
1 John 3:1b-3 Commentary 

Verse 1b 
In the second part of 1 John 3:1, the apostle seems to make a random and abrupt transition.  
He says, “The reason the world does not know us is that it didn’t know him.”  The latter half of 
the verse may seem like a strange transition from what was discussed in the first part of the 
verse.  However, it seems that the differing ideas may fit together perfectly.  It appears John 
means to say that the Christian’s sonship in Christ will inevitably invite hostility from an 
unregenerate world.  His readers were undoubtedly facing conflict with the gnostic heretics (1 
John 2:9).  John’s teaching in our verse was designed to help them process the schism they 
were facing.  He attempted to give them similar aid back in 2:19, and he will do so again in 
3:13-14.

	 In speaking of the “world,” John is not talking about the physical universe.  It can refer 
to the earth in a literal sense, but it here points to fallen and unregenerate humanity, that part of 
society that is depraved and hostile to God.  John uses the word translated “world” frequently 
in this sense (2:15, 16, and 17; 3:13; 4:3, 4, and 5:4, 5, and 19).  In 1 John 5:19, he clearly 
defines his usage of this word, saying, “the whole world is under the sway of the evil one.”

	 In our current verse, he wants his readers to know that real Christians will always face 
threats and blowback from non-Christians.  He says “the world does not know us.”  The word 
translated “know” (gnōsis) is the one that was often used by the gnostics.  It was the source for 
the title they applied to themselves.  John perhaps uses it in a tongue-in-cheek fashion to point 
to something the gnostics didn’t know.  They boasted of super-spiritual knowledge, but they 
didn’t know what Christians knew.  The word translated “know” in our verse is a present tense 
verb that conveys the idea of continual action.   According to John, the gnostics lived with an 1

ongoing ignorance concerning true spiritual truth.

	 Their blindness was due to the fact that they “didn’t know” Jesus.  To deny that the 
gnostics had real knowledge of spiritual truth was a tall accusation.  The group championed 
themselves as being pure purveyors of God’s special knowledge.  John wanted his readers to 
see the source of all of the strife in their congregation.  It rested in the fact that the heretics 
were devoid of true knowledge.  

	 The word translated “know" is often used as a synonym for salvation in the New 
Testament (1 Timothy 2:4).  In our current passage, the apostle claims that the gnostics had 
never been born again.  He uses an aorist tense verb to highlight the fact that his opponents 
had never had an experience with grace.  Considering this reality, his readers should not have 
been surprised by the division amongst the fellowship. Light has no fellowship with darkness.  
The things of the world don’t mix with the things of the Lord.  Jesus prophesied that His 
disciples would face strong resistance.  He said:


If the world hates you, understand that it hated me before it hated you.  If you were of 
the world, the world would love you as its own. However, because you are not of the 
world, but I have chosen you out of it, the world hates you.  Remember the word I 
spoke to you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will 
also persecute you. If they kept my word, they will also keep yours.  But they will do all 
these things to you on account of my name, because they don’t know the one who sent 
me (John 15:18-21).


Because of the blowback that will certainly come from the world, Jesus encouraged His 
disciples to have faith in the midst of adversity: “You are blessed when they insult you and 
persecute you and falsely say every kind of evil against you because of me. Be glad and 
rejoice, because your reward is great in heaven. For that is how they persecuted the prophets 
who were before you” (Matthew 5:11-12).
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	 Believers will never be spiritually strong if they don’t accept the fact that resistance from 
unbelievers is the common lot of all of God’s children.  It is important for us to remember that 
the world has never been, nor will it ever be, a friend of the Church. Troubles will come our way 
because of our alien status in Christ (1 Peter 2:11).  The darkness hates light because the light 
exposes its crooked and depraved ways (John 3:19-20).  If we don’t accept this reality, we will 
likely be dissatisfied, disillusioned, and discouraged in the faith.  We can’t look to the world for 
acceptance.  We must keep our eyes on Jesus, knowing that our security and significance is in 
Him.  When we have a strong stance in the gospel, we will be well-equipped to love the same 
world that despises us.


Verse 2 
In verse 2, John says, “Dear friends, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not 
yet been revealed. We know that when he appears, we will be like him because we will see him 
as he is” (1 John 3:2).  Notice that he refers to believers with the designation “children.”  He 
used the same title in 2:28 and 3:1.  The repetition shows that verse 2 is an extension of the 
previous ones.  The promise of Christ’s return (2:28), along with our status in Christ (3:1), 
guarantees that there is a future hope for God’s children.

	 To elaborate on our eschatological promises, John first assures his readers that “what 
we will be has not yet been revealed.”  The word translated “revealed” means “to make 
manifest” or “to make clear.”   Notice that John uses an impersonal pronoun (“what”).  He 2

could have implemented a personal pronoun (“who”), but he opts for a different approach.  The 
pronoun “what” seems to hint at the marvelous mystery associated with our future glory.  A.T. 
Robertson has said it conjures imagery of “something unspeakable, contained in the likeness 
of God.”   For those who are in Christ, a future transformation awaits.  What all such a change 3

will entail is unknown.  However, we can be assured that it will be glorious and otherworldly.  
Within the time continuum of humanity, there are no words that can adequately explain what 
this transformation will involve!

	 Despite the unknowability of our future state, we do “know that when he appears, we 
will be like him because we will see him as he is” (1 John 3:2).  John’s words reference the 
Second Advent of Jesus.  The word rendered “appears” was used back in verse 28 to speak of 
Christ’s return.  John assures us that we will become “like” Jesus when He appears on the 
earth for the second time.  

	 The event in view is one that theologians often call “glorification.”  One has defined it as 
“the final dimension of Christian salvation which includes eternal life in Heaven and the eternal 
glorifying of God.”   Another has said this is “…the final step in the application of redemption.  4

It will happen when Christ returns and raises from dead the bodies of all believers for all time 
who have died, and reunites them with their souls, and changes the bodies of all believers who 
remain alive, thereby giving all believers at the same time perfect resurrection bodies like His 
own.”   
5

	 

	 It is important to stress that a radically new body is at the heart of this experience.  At 
the culmination of human history, we will obtain “a resurrection body that will belong to those 
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who share eternal life in heaven.”   After His resurrection, our Lord embodied a similar state of 6

existence (John 20:17 and 19).  His pre-ascension body was perhaps a preview of what we will 
receive.

	 Glorification involves a reversal of all of the consequences of original sin (Genesis 
3:14-24 and Revelation 21:4 and 22:3) and a return to the full image of God in man (Genesis 
1:26-27 and Revelation 21:3 and 22:4).  Paul speaks of this glorious act on more than one 
occasion in his letters.  In Romans 8:30, he says, “And those he predestined, he also called; 
and those he called, he also justified; and those he justified, he also glorified.”  For the apostle, 
justification guarantees future glorification.  If you are saved, you can expect to one day be 
transformed into the image of Christ.  Paul describes the event in his first letter to the 
Corinthians saying, “Listen, I am telling you a mystery: We will not all fall asleep, but we will all 
be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will 
sound, and the dead will be raised incorruptible, and we will be changed” (1 Corinthians 
15:51-52).

	 In our current passage, John tells us that glorification will take place when we “see” 
Jesus “as he is.”  In Revelation, the apostle proclaims that “every eye will see” the Lord when 
He returns on clouds (Revelation 1:7).  From other parts of Scripture, we know that gazing 
upon Jesus has the ability to produce spiritual transformation (2 Corinthians 3:18).  It makes 
sense then that Christ’s return will result in a metamorphosis of His people.  As their eyes of 
faith catch a glimpse of His appearing, they will be radically changed.

	 Glorification will make us “like him.”  John’s wording should not be misconstrued to 
imagine that Christians will someday receive some sort of God-hood status.  The Mormon 
doctrine of Divine Progression is in error.  Those who understand the English language should 
understand that the apostle implements the use of a simile in our text.  The construct is 
designed to draw a comparison.  One has said that glorification involves “man redeemed and 
perfected to God.”  Through such a change, humans will once again fully reflect “the glory of 
the Creator.”   The Bible teaches that God shares a degree of His glory with us through Christ 7

(2 Corinthians 4:6).  At the moment of glorification, we will receive a heightened degree of this 
glory (1 Corinthians 13:12).

	 In our text, John implies that his readers should have known all of this truth.  He does 
so with a word translated “we know.”  So far in his letter, he has often pointed back to doctrinal 
points that his readers had received in the past (1 John 2:20-21 and 29).  He does the same 
thing here.  He reminds them of what they already knew about the future promises of God in 
order to stir up their spiritual fervor.

	 Just as John’s words were meant to enliven his original readers, they can have a similar 
effect upon us.  Glorification is a ray of hope that shines upon believers during all seasons of 
life.  When grief grips our hearts, we have hope of a glorious reunion with our loved ones.  
When pain wreaks havoc on our physical bodies, we have promise of eternal fitness in heaven.  
When we are overwhelmed with our own finiteness and imperfection, we have prospect of a 
future change.  When we feel lonely, out of place, or homesick, we have guarantee of a new 
home.  Change is coming!  We should stay faithful and full of hope!


Verse 3 
After elaborating on the doctrine of glorification, John speaks of the proper practical response 
to such glorious truth: “And everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself just as he is 
pure” (1 John 3:3).  He refers to glorification as a thing of “hope.”  The original Greek summons 
thoughts of confidence and assurance.   In speaking of the hope we possess, John uses a 8

 McKim, 114.6

 Rogers Jr. and Rogers III, 595.7

 Rogers Jr. and Rogers III, 595.8



present tense verb to speak of continual ownership.  From the moment of the new birth until 
the resurrection of the dead, believers are marked by an enduring hope.

	 In twenty-first century America, “hope" is often a thing of uncertainty.  The words “I 
hope” are often used to express a desire that is accompanied by a degree of doubt.  When one 
has concern regarding the state of the weather, he or she might say, “I hope it doesn’t rain.”  
For modern minds, “hope” isn’t often thought of as involving certainty, but the Bible sees the 
virtue differently.  The Greek word underlying modern translations (elpís) is one that speaks of a 
“confident expectation in a divinely promised future.”   
9

	 Used in this way, John means to declare that Christians live with an ever-present 
confidence concerning future glorification.  The apostle is careful to note the origin of such 
hope.  He says we have it “in Him.”  The personal pronoun within the text refers to the Lord, 
the One mentioned in verses 1 and 2, the same One who has made us His children.  John’s 
use of a preposition in our text picturesquely portrays hope as sitting or resting upon the Lord’s 
shoulders. 
10

	 The meat of verse 3, however, is focused on the response one ought to have to such 
hope.  John says the promise of glorification should lead one to pursue sanctification.  He uses 
a word (“purifies”) that was used in the Septuagint to speak of Levitical cleansing (Numbers 
8:21).  John used the same word in his gospel to describe the ceremonial washings prescribed 
by the Mosaic Law (John 11:55).  Luke used the term similarly in Acts 21:24 and 26.  Under the 
Old Testament system, God required His people to be both ceremonially and morally clean 
before Him (Exodus 19:10-11 and Joshua 3:5).  

	 In our current passage, John means to encourage a practical cleansing from the 
defilement of sin.  He wants his readers to pursue purification that involves consecration to the 
Lord.   Earlier in his letter, he espoused the same type of moral purity, saying, “If we confess 11

our sins, he is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).  The necessity of such moral cleanliness may seem like a no-
brainer for many believers, but we must remember the situation surrounding John’s original 
readership.  The gnostics gave license to sin (1 John 1:8 and 10). They sanctioned all sorts of 
gross immorality. 

	  As a result, John wanted his readers to know that the hope of glorification should serve 
as a motivator for holiness.  The New Testament often encourages readers in this regard.  Peter 
instructed his readers: “From a pure heart love one another constantly” (1 Peter 1:22).  James 
said, “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, sinners, and purify 
your hearts, you double-minded” (James 4:8).  The pursuit of purification is to be a priority for 
every believer.

	 The question for many believers revolves around “how.”  Most know that moral and 
spiritual purity are important, but many are unaware of how to practically obtain such purity.  
John gives us a clue in our text.  Making reference to Christ, he says believers should purify 
themselves “just as He is pure.”  The apostle has previously highlighted the sinless life of Jesus 
in his letter (1 John 2:29) in order to rebuff the rants of the heretics.  Here he once again 
references the impeccable character of our Lord to show the way to true righteousness.

	 The purity Christians are to pursue isn’t a mere mystical cleansing.  It involves real-
world change.  It results in a lifestyle transformation.  Contrary to the esoteric doctrines of the 
gnostics, Christian sanctification leads to a change in attitudes and actions.  It makes one 
become more like Jesus.  This is what John intends to highlight in saying “just as He is pure.”  
Instead of buying into false teaching that made allowances for casual and carnal Christian 
living, John’s readership needed to aim for lives that reflected the spotless character of Jesus.
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	 The apostle’s words show us how we are to pursue purity.  We become pure by aiming 
to become like Jesus.  Our Lord is both our example and our empowerment in this endeavor.  
As we engage in debates concerning lifestyle choices and moral activities, we should seek to 
ascertain what Jesus would do.  Every belief, behavior, attitude, action, priority, and passion 
should be held up against the template of His life.

	 Though we may never attain His level of holiness in this life (1 John 3:2), we should aim 
for it at all times (1 Peter 1:16).  Did not our Lord say, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly 
Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48).  Holiness should be our continual pursuit this side of 
eterninty.  This is ultimately God’s will for our lives.  He wants us to be like Jesus (Romans 
8:29).   When we look like Him, our lives will shine as bright lives in a broken world (Matthew 12

5:16).
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