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1 John 1:8-10  

“The Christian’s relationship to Sin”  

Introduction  

  Have you ever been purchasing something or opening some type of account with a 

company and been asked the question: “may I see a photo ID?” What do you think would happen 

if you simply insisted that you were who you said you were? I would imagine the purchase 

would be voided and the account would not be opened. If on the other hand you take out the ID 

everything goes smoothly, your identity is verified, and your transaction can go through.   

  What John is doing throughout his epistle is pointing out different forms of “ID” so to 

speak that verify the profession of a child of God. If, however someone does not possess these 

different forms of “ID” then their profession is in vain and their salvation is a deception. God 

does not leave us in uncertainty about our salvation and our standing with Him. He clearly 

reveals through His Word what salvation produces in the heart of a true believer.   

  Lord willing, we will conclude chapter one of this great epistle with our study on these 

verses, but John has already provided us with some fruit of faith that allows us to experience the 

joy of the Lord that flows from the fellowship with are enjoying with God. These verses present 

a subject that some professing believers portray as non-existent and that is the believer’s 

relationship to sin.  

  Some would have you to think that if you have a relationship to sin that you are not really 

a Christian or you aren’t nearly as spiritual as they are. Others would have you think that it 

doesn’t matter how you live because you are covered by grace. Both are wrong! John gives us  
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the gospel answer in these verses that show us what a believers’ relationship to sin really is. Let’s 

look at some realities of the believers’ relationship to sin.     

The first reality of a believers’ relationship to sin is that a Christian is conscious of their sin.  

1. Christians are Conscious of their Sin – V.8,10   

“If we say we have no sin then we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we say we 

have not sinned, we make him a liar and his word is not in us.” If someone asked you what sins 

you were struggling with this week, what would you say? Our prideful instinct is to respond 

with, “nothing!” If that is our answer then first, we lie, but if we mean that, John says we have 

deceived ourselves and that the truth is not even in us! Wait a minute, if the truth is in us will we 

not walk in the light? Yes, but that does not mean the absence of sin, it means the awareness of  

it!  

There was a time when we did not walk in the light as we do now. Paul wrote in Ephesians 

2:1-3 that we were dead in trespasses and sins in which we once walked, following the course of 

this world, following the prince of the power of the air, and that the spirit that is now at work in 

the children of disobedience was once at work in us, and we once lived among and we were of 

those children of disobedience fulfilling and living in the lust and passions of our flesh, carrying 

out the desires of our body and mind, and we were by nature the children of wrath just like the 

rest of mankind!  

But God, who is rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even when 

we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (Eph 2:4-5)! He has delivered 

us from the power of darkness and has now translated or transferred us into the kingdom of his 

dear Son (Col 1:13)! We were born in darkness, we lived in darkness, and all we knew was 
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darkness, but God in love and in grace has shed abroad the love of God in our hearts by His 

Spirit through the light of His glory in the face of Jesus in the Gospel! At which point we become 

conscious of our sins! So conscious that John says if we say we have no sin then we do not 

possess the truth.   

That is a powerful statement, but the truth is so powerful, and the light is so pervasive that it 

touches every area of our life and shines even in the darkest corner of our hearts. The testimony 

of the true believer is the same as David’s in Psalm 51:3 when he said, “For I acknowledge my 

transgression: and my sin is ever before me.” We echo Paul’s words found in Romans 7:24, “O 

wretched man that I am!”   

The common misconception is that the longer you are a Christian the easier dealing with sin 

will become. The opposite is true! The longer you are a Christian and the more Christ like you 

become the more conscious and aware of your sin you become! At the end of his life, after Paul 

had lived what is considered the greatest Christian life ever lived besides the Lord Jesus Himself, 

Paul writes in 1 Timothy 1:15 that he is the chief of sinners! He said that Jesus came into the 

world to save sinners and he was the most prominent sinner in that world of sinners!  

WHAT?   

Through the light Paul could clearly see his own sinfulness and the same is true for all 

believers! Think of the godliest person you know, they are probably the quickest to remind you 

of their own wickedness! We wouldn’t imagine that they even committed sin, but they are so 

conscious of it. It is in a sense, ever before them. They are constantly aware that they come short 

of God’s law and fail to meet His perfect requirement.   
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John states that those who deny their sinfulness do not have the truth in them. Commenting 

on the truth from John’s Gospel, De la Potterie explains this well:  

“The Johannine idea of truth, then, is quite different from the intellectualist conception of the  

Greeks, for whom the truth was the reality, the essence of being, that is revealed to the spirit. In 

Hellenistic dualism, this reality is transferred to the sphere of the divine, and consequently cannot 

be attained except by escaping from the world and fleeing to the realm of light; but the cosmic 

dualism underlying this conception is liable to cut the world off from God. For John, on the other 

hand, truth is found in the word of the Father turned to mankind, incarnate in Christ, illuminated 

through the action of the Spirit. What men are required to do with respect to the truth is not win it 

by intellectual endeavor; it is to receive and enter into it in faith, to submit to it and to live by it.”  

  Consequently, those who are have the truth in them, are conscious of their own sinfulness 

and their desperate need for Christ’s salvation. This leads us to the second reality.  

The second reality of a believers’ relationship to sin is that a Christian confesses their sin.  

2. Christians are Continually Confessing their Sin – V.9a  

John writes that if we deny our sin then we lie, but then says if we confess that we will be 

forgiven. From the writing of John and the examples of David, Paul, and even the godliest 

believers that we know personally, believers do not hide their sin but confess it! John writes that 

if we confess our sins. The condition of forgives is contrite confession. We turn from our sin 

broken by the goodness of God and desire deliverance from that sin.  

The simplest definition of confessing sin is to say the same thing as God says about it. You 

cannot say the same thing God says about your sin without hating it, being broken over it, and 

desiring deliverance from it. Often, I am afraid that we simply state our sins aloud and remind 
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ourselves of this promise so that we can continue in our sin without being plagued with a guilty 

conscious. That is not biblical confession and it doesn’t receive forgiveness, nor does it merit 

assurance. That is a deception in itself!  

To say that we have sinned and to say the same thing about sin that God say is two totally 

different things. To say I have done something is one thing, to acknowledge and admit that what 

I have done is cosmic treason against our loving God who sent and crushed His Son for that 

offence is not the same thing. I can admit that I have lied. But that isn’t biblical confession. 

Biblical confession is acknowledging that I have fallen drastically short of God’s glory. That I 

have not only missed the mark but aimed at the wrong target. That my sinfulness was willing 

disobedience to His commands and that I deserve full punishment for it in Hell forever.   

It is hard for us to honestly admit to this isn’t it? Although we are quick to acknowledge our 

sinfulness which we often call mistakes or failures, we are hesitant to say our gossip is deserving 

of hell. We are slow to say with God that Christ died equally for our lies and our lust. We are 

even slower to say that our lust is as damning as someone else’s. Let us remember that the sin 

that damned the entire human race was eating a fruit that God said not to. Therefore, the 

sinfulness of the sin is determined by the violation of God’s rule, not human standards. We often 

speak of our sin in vague generalities such as, “We are all sinners. Of course, I sin, we all do!” 

God is not interested in these kinds of confessions because they are not confessions at all!   

I refer again to David in Psalm 51 which is a beautiful record of confession. He appeals to 

God’s love and mercy first. He acknowledges that He has sinned against God alone even though 

he clearly sinned against others, David realized that all sin is ultimately against God alone! David 

confesses the sinfulness he inherited by conception and the sin he has committed by choice and 
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that he is fully deserving of judgment. He then asks for forgiveness, cleansing, and renewal. Gary 

Burge writes, “Sinfulness is inherent in our lives, and confession must be the  

Christian’s heartfelt reflex.”  

It is not until we face the exceeding sinfulness of our sin that we can experience the sufficient 

grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. We are saved by repenting of sin and believing in Jesus, and we 

are sanctified by the same and saving repentance and faith grows deeper and stronger with 

sanctifying grace! Although confessing each sin individually is not required for full salvation, 

confessing sin is necessary for sanctification. In the first of his 95 thesis Martin Luther said,  

“When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said “Repent,” he intended that the entire life of 

believers should be repentance.” There is absolutely no condemnation to those who are in Christ 

Jesus, but sin still corrupts the life of God’s child, therefore we stand in need of cleansing! We 

are already forgiven judicially, but we come to God our Father and confess the wrongs we have 

committed against Him in faith that He who has pardoned our sins will cleanse us from its 

pollution in our life! That is confession and it dominates the Christian life.   

Colin Kruse writes, “`The author projects a situation in which people acknowledge their sins 

in an ongoing way. He portrays authentic Christian living as involving honest and ongoing 

acknowledgment of one’s sins.” Eternal life is received when the believing sinner assumes the 

posture of repentance but the believer who receives eternal life will remain in that posture until 

the Lord picks them up in the presence of His holiness and finally removes their sin forever! The 

believers’ relationship with sin is one that causes repentance continually.  

What is your relationship with sin? Has it ever changed? Do you now hate what you once 

loved? Do you now see that your wicked rebellion against God though considered minimal by 
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the world is heinous before God and merits and deserves His wrath forever? Can we 

acknowledge this truth and remain indifferent to our sin? It has been selfish and self-serving, not  

Christ exalting. We need to repent of our false repentance and confess our selfish confession!  

This causes me to say with Paul, O wicked man that I am!  

The third reality of a believers’ relationship to sin is that a Christian is cleanses from their sin.  

3. Christians are Cleansed from their Sin – V.9b  

It is now that Paul’s question of who will deliver him and us from our own body of death is 

answered and I thank God as He did that will deliver us through our Lord Jesus Christ! Although 

there is no hope for the sinner being delivered from sins guilt who desires no deliverance from 

sin itself, the repentant believer who confesses their sin who desires salvation from it is assured 

of instant forgiveness and complete cleansing!  

If we confess our sin John writes, if we are willing to say what God says about our sin. If we 

acknowledge the heinous crime that we have committed against Him and desire deliverance from 

our own filth and sin, then John says He is faithful and just which means righteous to forgive us 

and cleanse us from all our unrighteousness. God’s forgiveness is guaranteed by God’s character. 

First His is faithful and second, He is righteous! “Come now, and let us reason together, saith the 

LORD: though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like 

crimson, they shall be as wool” (Isaiah 1:18). God has promised to forgive the sins of those who 

come to Him in true repentance. He will in no way cast you out. He is trustworthy. He keeps His 

Word. He is faithful! Ultimately, He is faithful to Christ. “Yet it pleased the LORD to bruise 

him; he hath put him to grief: when thou shalt make his soul an offering for sin, he shall see his 

seed, he shall prolong his days, and the pleasure of the LORD shall prosper in his hand. He shall 
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see of the travail of his soul and shall be satisfied: by his knowledge shall my righteous servant 

justify many; for he shall bear their iniquities. Therefore, will I divide him a portion with the 

great, and he shall divide the spoil with the strong; because he hath poured out his soul unto 

death: and he was numbered with the transgressors; and he bare the sin of many, and made 

intercession for the transgressors” (Isaiah 53:10–12).  

Ill: Imagine a Judge pardoning a guilty criminal. From the depts of our heart we would cry 

what? That’s not fair! It would be considered scandalous for a judge to pardon a guilty criminal, 

would it? And yet the righteous judge of the universe has pardoned guilty sinners. How? “For all 

have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; Being justified freely by his grace through the 

redemption that is in Christ Jesus: Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in 

his blood, to declare his righteousness for the remission of sins that are past, through the 

forbearance of God; To declare, I say, at this time his righteousness: that he might be just, and 

the justifier of him which believeth in Jesus” (Romans 3:23–26).  

His death makes right for God to forgive us. So right in fact that it would be wrong for God 

not to forgive the sins that Jesus had paid for! That is both comforting and humbling. If God has 

crushed His Son for my sins, I will be forgiven and on that basis I can approach Him with 

complete confidence but if my forgiveness came at the price of Christ’s very life, let me abhor 

my sin that held Him on His cross, let me beg to be freed from it, and never let me sin in the face 

of grace.  

John says that if we confess our sin we will be forgiven and cleansed! Once again, I lean on 

Gary Burge’s wisdom. He writes, “To forgive really means to let go (as a debt, cf. Luke 7:43), 

and so John indicates that our sins are removed from God’s accounting. To purify carries a 

different nuance and suggest the removal of the residual effects of sin, consequences that linger 
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(such as a stain). Therefore, there is hope. The past and its errors as well as the future and its 

propensity toward sinfulness are both addressed.”  

In Christ, our past is forgiven because our debt is paid, and our future is secure because 

Christ’s saving power is continually at work in the confessing believers’ life! Someone may 

wonder at that statement because they fail to see where God is at work in their life. You may 

think that you are unable to see Him at work in your life but be assured that if you are seeing 

your sinfulness and running to Christ for cleansing, that is His work! I give the final quote to the 

puritan I quoted last week, “Though compelled to cry, unclean, we have a fountain for sin!”   

Conclusion  

  Since the time you professed faith in Christ, do you see an increased knowledge of your 

sin and an ongoing acknowledgment of your sin? If you do not see that “fruit of faith” in your 

life, you need to fear if you are in the faith at all. The answer is to repent of your sin and believe 

in the death of the Lord Jesus and continue doing so! I am convicted over my lack of confession 

and desire to be broken over my sin. Not generically, but specifically! Let’s ask the Lord to do 

that and thank Him that when we see our sin as we walk in the light, He has already promised to 

forgive us when we return to Him!  

  Father forgive me of my lack of concern over my sin. Please break me and these believers 

over our sinfulness. Not generically, but over specific sins in our life and may we flee to Christ 

our redeemer who has died for our sins and repent with full confidence in you and your promise 

to forgive and to purify us from all unrighteousness. Thank you that your powerful payment for 

sin can go deeper than the stain has gone! In Jesus name, amen.  

    


