immeasurable love

John moves away from warning, and self evident truths, to the motive of gratitude.  He 
reminds us of the amazing love that we have received in Christ, and so he says in 3:1, ‘See 
what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God’.  In 
truth our gratefulness to God should ideally be our greatest motivation, but we are sinful 
and sluggish to be moved by what is right.  However, it is true that a proper perspective on 
the richness of God’s love to the saved is indeed an inspiring sight.  Just as our hearts are 
quieted by an inspiring vista, when we are dwarfed by nature, like when we visit Victoria 
falls, or stand thousands of feet up on the edge of a sheer drop.  We should be effected by 
the magnitude of the vastness of God’s love.  Our minds boggle with wonder when we see 
pictures of the stars and hear about how many light years away things are, the vast spaces, 
the massive sizes, the inconceivable expanses are all pictures to us of God’s love for us in 
Christ.  The heavens declare God’s glory, how?  By reminding us of the magnitude of the 
dimensions of his being and especially his love towards us.

His love is measured in the step of humility that was taken from God the Son becoming a 
human, a step of infinite proportions.  It can be measured in the suffering of the Son of the 
cross when he endured the full vent of the wrath of God and suffered unspeakable spiritual 
suffering; when he was mysteriously forsaken, he who had enjoyed intimate and eternal 
union with the Father.  God’s love can be measured in the value of the gift given in payment
for our release, how valuable is the son of God?  His love can be measured by how much 
eternal riches and treasures are ours in Christ.  His love will never run dry in heaven, if we 
ever come to the end of it, and he withdraws his gifts and his many acts of grace for our 
salvation we would be lost, but his love endures forever.  His love should motivate us to 
continue in righteousness, it is a cold and calloused heart that is not moved to obey in 
gratitude.

Because of our identity as children of God

The next motivation relate to what we are, the motive of our identities.  We are children of 
God.  And John stresses this when he says, ‘and so we are’.  Lets think on this a while for 
there is a certain mentality we need to have in order to penetrate to the full meaning of 



these words.  We expect children of royalty to act appropriately, we expect children of 
pastors to act in kind, the children of policemen, teachers, etc.  By being the offspring of a 
certain type of father, certain expectations are laid upon us.  Now this expectation is a false 
one because rich people, or royal people, or educated people, they are no less sinners than 
everyone else.  But Christians have been changed in regard to sin, if anyone knows better it 
is us, if anyone has the advantage over sin it is us.  It is a scandal when the British royal 
family are involved in immoral behaviour, it is worse when a child of God is not pursuing 
righteousness. 

Because one day we will be like Him 

John’s next motive is one of destiny, the motivation of what you will one day become. V2, 
‘Beloved, we are God's children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we 
know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is.’  John 
reminds us that one day we will be just like Jesus Christ.  We will have new bodies, that 
hate sin, new motives and thoughts that seek God and his glory first ever only.  We will flow
naturally in love and good deeds and will delight in everything that is good clean and pure.  
This is what we will become and so we must live in light of where we are headed.  Children 
who are planning on becoming doctors have to live in a certain fashion, children heading for
careers in politics have to conduct themselves in a certain fashion.  We have even more 
motivation than they for we are going to be just like Jesus.  We will one day be perfect, if 
we aim for anything lower we are degrading our destinies.  We are living in denial of all that
God will one day make of us.  His work is heading in one direction, and when we are not 
continuing in righteousness we are heading in the opposite direction.

The contradictory nature of sin to Christian submission

In verses 4-6 John lays out for us three basic facts, sin is lawlessness, Christ came to 
destroy sin, no one who knows God can continue in sin.   These three facts are first stated 
and the rest of the portion is a deeper analysis of the implications of these facts.  We want 
to spend a little time reflecting on the nature of sin, that we might further show ourselves 
how wrong it is to do.

The Bible uses many different words for sin: Miss the mark; iniquity; guilt; rebellion; 
transgression; ungodliness; evil; treachery; idolatry/vainity; unrighteousness, godless, and 
from verse 4 we also see that sin is lawlessness.  Lets make a few general observations 
about sin before we think about sin as lawlessness.  Sin is always against God.  we see in 
psalm 51 when David was confessing his sins of seducing Bathsheba, and killing Uriah, that 
he says he has sinned against God.  Sin is not merely a superficial thing but flows from the 
heart.  It does not merely have it’s source in our behaviour, and can therefore be reformed 
by rehab or something like that, but it flows from our inner being, and we need a new heart
to win the victory over it.  Sin is not merely our actions but includes our thoughts and 
feelings as well, even the 10 commandments refers to inner sins like coveting.  Sin includes 
both guilt and pollution, in other words we are sinful by nature and by action.  Sin is usually 
justified and done for ‘good’ reasons, we see it better in others than in ourselves, and we 
tend to hide it and cover it up.  

If we wanted to get at the true nature of sin, we could say that the root of all sin is pride.  
Pride is the wrong exaltation of ourselves.  When we resist God’s authority we exalt our wills
above his, this happens every time we sin.  Whether we sin in a small way or a big way, or 
if we sin for good reason, or just maliciously, the root of all sin is pride.  John has another 
description which gets at the heart of what sin is, this is a universal statement which is 



100% percent true, sin is lawlessness.  By virtue of what we are creatures we are in 
submission to God, by nature of what He is he has authority over us, He is God.  So all of 
our dealings with God are as creatures who are under God.  God has given us his law to 
govern that relationship.  He has put his law within our hearts, so that we are born with an 
innate understanding of what is right and wrong.  Consciences can be seared and hardened 
so we can also be grateful for the clearer expressions of God’s law found in places like the 
10 Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount.  Sin is when we live in denial of the 
relationship of creatures before our Creator, refusing to acknowledge His right to rule over 
us.  We do this by violating the Law He has given us to govern us.  The bushman, and the 
St Helenian are both lawless before they repent and return to God as their rightful king.  
The bushmen violates the law in his heart, we violate the law we have grown up with which 
springs from the Bible  This flies in the face of what we were made for and repentance 
which we have embraced in our returning to Christ.  Sin is breaking any law which is an 
expression of His rule over us, big or small, seemingly important or not, all sin is a breaking 
of God’s law.  All sin is being a law unto yourself.  There are no other true laws in the 
universe but God’s, so even if a person chooses to live by a moral code which has many of 
the same commands as Christians follow, because they are the boss who picks and chooses 
what will and will not be obeyed, they are still lawless.  Lawlessness is the essence of sin, 
any breaking of God’s commands is the expression of the rebellion which lies at the heart of 
every one of who lives in denial of the God who made us.  So you can see that a Christian 
who has buried their old lives in Baptism, called on Jesus as Lord, and dethroned 
themselves as pseudo-lords in their lives.  It is completely contradictory for a Christian to sin
at all.  Thinking of sin as lawlessness casts in stark relief the absolute wrongness of sin, it 
highlights the proper attitude of obedience that we are to have.  And it also helps us to see 
why sin is such a terrible thing and how pervasive it is.

The sin destroying purpose of Christ’s work

The second last point John puts forward is that Christ came to take away our sins, or as he 
also says in v8 that Christ appeared to destroy the works of the devil.   We see that sin, and
the work of the devil are synonymous.  And Christ came to undo his work.  Lets talk about 
what work the devil has done that Christ has to undo.  Well, we first have to qualify that any
‘work’ the devil has done has been destructive and not constructive.  The devil is the 
opposite of God.  God creates but he destroys, God gives life but he kills, God gives good 
gifts, the devil steals, God gives good health the devil spoils.  But as we talk about his work 
we need to talk specifically about the fall and the effects of the fall.  The devil tempted 
Adam and Eve and caused them to sin, he caused God to raise his hand in judgement 
against his precious creation.  And as a result of sin death entered the world, sickness, 
decay, rust etc. God’s good world was submitted to a curse, in the place of total destruction 
in the hope that God would one day undo all the bad effects of the fall.  This is where Jesus 
comes in he has come to undo the works of the devil.

Notice how John has referred to the two comings of Christ.  He has already spoken about 
the motivation of being holy because of the second coming of Christ.  Now he is going to 
show how the first coming of Christ is also instrumental in bringing about holiness in our 
lives.  Christ overcomes the effects of the fall in these ways.  Firstly, every person is born a 
sinner and will sin and is therefore under God’s judgement.  Christ came to earth as a man 
in order to pay the wages of our sin with a perfect and pure offering of himself.  John 
emphasizes the purity of Christ in v5, ‘in Him is no sin’.  Christ had to sinless in order to 
qualify as a pure offering to atone for our sins, and to provide a perfect righteousness for us
that we might be as holy as God.  Christ removes the guilt of our sins.  Secondly, Christ was
also raised from the dead.  He raises us to a new life with a new power to overcome sin.  



We know that death entered into the world through sin, and Christ has not only undone the 
guilt of our sins, but also its power.  It’s power to control but not to tempt.  We by the Spirit
can now put sin to death.  Thirdly, one day the effects of sin that are in our bodies making it
rebellious and weak will be undone when we are glorified.  This is because Christ received a 
new body when he was resurrected from the dead, and so shall we.  Fourthly, the world as 
a whole is in ruins because it has been subjected to the curse, the world will be recreated, 
and it will be a wonderful place of no death, famine, sickness, drought, etc.  The devil 
himself will be judged, and so will all those who imitate his behaviour, the behaviour of 
lawlessness.  Jesus will crush every trace of the devil and his ways from the new creation 
and there will be no more of his influence felt.  Fifthly death itself will be swallowed up.  

The false teachers were saying that you can be saved and still live in sin, does this sound 
right?  We can see that to teach that you can be a Christian and it does not alter your 
relation to sin is a huge denial of that Christ has done for us.  Those who are living defeated
in sin are living not in the truth of what Christ.  Christians who are caught in sin need to see 
the victory and realise the freedom that they can achieve in Christ from sin.  

The radical effect of regeneration

Verse 9 gives us the last main point of this section, ‘No one who has been born of God will 
continue to sin, because God’s seed remains in him, he cannot go on sinning.’  The first 
thing that we need to stress about this point of John’s is that he is not proposing some sort 
of perfectionist teaching.  John is under no false allusions about our sinfulness, although we 
are forgiven we are a work in progress and although born again, we are not yet glorified.  
John recognises in 1:8 that even every Christian is still a sinner.  The KJV which said that 
the Christian cannot sin has been better translated by the NIV, which translates it in the 
continuous sense, meaning that a Christian can sin, but the habit of their lives, the general 
direction of their lives is obedience not sin.  John argues that anyone who is living in a 
lifestyle of sin is not a Christian, he argues this way on the basis of the new birth, 
regeneration, the new work that God has done in us when we were saved.  

Verse 9 gives us three main ideas about the nature of our regeneration.  Firstly, the nature 
of God’s work in regenerating us is it’s permeating nature, it affects all that we are that we 
cannot continue to live in sin.  Verse 9 speaks about God’s seed in us, this is the new work 
of regeneration whereby we have been given a new spirit, or a new heart.  We have 
experienced a fundamental change in our natures.  This means that our likes and dislikes, 
our desires, our yearnings, our hopes, even all the inner stuff which outward behaviour 
changes cannot change, these have been affected by the new birth.  We have new loves 
and hates, and all in the fashion of God’s own.  He has written his law upon our hearts, we 
have the inner compulsion of the Holy Spirit, and the sanctifying work of the word all 
working together to rework the movements of our heart.  We are no longer able to sin 
carelessly, even small sins agonise us, hidden sins which no one else sees are no longer 
tolerated, all because of the new compulsion towards holiness that has been implanted in 
us.  Second, the effects of regeneration is progressive.  We see that John describes it as a 
seed.  Although we are regenerated in an instant, throughout our whole lives we will 
continue to experience it’s influence in a growing fashion.  In other words, although we are 
made new in an instant, we still have to grow in holiness.  There are still old thoughts habits
to overcome.  But now we have a new desire to overcome them, and a new power and 
ability.  Old emotional routines will have to be uprooted and replaced, old reactions and 
judgements renovated and refashioned into Christlike ones.  Regeneration leaves a growing 
impact on our holiness, it is not a process we cease from until we die.  Thirdly, regeneration
is permanent, we see that God’s seed ‘remains’ in us.  The work of regeneration and it’s 



effects are not fleeting and temporary.  We do not become unregenerate and have to 
struggle against any sin in us from the point of view of being unregenerate.  We will always 
battle sin in ourselves from the position of being new creature sin Christ and be able to 
make progress and head way in our sanctification.  

Should Christians live in sin?  At the end of this sermon I hope you think that that is a stupid
question.  We have motivation upon motivation to be holy, and we could preach a year of 
sermons on this topic alone.  It is my prayer that you will go out of here newly convinced 
and freshly motivated to be holy, let me close by reminding you of the reasons John has 
given us.

So that we wont be ashamed on Judgement day
Because it is a self evident truth
As a response to immeasurable love
Because of our identity as children of God
Because one day we will be like Him
The contradictory nature of sin to Christian submission
The sin destroying purpose of Christ’s work
The radical effect of regeneration
           


