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“CHILDREN OF GOD” 
1 JOHN 3:1-3 

 

Say the words “family” or “father,” and not everyone has a positive response.  A few examples: 

 

Former NFL coach Buddy Ryan was known for his intensity and explosive temper. He learned well 

from his father. Leaving Korea as a master sergeant and coming home, “ he saw a makeshift boxing ring 

being put up by his father in the backyard among the cottonwood trees. He had seen it often before. 

When he was growing up, Buddy and his three brothers would fight in elimination rounds to see who 

would meet their father. He put on the gloves, but he didn’t want to hurt his old man. Before Buddy 

raised his gloves, Red stepped on his foot and sucker punched him. He looked down at Buddy and said: 

‘Just in case you forget what life’s all about.’” 

 

It is reported that Winston Churchill‘s father “did not like the looks of Winston, did not like his 

voice, he did not like to be in the same room with his son. He never complimented him — only criticized 

him. His biographers excerpt young Winston’s letters begging both parents for his father’s attention:  ‘l 

would rather have been apprenticed as a bricklayer’s mate…it would have been natural…and I should 

have got to know my own father.…’” 

 

King George V of England once said, “My father was frightened of his father, I was frightened of 

my father, and I am going to see to it that my children are frightened of me.” 

 

Even Christian (and pastor’s) homes are not immune from problems.  After well-known pastor and 

author A. W. Tozer died, his widow later remarried a man named Leonard Odam.  A. W. Tozer was an 

influential pastor, but he didn’t always make the best decisions or lead well at home, as evidenced by 

Ada’s repeated comment to friends when they asked her about her second marriage.  She often said, 

“I’ve never been happier in my life.  Aiden loved Jesus Christ; but Leonard Odam loves me.” 

 

It really is true, as one worldly proverb has asserted, “Nobody’s family can hang out the sign, ‘Nothing 

the matter here.’” 

 

That’s true — but with one exception.  And the exception, of course, is the family of God.  God has 

adopted believers into His family and there is no failure in His leadership, authority, wisdom, or 

provision.  You may have had a difficult family growing up; your father may not have been a godly 

man; he may even have been cruel.  And it may be that you have been an unwise father for your own 

children; perhaps your children are estranged from God and from you because of your ungodly actions. 
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So when the words “father” and “family” are spoken you may recoil in discomfort.  And to think of the 

family of God is no particular comfort for you either.  Then you need to hear the words of the passage 

that are before us this morning:  1 John 3:1-3.  What John is saying in these verses is this:  God has 

adopted us as His children, and that has gracious implications for our past, present, and future.   

 

WHEN WE ARE GOD’S CHILDREN, OUR PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE ARE CHANGED. 

 

 

In these three verses, John reminds us of three realities about our adoption into God’s family: 

 

1. What We Are in Christ:  CHILDREN OF GOD  (v. 1) 

 

2. What We Will be with Christ:  LIKE HIM  (v. 2) 

 

3. What We Can be Because of Christ:  PURE  (v. 3) 



  page 3 / 8 

WHEN WE ARE GOD’S CHILDREN, OUR PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE ARE CHANGED.  

 

• Verses 1-3 are somewhat parenthetical — 2:29 speaks of those who practice righteousness and 3:4 

resumes that same theme. 

• In between are three verses that evidently arose in John’s mind as he thought about the new birth of 

the believer that he alluded to at the end of 2:29 — God has “born” us, and that has implications… 

 

1. What We Are in Christ:  CHILDREN OF GOD  (v. 1) 

 

• As John begins his explanation of the fatherhood of God and our adoption, he first offers a 

command — see.  The word is an exclamation, but it’s more than that; it’s also a command:  John is 

exhorting the readers to look at and think about and contemplate God’s love for man.  There is a 

depth to God’s love that is beyond what is generally seen.  This love is intended to amaze us! 

 Then John also uses a unique word to explain this love — how great.  It’s used only a handful 

of times in the NT (e.g., Mt. 8:27 — “The men were amazed, and said, ‘What kind of a man is 

this, that even the winds and the sea obey Him?’”).  The word originally meant, “of what 

country?” and later came to mean something like our statement, “Where did that come from?”  

It implies greatness and amazement — “how wonderful!”  What measureless love! 

 

“To see the Father’s love ‘aright is to sink down in admiration before it.  It is beyond comprehension.” 

Lenski, quoted by Hiebert, 134. 

 

 And then he adds that this love is bestowed on — been given to — us.  This gift is one that has 

been given to us, the verb indicates, but can never be taken away.  This love always is with us. 

 The great manifestation of God’s love, John says, is in His declaration that we are His children 

— that (this is the explanation of His great love) we would be called children of God.   

 And such we are.  That is, not only are we called God’s children, but we really are.  While I 

was growing up, our family had some friends that were particularly close and my brother and I 

called them “Aunt” and “Uncle” — they weren’t really, but they functioned in that way.  We 

called them that, but they really weren’t.  That’s not the way it is with God; we really are His 

children because He really has adopted us into His family: 

➢ According to Roman custom, when a child was adopted into a family, the child was 

completely under the authority of the father and that father was considered the owner of all 

the adoptee’s possessions.  And the father was also responsible for all the adoptee’s behavior 

and was liable for any of his actions.  At the same time, the adoptee lost all the rights in his 

old family, and was a fully legitimate son in the new family and became a full heir in the 
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new estate, even surpassing the rights of any sons born by blood later.  All his old debts 

were obliterated as if they had never existed and he was by law considered the literal son of 

his new father. 

➢ According to biblical adoption, the believer has no more allegiance to his old master, sin 

(Gal. 4:5), he has a new relationship of fellowship with the Father (no longer an enemy, but 

now a Father; 4:6), and he has every benefit as a descendant of God and God’s heir (4:7). 

➢ And John affirms this really is true — it is not a title only, but it is our legitimate position. 

 And then John reminds us that this is such a remarkable reality that the world doesn’t 

understand it — the world does not know us…   

➢ That is, there is no real fellowship and intimacy with the world.  It is not just that we are an 

anomaly to the world — “those people are odd…” but there is no kinship with them.  They 

don’t know us and we no longer know them.   

➢ “The people of the world are related to the world; we are related to God.” 

➢ And of course the reason they don’t know us is that the world did not know Him.  The 

world has been on one massive venture to reject God (1 Cor. 1:21), which it supremely did 

in the rejection of God’s ultimate revelation of Himself in Christ (Jn. 1:10-11; 15:18 – 16:4).   

➢ They do not want God or Christ so they will not want us, or our fellowship either — we do 

not need to be surprised or “offended” when they hate us (Jn. 15:18ff).   

 

• How great is God’s love to make you His children? (Remember the command see?) 

 It is a love that is unsurpassed.  God’s love could not have been greater than it was and is (Jn. 

15:13; 1 Jn. 4:9-10, 16, 19; Jn. 3:16). 

 It is a love that is undeserved (Jn. 15:12-14; Dt. 7:7-8). 

 It is a love that is permanent (Rom. 8:37-39). 

 It is a love that is inexplicable (Rom. 5:8; Tt. 3:4-5).  We were His enemies and He made us His 

heirs.  Our past condemned us and He still adopted us. 

 It is a love that is assuring.  It is a reminder that we are not saved on our own and we are not kept 

on our own.  Our salvation and our assurance are not rooted in our abilities, but they are founded 

on the gracious love of God.  We are saved and are sure of that salvation because He loves. 

 

“…the choice [of adoption] lay entirely with the Father and was motivated only by his nature of love.  

Adoption is a legal action by which a person takes into his family a child who is not his own, who has no 

rights within that family, in order to give that child all the privileges of his own children.…What might 

motivate someone to do that, potentially at considerable cost to himself?  Perhaps there might be 

something attractive about the child, or there might be an old friendship with his or her parents, who 

had died. But the basic motivation would be pity, compassion, love.  Love gives.  So it is with God, who 
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‘sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the 

full rights as sons’ (Gal. 4:4-5).  In our case there was nothing attractive or even deserving in us to draw 

out that love, but God chose to love us, because he is love.  This has always been so.” [Jackman, 81-82.] 

 

• When the children were little we used to play a game, “How do you know we love you?”  If we 

were to ask that question of God, He would answer in part, “because I adopted you into my family 

and made you my child and heir.”  This adoption is a great expression of God’s love, and it also is a 

means by which God removes the consequences of our past and our sin.   

• But the love of God also has implications for the future… 

 

 

2. What We Will be with Christ:  LIKE HIM  (v. 2) 

 

• John really wants the readers (who have been taught by the heretics to doubt the reality of their 

salvation) to know of God’s love for them, so for a third time he says, we are children of God.  In 

fact, notice that he begins the verse by calling them to attention:  beloved.  He uses that term 

frequently to indicate the common bond of love that he (John) shares with them; but in the context 

of this talk of adoption, it certainly could mean more than that by alluding to the reality that they are 

loved by God. 

• And that love which adopted us has implications for the future and John notes two of them here: 

 it has not appeared as yet what we will be = I.e., “the glory of the future state is sure, but 

unimaginable.”   Cf. Rom. 8:18ff.  What are those things?  We don’t know — they haven’t been 

revealed yet!  We know that it is something wonderful, but we don’t know all that it will be (and 

even some of what we do know is still incomprehensible — i.e., what will it be like to be 

without sin?) 

 The second future implication of our adoption that John tells us is that some things have been 

revealed — when he appears, we will be like Him…  How will we be like Him?  1 Cor. 15:49ff. 

➢ We will be immortal, pure, perfected, and absolutely righteous.  But we will not be little 

Gods.  We will be like Him, but we will not be equal to Him.  We will be united to Him but 

we will not be identical to Him.    

➢ We know that this is true because we will be able to see Him just as He is — we will be able 

to stand in His presence without perishing.  What a dramatic change this will be for 

believers.  On the Mt. of Transfiguration, three disciples saw the glory of Christ and could 

not look at Him (Mk. 9:1ff); in his vision, John saw Christ and shrank back in fear (Rev. 

1:17); on the Emmaus road the two disciples saw Him, though they were blinded from 

seeing Him fully (Lk. 24:31).  Then, in glory, believers will be able to look upon and gaze at 
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Him and not turn away in fear or shame, because they will have been fully redeemed, 

cleansed, justified, and sanctified (1 Cor. 13:12). This means that the believer will not only 

be declared righteous, but that he will in fact be righteous, for it is lack of righteousness that 

has precluded men from being able to be like Christ (Is. 6:1-7). 

 

“Heaven is a perfect place for people made perfect.  Perfection is the goal of God’s sanctifying work in 

us.  He’s not merely making us better than we are; He is conforming us to the image of His Son.  As 

much as glorified humanity can resemble incarnate, exalted deity, we will resemble our Lord…the utter 

perfection of heaven is the consummation of our salvation.” [MacArthur, Glory of Heaven, 118.] 

 

• Remember what you would do with your friends at Christmas when you were younger — “what did 

you get?…”  That’s the way we tend to think of heaven — “what do we get?…”  And we think of 

mansions and gold streets and ease and perfect bodies and no physical limitations (walking through 

walls…); but what we supremely get in heaven is fully redeemed souls and we get those so we can 

get God — so we can see Him and be with Him.   

 Even Christ said that the goal of our salvation and Heaven was to be with Him — Jn. 14:3. 

 Why do you want salvation and why do you want Heaven?  If you can think of a Heaven that is 

satisfying without God being present, then you are not a Christian.  Because Christ’s salvation is 

all about getting you back into fellowship with God.   

 

• So the love of God that adopts us and makes us His children deals with our past and promises a 

most amazing future; but there are also implications for our present, for how we live now… 

 

 

3. What We Can be Because of Christ:  PURE  (v. 3) 

 

• The consequence of the confidence that the believer has in being like Christ is that he will purify 

himself.  Given what he will be in the future, the believer seeks that same purity now.  He hates his 

sin and he is motivated by the purity of God.  Our thoughts about heaven should not terminate on 

speculations about the place, but on “the profound significance of being eternally conformed to the 

image of Christ.” [MacArthur]  So John says believers should purify themselves (v. 3).  Notice — 

 The ones who purify themselves are the ones who have the hope:  everyone who has this hope.  

What is “this hope?”  It is not a wish for something good, but it is a knowledge of the certainty 

of our position as believers and what God will do for us in eternity.  Our hope is a confidence 

(Heb. 10:19-23). 
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 But what does John means when he says, he purifies Himself?  The word here is a little bit 

unusual; it was used in the gospels and Acts to refer to ritual cleansing so that worshippers could 

go into the Temple to worship.  Here then it refers to a removal of anything that would defile a 

believer’s fellowship with God (e.g., Js. 4:8; 1 Pt. 1:22).   

➢ Notice also that this is true of everyone.  There is no believer who does not work to purify 

himself.  No believer is content with his known sin.   

➢ So the purification is the continual work of the believer — we always are working to do this.  

It is our constant work and effort and labor.  And in fact notice that John says the believer 

does this himself.  It is his work and his labor.  But before we think that we can do anything 

to commend ourselves to God, we must remember 1:7 — it is the blood of Christ that 

cleanses us.  The blood of Christ is what proclaims us to be righteous and it is the Spirit of 

God indwelling us that enables us to live righteously and not sin, and we also must work 

hard to do the work of purifying ourselves (Phil. 2:12-13). 

➢ The purification of the believer does not mean that we are (or can be) perfect (the fact that 

we are always purifying ourselves means that we in fact are not perfect).  What is important 

is not perfection but direction — are you working to follow and live for Christ? 

➢ The objective of our purity is to be pure like Christ — just as He is pure.  That does not 

mean that we can be as pure as Christ, but He is the objective and goal.  We want to be like 

Him — the One who is always pure and never becoming pure (Gal. 2:20; Col. 3:4ff). 

➢ Jesus Christ is eternally and infinitely pure and unchanging in His purity.  He cannot add to 

or lose any purity.  “As such He is the perfect model, challenging believers constantly to 

purify themselves.” [Hiebert] 

 Are you where you want to be in relation to Christlikeness?  Me neither.  And the hope of the 

believer is not that we will attain perfection, but that Christ has been perfect in our place and His 

righteousness has been accounted to us —  

 

“Evangelical obedience is true in its essence, thought not perfect in its degree, and where it comes short, 

Christ puts his mercies into the scales, and then there is full weight.” 

(Thomas Watson, A Godly Man’s Picture) 

 

• This is the adoption of God — it enables us to live righteously even now.  We don’t have to live 

like the heretics who gave in to sin and then said, “it’s ok.”  It’s not ok, but it is defeatable.  Because 

we are adopted into the family of God we have a new nature — Christ’s nature — that makes it 

possible for us not to sin (2:1).  What love that brought us into this family! 

• Are you looking at God’s love and seeing the wonder and magnificence of that adoptive love? 
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CONCLUSION:  In a letter in which we see the wisdom of an earthly father pointing to the gracious 

provision of our heavenly father, Jonathan Edwards famously wrote the following to his daughter, 

Lucy, shortly before his death: 

 

Dear Lucy, it seems to me to be the will of God that I must shortly leave you; therefore give my 

kindest love to my dear wife, and tell her, that the uncommon union, which has so long subsisted 

between us, has been of such a nature as I trust is spiritual and therefore will continue forever: and I hope 

she will be supported under so great a trial, and submit cheerfully to the will of God. And as to my 

children you are now to be left fatherless, which l hope will be an inducement to you all to seek a father 

who will never fail you. 

 

God is trustworthy — not only for His physical care of His people — but He is trustworthy for the 

magnificent extent of His spiritual provision for His people.  We are His children.  We will be like His 

only-begotten, unique Son, Jesus Christ.  And because of what His Son and our older brother did on the 

cross, we can be pure even as He is pure. 


