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1 John 1:5-10

(5) Thisisthe message we have heard from him and declare to you: God
islight; in him there is no darkness at all. (6) If we claim to have
fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by
the truth. (7) But if wewalk in the light, as heisin the light, we have
fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us
from all sin. (8) If we claim to be without sin, we decelve ourselves and
thetruthisnot in us. (9) If we confess our sins, heis faithful and just and
will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. (10) If we
claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be aliar and hisword has
no placein our lives.

1 John 2:1-2

(1) My dear children, | write thisto you so that you will not sin. But if
anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—
Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. (2) He is the atoning sacrifice for our
sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.

New International Version

In this passage, John is responding specifically to certain claims, voiced by
Gnostics who had already begun to infiltrate the church, regarding sin and a
Christian's ability to sin. They claimed three false beliefs:

1. Inverse 6, that their conduct had no bearing on their relationship with
God. As John repeats their statement, they believed that they could sin—
"walk in darkness'—and continue fellowshipping with God with no
adverse effects. John callsthisalie.
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2. Inverse 8, that they had no sin—in effect, that they were perfectly pure
already. John calls this self-deception.

3. Inverse 10, that they were beyond sin—in other words, that they could
not sin. The apostle says this belief calls God aliar.

This passage reveals how little the Gnostics understood, though they claimed
to know it al, which iswhat the Greek word gnosis means, "to know." A
Gnostic is "one who knows," or pgoratively, a"know-it-all." Gnostics were
proud of their knowledge, believing that they knew more than others did.
Worse, they felt that their knowledge gave them superiority over others who
had not studied the "mysteries’ of spirituality as deeply as they had.
However, John exposes that they actually knew nothing. As he writes, the
truth was not in them; they did not understand even the most basic elements
of Christianity.

He answers their false claims quite ssimply. First, he argues that, by
definition, a Christian is one who follows the example of Christ, so it is sheer
nonsense to say that our manner of life has nothing to do with our
relationship with God. Only if we do as Jesus did will we stay in fellowship
with God and please Him (John 8:29). If we are constantly trying to follow
the example of Christ, His blood will be available to cleanse us of our sins,
and He will gladly do so aong the way.

Second, he counters that we only show our hypocrisy and self-deception if
we claim not to sin because we are obviously full of sin. Paul instructs us
that God's law defines what sin is (Romans 7:7), and even a cursory
comparison between God's righteous standards and our imperfect lives
revealsthat agreat deal of sin remainsin us after baptism—sinful ways that
we must turn from. If wefail to see any sinin ourselves, we are clearly
deceiving ourselves.

Third, regarding a Christian being incapable of sin, John contends that such a
statement calls God aliar. Since the whole plan of God is based on
redemption from sin, if we are already so spiritual that we cannot sin, why is
God putting us through this farce of conversion? The truth isthat all men are
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sinful (Romans 3:23). Jesus teaches that, just as God is perfect, we are to
become perfect (Matthew 5:48), and Paul echoes that our job isto "go onto
perfection” (Hebrews 6:1).

In his answer, John admits that, even though the whole thrust of Christianity
Isto turn from sin and live sinlessly, we still have sinful human naturein
us—or as Jeremiah 17:9 says, aheart that is "deceitful" and "desperately
wicked"—and we do sin. Yet if we sin, admit it, repent of it, and seek
forgivenessfor it, Christ's blood covers the sin, and we go on striving not to
sin. The desired result is that we have overcome the sin, learned alesson, and
grown in character. Thisis how conversion works: step by step, one
transformation to the image of Christ a atime.

This should tell us afew things about conversion. For starters, it is not
something we can do alone. It is God who works to convert us by His Spirit,
aswe work in cooperation with Him (Philippians 2:12-13). Conversion is
His spiritual, creative process at work, transforming us into what He has
purposed and designed us to become. As Paul says, the process of
conversion is God's workmanship in us (Ephesians 2:10). He conducts us
through the entire process.

In addition, we realize that, no matter how long we live, the process of
conversion will never be complete. We can never achieve perfection in this
life, for we will alwaysfall short of the righteousness of Christ. With its
Inherent self-centeredness, human flesh can never be entirely converted to
God's way of outgoing love. The apostle Paul, certainly arighteous man,
lamented many years after hisinitial conversion, "l am carnal, sold under
sin" (Romans 7:14) and "l know that in me (that is, in my flesh) nothing
good dwells' (verse 18). Only by the resurrection of the dead at Christ's
second coming will we be truly "incorruptible" (I Corinthians 15:52).

Yes, sinisinvolved in the conversion process, but we are endeavoring to
overcome it. Even with the indwelling of God's Spirit, from time to time we
will sin. Thus, a converted person is not perfect, but he is constantly working
in that direction under God's guiding hand.

— Richard T. Ritenbaugh
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Tolearn more, see:
What |s Real Conversion? (Part Three)

Related Topics:

All Have Sinned
Conversion as Process
Deceitful Heart
Fellowship with God
Following Christ's Example
Gnostics

Going On to Perfection
Hypocrisy

Overcoming Sin
Relationship with God
Self Deception

What is Real Conversion?
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