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      Children of God 
 
 This is the third message in our series about the letters of John.  He was the 
“beloved disciple” – one who was very close to Jesus, and so understood well 
who Jesus was and is and what he means to us.  He is the author of the Gospel 
of John, the last book of the Bible, Revelation, and three short letters, written 
around 90-95 A.D.  John wrote his letters to encourage the Christians to stand 
fast, to remain in fellowship with God, to reject false teachers, and to show true 
Christian love to each other.  In this first letter John weaves together the 
themes of truth, obedience, and love.   

So far we’ve seen in Chapter 1 that John reminds us that walking in the light 
means dealing honestly with our sin.  Chapter 2 introduces us to the important 
concept of abiding in Christ.  John is speaking of a transparent relationship with 
the Father and the Son, so that you are honest before God and come to know 
who God really is.  That kind of relationship with God and our Savior allows us to 
genuinely love one another.  Jesus himself said as much when he spoke of 
himself as a vine and his disciples the branches, which produce fruit - that is, 
exhibit the traits of righteousness (Gospel of John Chapter 15).  Today we’ll 
consider Chapter 3, of John’s first letter.  It reminds us that in Jesus Christ we 
are true children of God and what God’s children ought to look like. 
 
Remember Who We Are 

We are the children of God.  Two weeks ago (on Mother’s Day) I gave a brief 
preview of today’s message by quoting this verse:  “Dear friends, now we are 
children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known.  But we 
know that when Christ appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he 
is,” 1 John 3:2.   

Even to our selves it is still a mystery.  At this stage of our living, it is difficult 
for us to comprehend how we’ll turn out.  Yet the hope and the promise is, that 
as God’s children, we will be raised in a manner as God himself – taking on His 
characteristics.  Think about it.  Children take on the traits (good and bad) of 
their parents, without even thinking about it or realizing it when growing up.  
God is good… all the time.  So, as children of God, redeemed from the sinfulness 
of the world through Jesus Christ, and adopted into God’s own family, we are 
being made more and more into his likeness.  This is why John talks about 
obeying his commandments, which are given not to harm or punish us, but to 
guide and shape us for living in God’s household.  Our fallen, sinful, human 
nature is being remolded into the nature that Christ himself, as first Son, 



exhibits.  As it says, “All who have this hope in him purify themselves, just as he 
is pure,” 1 John 3:3. 

This is not a unique concept of John.  The other apostles understood this 
process of growing in Christ as well as did he.  St. Paul spoke of how God equips 
us that we grow “…in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, 
attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ,” Eph. 4:12-13.  He goes 
on to remind Christians, “You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, 
to put off your old self… and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true 
righteousness and holiness,” Eph. 4:22-23. 

So often Christians place the emphasis on conversion and salvation– 
accepting Christ as your Savior (which is important) – while neglecting 
sanctification in Christ.  As a result we have a lot of people sitting in churches 
for many years growing old in Christ, but not growing up in Christ.  Don’t get me 
wrong, confessing your sinfulness and need for Christ’s atoning sacrifice for your 
sin and accepting him as your Savior is the essential beginning to joining God’s 
family.  But that is the first step.  Continuing in the family life is a must if we are 
to be like him when Christ appears.  The children of God experience 
inward purification as they walk toward that day.  Sanctifying grace is the on-
going work of the Holy Spirit, and has always been central to Methodism. 
Through the sanctifying work of the Spirit God delivers people from their sin and 
restores disciple’s souls to their “original purity,” working to recover “the divine 
nature” and renew “our souls after the image of God.”  

Wesley founded a movement to “spread scriptural holiness across the land” – 
meaning lives transformed by Christ.  This is about what a Christian life looks 
like.  Holiness of living is at the heart of Methodism.  Sanctifying grace, he 
thought, is the whole point of discipleship!  Salvation includes both justification 
(your sins have been paid for) and sanctification (becoming more Christ-like).  
Salvation which stops with a person’s justification or “deliverance from hell” 
was, Wesley believed, a “vulgar notion ” (A Farther Appeal to Men of Reason and 
Religion, Part I).  Salvation is made complete with sanctification.  

The early Methodists were called “Methodists” because they established 
regular meetings of disciples to encourage them to come to Christ as Savior and 
then to continually invite the Spirit to transform them.  That’s what our small 
groups are about, and that’s why we emphasize private devotions, small group 
participation, and acts of service.  It’s putting our new found faith and Bible 
knowledge into action, together, that shapes us in holiness.  

We know, in general, that when the Son of God appears we shall be like him, 
for the glory of God will be penetrating our inmost being.  “… for we shall see 
him as he is,” that is, without a veil, with nothing between us, and that sight will 
complete our transformation into the same likeness. 
 
Weird to the World 



“The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him.”   The 
world does not know what to make of us when we actually practice discipleship, 
when we actually follow a method of discipleship to grow in Christ.  Even when 
we have assurance from God of who we really are, the world of un-believers 
won’t automatically praise us for it.  When we truly walk with Christ we will 
often find ourselves out of step with people of the world around us.  
Nevertheless, John’s letter keeps reminding us to obey God’s commands, to 
discipline ourselves to walk as Christ does.   

The enmity of those who reject God, toward those who reverence Him and 
seek to follow His ways, should be no surprise to us.  Jesus made this clear: “If 
the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first.  (If you belonged to the 
world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I 
have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you,” John 15:18-
19).  

You know this to be true:  those who do not wish to relinquish control of life 
to the Author of life, so often resent and deride those who heed Christ and obey 
him.  Those who turn away from God hate those who follow God because the 
contrast illuminates their own sinfulness.  In the depths of their hearts they 
know they have a choice:  to obey God or to rebel against him. 

Genuine Christians are actively persecuted and physically harmed in many 
parts of the world today. In some sectors of American culture Christians are 
marginalized because their faith in Christ. Christianity, to some degree or other, 
has always been counter-cultural.  
 
Recognizing the Children of God  

The true children of God reject sin and obey God's command to love one 
another.  John elaborates here on what he wrote in chapter one.  All sin is 
serious because it is a form of lawlessness and Jesus came to remove sin. Sin is 
inconsistent with who we really are.  Children of God share in God's nature 
and that nature does not sin.  Since we have God’s nature in us, we 
cannot continue in sin.  
Therefore our basic nature is revealed by the way we live:  

a) Unbelievers through disobedience and hatred. 
b) Believers through obedience and love. 

For non-believers sin is normal and natural.  For believers, however, sin 
is abnormal and unnatural.  When unbelievers sin they reveal their true identity.  
When Christians sin, we hide our true identity.  Even the slightest bit of 
sin contradicts our new nature and pulls us away from fellowship with God.  Sin 
keeps me from fellowship with God, and fellowship with God keeps me from sin.  
Traced back to its roots, all sin is devilish and all righteousness is godlike. 

Though sin remains a daily reality for the believer, we must never make 
light of sin because every sin is a betrayal of who we really are in Christ.  Only 



through the Holy Spirit can I win the ongoing battle between sin and my new 
nature. 
Loving Like Children of God  

Loving like God is the chief mark of new life in Christ.  “Do not be like Cain, 
who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother,” 1 John 3:12.  John is 
referring, of course, to the story in Genesis 4 about how Cain, out of jealousy 
and selfishness, murdered his own brother, Abel.  Reportedly at the peace 
negotiations ending WWI, President Wilson, confronting French Prime Minister 
Clemenceau’s hostility to Germany, asked if he did not believe in brotherly love.  
The French Prime Minister replied, “Yes, Cain and Abel, Cain and Abel.”  It 
seems, that Cain’s nature, not attuned to God, was the source of his murderous 
resentment. 

Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You 
shall not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’  But I 
tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to 
judgment,” Matt. 5:21-22.  Hatred is a form of murder and a sign of spiritual 
death, and that’s because our attitudes and behaviors spring from our nature.  
Do you operate out of the fallen, sinful human nature?  Or do you operate out of 
your new nature in Christ, as a child of God? 

The model for our love is Jesus who laid down his life for us.   “This is how 
we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay 
down our lives for our brothers and sisters,” 1 John 3:16.  Real love goes 
beyond mere talk to meet the practical needs of others.  

 
Praying Like the Children of God      

John sums up his exhortation by assuring believers that genuine love for 
others brings us assurance by the Spirit that we are truly God’s children.  We 
can pray with confidence when we show love to others.  “…we 
receive answers when God is pleased with us.  We have confidence before 
God and receive from him anything we ask, because we keep his commands and 
do what pleases him,” 1 John 3:21-22.  So, it’s more than just ending our prayers 
saying, “in Jesus name.”  Rather, when we’re abiding in Christ, walking by His 
light, obeying His commands, then our prayers will be in Him as well. 

John continues to weave obedience and love together again and again.  We 
cannot talk about obeying God without also talking about loving our brothers.  It 
can’t be one or the other.  According to John, love is the chief way our new 
nature expresses itself.  Love is also the practical assurance that we are 
keeping God's commandments. 
 Those who have recognized their sinful condition, confessed to Christ, 
received His forgiveness, and are committed to be with Him, they are the ones 
who can reach into the core of their being, where Jesus has begun His 
transforming work, and be reminded that they really do not want to carry out the 



desires of the sinful nature.  God stirs new longings in us to please God and each 
other.  God Himself constantly works within us to the point where we WANT to 
DO His good pleasure, not our own. 
 
  “If you know that he is righteous, you know that everyone who 
does what is right has been born of him,” 1 John 2:29. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


