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DOES 1 JOHN 1:9 TEACH THAT CHRISTIANS  

MUST CONFESS THEIR SINS TO GOD TO BE FORGIVEN? 

 

By Kenneth E. Roberson, Sr.* 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

At 1 John 1:9,1 the apostle John writes,  

 

“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to  

cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”   

 

A common understanding of this verse is that Christians must confess their sins to God to 

be forgiven, i.e., Christians must confess their sins to God before God will forgive those 

sins.  But is that what this verse means? 

 

In this essay, we demonstrate that 1 Jn. 1:9 is not teaching that Christians must 

confess their sins to God to be forgiven.  We will show this as follows.  In part I, we will 

see that there are Scriptural accounts of Jesus forgiving sins without any Scriptural record 

that He required confession of sins before He forgave sins, and without any Scriptural 

record that the forgiven person confessed sins.   

 

In part II, we will see that John himself teaches at 1 Jn. 2:12 that Christians’ sins 

already have been forgiven.  That is, all sins a Christian has committed in the past, 

whether the Christian committed them before or after he or she became a Christian, 

already have been forgiven.  Moreover, all sins a Christian commits in the present 

already have been forgiven.  And 1 Jn. 2:12 will read the same in the future, throughout 

the rest of a Christian’s life.  Thus, if a Christian sins at any time in the future, 1 Jn. 2:12 

will, at that future time, teach the same thing: the sins already have been forgiven.  This 

is, in effect, complete forgiveness in the past for all of a Christian’s sins, past, present, 

and future. 

 

In part III, we show that God’s act of forgiveness is referred to as a past act.  This 

is shown by Ephesians 4:32 and Colossians 2:13.  Again, this is, in effect, complete 

forgiveness in the past for all of a Christian’s sins, past, present, and future. 

                                                

* A.B., Harvard University; J.D., Stanford Law School.  Mr. Roberson is an 

attorney, has been a Christian for over 40 years, and conducts Bible studies.  He can be 

contacted at profroberson@msn.com or at christianitywithoutcompromise.com.   

 
1  Unless otherwise indicated, Scriptural references are to the New American 

Standard Bible (NASB).  KJV refers to the King James Version.   
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In part IV, we demonstrate, based on Ephesians 1:7 and Col. 1:14, that Christians 

have forgiveness right now.  

 

Complete forgiveness is not a license to sin.  The Scriptures, including John’s 

writings, teach that Christians are required to repent continually of their sins.  But 

repentance is a change of one’s way of life.  Moreover, Christians do not repent of their 

sins so that God will forgive those sins.  He already has forgiven the sins of Christians.  

We discuss this in part V. 

 

1 John 1:9 was written to Christians.  Nonetheless, in 1 John, John, writing to 

Christians, warned them about certain teachings of heretical unbelievers.  For example, 

in 1 Jn. 1:8 and 10, John was warning Christians that heretical unbelievers were making 

certain heretical statements about sin(s).  These heretical unbelievers were saying they 

had no sin or saying they had not sinned.  At 1 Jn. 1:9, John was teaching Christians that 

these heretical unbelievers should make a different statement about sins, i.e., they should 

confess their sins.  Thus, in part VI, we demonstrate that John was teaching Christians 

at 1 Jn. 1:9 that if these heretical unbelievers later became believers and confessed 

their sins, God would forgive them of their sins and cleanse them from all 

unrighteousness.   

 

As part of the above demonstration, we analyze 1 Jn. 1:5-10, of which 1 Jn. 1:9 is 

a part.2  By way of analogy, at Galatians 1:8, the apostle Paul made a conditional, 

hypothetical statement to warn Christians about heretical teaching by unbelievers.  He 

said there, “But even if we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel 

contrary to what we have preached to you, he is to be accursed!”  Paul was not teaching 

Christians that he in fact would preach a contrary gospel or that he in fact would be 

accursed.  But he was asking Christians to assume for sake of argument, i.e., 

hypothetically, that he, or even an angel, preached a contrary gospel, and he was teaching 

Christians what the consequence would be as a warning to them to reject unbelievers’ 

heretical teaching. 

 

Similarly, in 1 Jn. 1:6-10, John makes conditional, hypothetical statements.  1 Jn. 

1:8 is an example; he says there, “If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving 

ourselves and the truth is not in us.”  John, an apostle, was not teaching Christians that he 

                                                
2  1 Jn. 1:5-10 say: “5 This is the message we have heard from Him and announce to 

you, that God is Light, and in Him there is no darkness at all.  6 If we say that we have 

fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth;  

7 but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have fellowship with one 

another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin.  8 If we say that we have 

no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us.  9 If we confess our sins, He 

is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 
10 If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar and His word is not in us.” 
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in fact was saying he had no sin, that he in fact was deceiving himself, or that, in fact, the 

truth was not in John.  But he was asking Christians to assume for sake of argument, i.e., 

hypothetically, that he was saying that he had no sin, etc., and he was teaching Christians 

what the consequence would be as a warning to them to reject unbelievers’ heretical 

teaching. 

 

In part VII, we in part rely on our previous discussions and show that the teaching 

that 1 Jn. 1:9 requires Christians to confess their sins to God to be forgiven creates 

conflicts and problems with other Scriptures.  In particular, that teaching conflicts with 

the fact that John himself, at 1 Jn. 2:12, taught that Christians’ sins already have been 

forgiven.  It conflicts with the fact that God’s act of forgiving Christians is referred to as 

a past act.  It conflicts with the verses showing that Christians have forgiveness right 

now. 

 

Moreover, the teaching that 1 Jn. 1:9 requires Christians to confess their sins to 

God to be forgiven creates problems with other Scriptures.  The teaching creates a 

problem because Jesus forgave people without any Scriptural record that the people 

confessed their sins or that Jesus required the people to do so.  Moreover, as we will see, 

it creates a problem because it implies God does not forgive Christians’ unconfessed sins, 

even though His Son’s blood cleanses Christians from all sin.  It creates a problem 

because it implies God does not cleanse Christians from all unrighteousness if they have 

unconfessed sins, even though His Son’s blood cleanses us from all sin.  It creates a 

problem because Paul taught that “whatever is not from faith is sin.”  If 1 Jn. 1:9 requires 

Christians to confess their sins to God to be forgiven, this means Christians have to 

monitor themselves constantly to determine whether something occurred from them that 

was “not from faith,” and they have to confess constantly those sins to be forgiven.   

 

Further, the teaching that 1 Jn. 1:9 requires Christians to confess their sins to God 

to be forgiven creates a problem because 1 Jn. 1:9 was written only around 90 to 110 

A.D.  Some Christians died before 1 Jn. 1:9 was written, and they therefore did not know 

about that verse.  The teaching thus implies that these Christians’ sins were not forgiven 

because these Christians did not confess them, even though 1 Jn. 1:9 was not written yet 

and therefore these Christians could not have known based on that verse that they were 

supposed to confess their sins to be forgiven. 

 

Finally, the teaching that 1 Jn. 1:9 requires Christians to confess their sins to God 

to be forgiven creates a problem because, throughout 1 John, John emphasized belief, i.e., 

faith, not confession of sins.  And in the Gospel of John, John never taught confession of 

sins, but faith, as at John 3:16. 

 

It is sometimes claimed that because the Greek verb translated “confess” in 1 Jn. 

1:9 is in the Greek present tense, this means that (1) Christians must, at the present time, 
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confess their sins to God to be forgiven, and (2) Christians must do so throughout their 

lives.  In part VIII, we demonstrate this claim is incorrect. 

 

The Greek verb translated “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9 does not indicate the action of 

confession is occurring in the present.  However, that Greek verb plus other components 

of the verse present the issue, which we discuss in part IX, of whether 1 Jn. 1:9 is a 

Greek “fifth class condition” referring to a generic situation in present time.  That is, we 

discuss whether the verse is expressing a principle or a proverb as to what happens if 

Christians confess their sins at the present time.  We show 1 Jn. 1:9 is not a fifth class 

condition, but instead is consistent with a third class condition portraying a hypothetical 

situation that could possibly occur in the future, i.e., heretical unbelievers later becoming 

believers and confessing their sins. 

 

It is also sometimes claimed that Christians must confess their sins to God to 

receive, not “positional,” but “experiential,” forgiveness from God, and that Christians 

“lose fellowship” with God if they do not confess their sins.  We demonstrate in part X 

that this claim too is erroneous. 

 

In part XI, we examine Matthew 6:14-15, where Jesus said, as part of the Sermon 

on the Mount, “For if you forgive others for their transgressions, your heavenly Father 

will also forgive you.  But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not forgive 

your transgressions.”  We will see that Jesus was addressing these statements, not to 

Christians, but to unbelievers (people who did not yet believe in Christ, and people who 

would never believe) in His Jewish audience.   

 

In part XII, we discuss James 5:15, in which James, referring to a person who 

was sick, said the person’s sins “shall be” forgiven, and Jas. 5:16, where James said, 

“Confess your faults one to another.”  We will see that Jas. 5:15 is referring to an 

unsaved sick person who later will be saved and whose sins then “shall be” forgiven, and 

that neither of these verses teaches that Christians must confess their sins to God to be 

forgiven. 

 

I.  JESUS FORGAVE WITHOUT REQUIRING CONFESSION. 

 

1 Jn. 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us 

our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  The word “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9 is a 

translation of a form of the Greek verb “homologeo” (“”).3 As a matter of 

 

                                                
3  George V. Wigram and Ralph D. Winter, The Word Study Concordance 

(Wheaton: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 1972), p. 531.  The English translations in 

Wigram and Winter are in the KJV.  
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etymology, “homologeo” is a combination of two Greek words, “homou” and “logos.”4   

“Homou” is a form of “homos.”5  “Homos” means “at the same time.”6  “Logos” conveys 

the idea of “something said.”7  “Homologeo” at 1 Jn. 1:9 means “to acknowledge a fact 

publicly, often in reference to previous bad behavior—‘to admit, to confess.’”8   

 

One problem with the view that 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians must confess 

their sins to God to be forgiven is the fact that there are accounts of Jesus forgiving sins 

without any Scriptural record that He required confession of sins or that the forgiven 

person confessed sins.   

 

Matthew 9:2 records that people brought a paralytic to Jesus and “Seeing their 

faith, Jesus said to the paralytic, ‘Take courage, son; your sins are forgiven.’”  (Similar 

accounts concerning the paralytic are in Mark 2:3-5 and Luke 5:18-20.)  Nothing in Mt. 

9:2 (or in Mk. 2 or Lk. 5) says the paralytic confessed his sins, or that Jesus required him 

to do so.  Instead, Mt. 9:2 records that “[s]eeing their faith” (italics added), Jesus said to 

the paralytic, “your sins are forgiven.”9   

 

                                                
4  James Strong, Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible (Madison, N.J.: 1890; 

44th prtg. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986) containing the “Greek Dictionary of the New 

Testament,” p. 69, word #3670 (“homologeo”) and word #3674 (“homou”); p. 59, word 

#3056 (“logos”).   

 
5  Id. at p. 69, word #3674. 

 
6  Ibid., word #3676, italics omitted. 

 
7  Id. at p. 59, word #3056. 

 
8  Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament[:] Based on Semantic Domains (New York: United Bible Societies, 1989), vol. 

1, p. 420, sec. 33.275. 

 
9  As mentioned, Mark 2:3-5 and Luke 5:18-20 are parallel accounts.  At Mt. 9:2 and 

Mk. 2:5, the phrase “are forgiven” is a translation of a Greek word in the Greek present 

tense.  The word is “aphientai” (“”).  Barbara Friberg and Timothy Friberg, eds. 

Analytical Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1981), p. 25 (Mt. 

9:2); p. 110 (Mk. 2:5).  However, at Luke 5:20, the phrase “are forgiven” is a translation 

of the Greek verb “apheontai” (“”), which is in the Greek perfect tense.  

(Friberg & Friberg, p. 191.)  We will later discuss the significance of this and the Greek 

perfect tense when we discuss 1 Jn. 2:12. 
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Luke 7 records an incident in which a “woman . . . who was a sinner” (Lk. 7:37) 

wet Jesus’s feet with her tears, wiped His feet with her hair, kissed them, and anointed 

them with perfume.  (Lk. 7:44-46.)  Lk. 7:47 records that Jesus said, “For this reason  

I say to you, her sins, which are many, have been forgiven, for she loved much; but he 

who is forgiven little, loves little.”  Lk. 7:48 says, “Then He said to her, ‘Your sins have 

been forgiven.’”  Nothing in Luke 7 says the woman confessed her sins, or that Jesus 

required her to do so.  Instead, Lk. 7:47 records that Jesus said, “her sins . . . have been 

forgiven, for she loved much.”10  (Italics added.) 

 

II.  JOHN HIMSELF, AT 1 JN. 2:12, TEACHES THAT CHRISTIANS’ SINS 

ALREADY HAVE BEEN FORGIVEN. 

 

There is another problem with the view that 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians 

must confess their sins to God to be forgiven.  The same John who wrote 1 Jn. 1:9 wrote 

1 Jn. 2:12.  And, as shown below, at 1 Jn. 2:12, John teaches that Christians’ sins already 

have been forgiven.   

 

At 1 Jn. 2:12, John wrote, “I am writing to you, little children, because your sins 

have been forgiven you for His name’s sake.”  (Italics added.)  The phrase “have been 

forgiven” is a translation of a Greek verb in the Greek perfect tense.11   

 

 The use of the Greek perfect tense (not to be confused with the English perfect 

tense) is highly significant.  As one well-known Greek grammar states, “the [Greek] 

perfect tense is the ‘most important, exegetically, of all the Greek Tenses’” and “when it 

is used, there is usually a deliberate choice on the part of the writer.”12     

 When a New Testament writer uses the Greek perfect tense, the writer refers to an 

event that, from the writer’s time frame, was completed in the past with presently existing 

results.  Thus, the “force of the perfect tense is simply that it describes an event that, 

completed in the past . . . , has results existing in the present time (i.e., in relation to the 

                                                
10  At Luke 7:47 and 7:48, the phrase “have been forgiven” is a translation of the 

Greek verb “apheontai” (“”), which is in the Greek perfect tense.  (Friberg & 

Friberg, pp. 203-204.)  We will later discuss the significance of this and the Greek perfect 

tense when we discuss 1 Jn. 2:12. 

 
11  Friberg & Friberg, p. 722.  The Greek verb is “apheontai” (“”).  Ibid.  

As mentioned, this is the same word used at Luke 5:20, 7:47, and 7:48. 

 
12  Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1996), pp. 572-573. 
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time of the speaker).”13  Another Greek grammar states concerning the Greek perfect 

tense, “Its basal significance is the progress of an act or state to a point of culmination 

and the existence of its finished results. . . .  The point of completion is always antecedent 

to the time implied or stated in connection with the [writer’s] use of the perfect.”14  Thus, 

from the time frame of the writer using the Greek perfect tense, what presently exists are 

the results of an act but—importantly—those results are from an act completed in the 

past. 

 The impact of the Greek perfect tense may be seen in English translations of 

various verses in the New Testament that translate words that are in the Greek perfect 

tense.  For example, the NASB translates Ephesians 2:8, “For by grace you have been 

saved through faith; . . .”  (Italics added.)  The KJV translates it, “For by grace are ye 

saved through faith; . . .”  (Italics added.)  The NASB uses the phrase “have been saved,” 

while the KJV uses the phrase “are . . . saved,” but each of these phrases is a translation 

of the same Greek verb in the Greek perfect tense.15  The translations emphasize different 

components of the Greek perfect tense.  The NASB’s translation “have been saved” treats 

Paul as emphasizing that “you” are the object of a past completed act of salvation.  The 

KJV’s translation “are . . . saved” treats Paul as emphasizing the presently existing result.  

However, when the KJV uses the phrase “are . . . saved,” this is not indicating that “ye” 

are the object of a present act of salvation.  Instead, the phrase “are . . . saved” is the 

KJV’s way of referring to the presently existing result of an act of salvation completed in 

the past.  Another way of emphasizing the presently existing result might be to say, “For 

by grace you stand saved through faith.”   

 

Similarly, the NASB translates Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified with  

Christ; . . .”  (Italics added.)  The KJV translates it, “I am crucified with Christ: . . .”  

(Italics added.)  The NASB uses the phrase “have been crucified,” while the KJV uses the 

phrase “am crucified,” but each of these phrases is a translation of the same Greek verb in 

the Greek perfect tense.16  These translations also emphasize different components of the 

Greek perfect tense.  The NASB’s translation “have been crucified” treats Paul as 

emphasizing that “I” am the object of a past completed act of crucifixion.  The KJV’s 

                                                
13  Ibid., italics added. 

 
14 E. Dana and Julius R. Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament 

(New York: MacMillan Company, 1955), p. 200, italics added.  

 
15  Friberg and Friberg, p. 590.  The Greek verb in the Greek perfect tense is 

“sesosmenoi” (“σεσῳσμνοι”).  Ibid. 

 
16  Friberg and Friberg, p. 579.  The Greek verb in the Greek perfect tense is 

“sunestauromai” (“”). 
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translation “am crucified” treats Paul as emphasizing the presently existing result.  

However, when the KJV uses the phrase “am crucified,” this is not indicating that “I” am 

the object of a present act of crucifixion.  Instead, it is the KJV’s way of referring to the 

presently existing result of an act of crucifixion completed in the past.  Another way of 

emphasizing the presently existing result might be to say, “I stand crucified with Christ.”   

 

Returning to 1 Jn. 2:12, we note the NASB translates it, “I am writing to you, little 

children, because your sins have been forgiven you . . . .”  (Italics added.)  The KJV 

translates it, “I write unto you, little children, because your sins are forgiven you . . . .”  

(Italics added.)  The NASB uses the phrase “have been forgiven,” while the KJV uses the 

phrase “are forgiven,” but each of these phrases is a translation of the same Greek verb in 

the Greek perfect tense.17  The translations emphasize different components of the Greek 

perfect tense.  The NASB’s “have been forgiven” treats Paul as emphasizing that “your” 

sins are the object of a past completed act of forgiveness.  The KJV’s translation “are 

forgiven” treats Paul as emphasizing the presently existing result.  However, when the 

KJV uses the phrase “are forgiven,” this is not indicating that “your” sins are the object 

of a present act of forgiveness.  Instead, it is the KJV’s way of referring to the presently 

existing result of an act of forgiveness completed in the past.  Another way of 

emphasizing the presently existing result might be to say “I write unto you, little children, 

because your sins stand forgiven.”18 

 

John gives another example of the use of the Greek perfect tense at Jn. 19:22.  Jn. 

19:19 records that Pilate wrote the inscription, “Jesus the Nazarene, The King of the 

Jews” and put the inscription on the cross.  Jn. 19:21 says the chief priests told Pilate, 

“Do not write ‘The King of the Jews’; but that He said, ‘I am King of the Jews.’”  Jn. 

19:22 records Pilate replied, “What I have written I have written.”  (Italics added.) 

 

Each phrase, “I have written,” was in the Greek perfect tense.19  A verbose, literal 

translation might be: “What I wrote and completed writing in the past, with the writing 

                                                
17  As mentioned (see fn. 11), the Greek verb in the Greek perfect tense is 

“apheontai” (“”).   

 
18  The NASB, translating the Greek perfect tense as “have been saved,” “have been 

crucified,” and “have been forgiven” at Eph. 2:8, Gal. 2:20, and 1 Jn. 2:12, respectively, 

is employing the “extensive perfect,” also known as the “consummative perfect.”  

(Wallace, p. 577; Dana & Mantey, p. 202.)  On the other hand, the KJV, translating the 

Greek perfect tense as “are ye saved,” “am crucified,” and “are forgiven” at those verses,  

respectively, is employing the “intensive perfect.”  (Wallace, p. 574; Dana & Mantey,  

p. 202.) 

 
19     The Greek word in the Greek perfect tense is “gegrapha” (“”).  Friberg & 

Friberg, p. 353.     
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being the presently existing result, I wrote and completed writing in the past, with the 

writing being the presently existing result.”  In essence, “What I wrote and finished 

writing in the past stands written.”  Similarly, 1 Jn. 2:12 is, in essence, teaching, “I write 

unto you, little children, because your sins stand forgiven.” 

 

John wrote 1 John to Christians.  (1 Jn. 2:7, 12-14, 19-21, 24, 27; 3:1-2; 4:4; 5:13, 

20.)20  1 Jn. 2:12 teaches that, from John’s time frame when he is writing, God forgave in 

the past the sins of Christians, and, from his time frame when he is writing, the presently 

existing result is those sins are or stand forgiven.  The NASB emphasizes the past 

completed act, the KJV focuses on the presently existing result, but, in either case, the 

Greek perfect tense indicates that, from John’s time frame of writing, God’s act of 

forgiveness is a completed past act—not a present act. 

 

Why is this important?  When John wrote 1 Jn. 2:12, what he said in that verse 

obviously was true when he wrote it, i.e., when he put pen to paper.  Moreover, he 

obviously intended his first-century audience of Christians to receive it as true when they 

later received the letter and read it.  But first-century Christians were not John’s only 

intended audience.  John was writing Scripture to Christians, and “All Scripture is 

inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in 

righteousness.”  (2 Tim. 3:16.)  John’s letter was inspired Scripture to be received as true 

by Christians for centuries to come, including by Christians today. 

 

John, writing to Christians, taught them at 1 Jn. 2:12 that, from his perspective at 

the time of writing, their sins had been forgiven in the past, with the presently existing 

result that the sins are (stand) forgiven.  And this is true today.  All sins a Christian has 

committed in the past, whether the Christian committed them before or after he or she 

became a Christian, and all sins a Christian commits in the present, have been forgiven, 

and the presently existing result is those sins are (stand) forgiven.   

 

But what about future sin(s)?  What if a Christian commits additional sins during 

the next few minutes or during the next decade?  If a Christian commits additional sins 

during any future period of the Christian’s life, then, at the end of that future period, 1 Jn. 

2:12 will still read and teach the same thing: the Christian’s sins have been forgiven, and 

the presently existing result is those sins are (stand) forgiven.  If a person is a Christian, 

then no matter how many additional sins the Christian commits during the minutes, days, 

weeks, years, or decades to come, at the end of that future period, 1 Jn. 2:12 will teach 

                                                
20  For example, 1 Jn. 3:2 says, “Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not 

appeared as yet what we will be.  We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, 

because we will see Him just as He is.”  1 Jn. 4:4 says, “You are from God, little 

children, and have overcome them; because greater is He who is in you than he who is in 

the world.”  1 Jn. 5:13 says, “These things I have written to you who believe in the name 

of the Son of God, so that you may know that you have eternal life.” 
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the same thing: those additional sins have been forgiven, and the presently existing result 

is those sins are (stand) forgiven.  For Christians, 1 Jn. 2:12 is teaching, in effect, 

complete forgiveness for past, present, and future sins.  

 

 (And it is noteworthy that at Luke 5:20, when Jesus told the paralytic his sins “are 

forgiven,” and at Lk. 7:47 and 7:48, when Jesus told the woman her sins “have been 

forgiven,” each of these phrases is a translation of “apheontai,” the same Greek word in 

the Greek perfect tense used at 1 Jn. 2:12.)21 

 

III.  GOD’S ACT OF FORGIVENESS OF CHRISTIANS IS REFERRED TO AS A 

PAST ACT. 

 

Another problem with the view that 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians must 

confess their sins to God to be forgiven is the fact that, as shown below, God’s act of 

forgiveness is referred to as a past act.  This is shown by Ephesians 4:32 and Colossians 

2:13.   

 

At Eph. 4:32 and Col. 2:13, Paul was writing to Christians.  (Eph. 1:1; Col. 1:1-2.)  

(For purposes of this essay, we define “Christians” to mean people who have faith in 

Christ, i.e., they believe with the heart (Acts 16:31; Rom. 6:17, 10:10) in Christ and are 

therefore part of His Body (Rom.12:5, Eph. 5:30), part of the church (Col. 1:24), and 

have the Holy Spirit indwelling them (1 Cor. 3:16).)   

 

Eph. 4:32 says, “Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just 

as God in Christ also has forgiven you.”  (Italics added.)  The Greek verb translated “has 

forgiven” at Eph. 4:32—“”—is not in the Greek perfect tense.  Instead, it is in 

the Greek “aorist” tense and indicative mood.22  Wallace says, “In the indicative, the 

aorist usually indicates past time with reference to the time of speaking (thus, ‘absolute 

time’).23  Dana and Mantey say concerning the aorist tense that “its time relations [are] 

found only in the indicative, where it is used as past . . . .”24   

 

                                                
21  Friberg & Friberg, p. 722 (1 Jn. 2:12), p. 191 (Lk. 5:20), pp. 203-204 (Lk. 7:47-

48). 

 
22  Friberg and Friberg, p. 596.  We discuss later that the indicative mood, generally 

speaking, portrays reality.  

 
23  Wallace, p. 555.   

 
24  Dana and Mantey, at p. 193. 
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Thus, 28 English translations of the Greek verb “” at Eph. 4:32 

translate it as a past event verb, reflecting God’s past act of forgiveness.  In particular, 

twelve (including the NIV) translate it “forgave.”25  Eleven (including the NASB)  

translate it “has forgiven.”26  Three (including the KJV) translate it “hath forgiven.”27  

One translates it “has also forgiven” and one translates it “did forgive.”28  

(http://biblehub.com/ephesians/4-32.htm). 

 

At Col. 2:13, Paul told the Christians in Colosse, “When you were dead in your 

transgressions and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He made you alive together with 

Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions, . . .”  (Italics added.)  The Greek word 

translated “having forgiven” at Col. 2:13—“ χαρισάμενος”—is a Greek aorist 

participle.29  Fully 27 of 28 English translations translate it as a past event verb, reflecting 

God’s past act of forgiveness.  Thus, as to the 27, nine (including the NIV) translate it  

“forgave.”30  Seventeen (including the NASB and KJV) translate it “having forgiven.”31   

                                                
25  The New International Version, English Standard Version, Berean Study Bible, 

Berean Literal Bible, Christian Standard Bible, Contemporary English Version, Holman 

Christian Standard Bible, NET Bible, New Heart English Bible, American Standard 

Version, English Revised Version, and World English Bible. 

 
26  The New American Standard Bible, New Living Translation, Good News 

Translation, International Standard Version, Aramaic Bible in Plain English, GOD'S 

WORD® Translation, New American Standard 1977, Jubilee Bible 2000, King James 

2000 Bible, American King James Version, and Darby Bible Translation. 

 
27  The King James Bible, Douay-Rheims Bible, and Webster’s Bible Translation. 

 
28  Weymouth New Testament (“has also forgiven”) and Young’s Literal Translation 

(“did forgive”). 

 
29  Friberg and Friberg, p. 615. 

 
30  The New International Version, New Living Translation, Berean Study Bible, 

Christian Standard Bible, Contemporary English Version, Good News Translation, 

Holman Christian Standard Bible, International Standard Version, and GOD’S WORD® 

Translation. 

 
31  The English Standard Version, Berean Literal Bible, New American Standard 

Bible, King James Bible, NET Bible, New Heart English Bible, New American Standard 

1977, Jubilee Bible 2000, King James 2000 Bible, American King James Version, 

American Standard Version, Darby Bible Translation, English Revised Version,  

Webster’s Bible Translation, Weymouth New Testament, World English Bible, and 

Young’s Literal Translation. 
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One translates it “has forgiven.”32   

 

One of the 28 translations, the Douay-Rheims Bible, translates “ χαρισάμενος” at 

Col. 2:13 using a present participle: “forgiving.”  That translation says, “And you, when 

you were dead in your sins, and the uncircumcision of your flesh; He hath quickened 

together with Him, forgiving you all offences[.]”  (Italics added.)  However, even here, 

“forgiving” does not require the interpretation of forgiving in the present.  For 

“forgiving” in this verse relates back to “hath quickened,” a past event.  In other words, 

God quickened us in the past, forgiving us at that time, i.e., in the past.  (For all  

28 translations, see http://biblehub.com/colossians/2-13.htm). 

 

Much of what we said concerning John and 1 Jn. 2:12 is true of Paul and the above 

verses (except Eph. 4:32 and Col. 2:13 are in the active, not the passive, voice, and they 

are not in the Greek perfect tense but in the aorist tense).  Paul, writing to Christians, 

taught them at Eph. 4:32 and Col. 2:13 that, from the time frame of his writing, God 

already had forgiven Christians’ sins.  And this is true today.  God already has forgiven 

all sins a Christian has committed in the past, whether the Christian committed them 

before or after he or she became a Christian, and God already has forgiven all sins a 

Christian commits in the present.   

 

And what about future sin(s)?  Again, if a Christian commits additional sins during 

any future period of his or her life, then, at the end of that future period, Eph. 4:32 and 

Col. 2:13 will still read and teach the same thing: God already has forgiven the 

Christian’s sins.  Again, for Christians, this is, in effect, complete forgiveness for past, 

present, and future sins.33  

 

 

                                                
32  The Aramaic Bible in Plain English. 

 
33  At Rom. 4:6-7, Paul says that David speaks of the blessing on the man to whom 

God credits righteousness apart from works when David says, “7 ‘Blessed are those 

whose lawless deeds have been forgiven, and whose sins have been covered.  8  ‘Blessed 

is the man whose sin the Lord will not take into account.’”  (Italics added.)  Like the 

words expressing forgiveness at Eph. 4:32 and Col. 2:13, the phrase “have been forgiven” 

at Rom. 4:7 is a translation of a Greek word in the Greek aorist tense.  The Greek word at 

Rom. 4:7 is “aphethesan” (“φθησαν”).  (Friberg & Friberg, p. 478.)  As mentioned, the 

Greek aorist tense usually is translated as the English past tense.  Nonetheless, 26 of 28 

translations translate “aphethesan” as the English present tense (e.g., “are forgiven”).  

Notably, however, the NASB translates “aphethesan” as “have been forgiven” and 

Weymouth’s Literal Translation translates it “were forgiven.”  

(http://biblehub.com/romans/4-7.htm).
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IV.  CHRISTIANS HAVE FORGIVENESS RIGHT NOW. 

 

Still another problem with the view that 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians must 

confess their sins to God to be forgiven is the fact that the Scriptures teach that Christians 

have forgiveness right now.  Thus Paul says at Eph. 1:7, “In Him we have redemption 

through His blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses[.]”  (Italics added.)  At Col. 1:14, 

Paul wrote, “in [His beloved Son] we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”  (Italics 

added.)   

 

The Greek word translated “forgiveness” at Eph. 1:7 and Col. 1:14 is “.”34  

It means “to remove the guilt resulting from wrongdoing – ‘to pardon, to forgive, 

forgiveness.’”35  As we have previously shown, God already has forgiven in the past the 

sins of Christians.  Christians have forgiveness right now.   

 

V.  COMPLETE FORGIVENESS IS NOT A LICENSE TO SIN, AND CHRISTIANS 

MUST REPENT OF THEIR SINS. 

 

As mentioned, this does not give Christians a license to sin.  John at 1 Jn. 2:1 says, 

“My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin.”  (Italics 

added.)  Paul wrote at Gal. 5:13, “do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the 

flesh.” 

 

Whenever the gospel, the good news, concerning forgiveness of sins is correctly 

taught, it risks being misunderstood as teaching that Christians have a license to sin.  

(Rom. 3:8, 6:15.)  The antidote to that error is not to dilute the good news but to teach 

clearly the good news while clearly rejecting the error. 

 

Moreover, the Scriptures, including John’s writings, teach that Christians are 

required to repent of their sins.  One well known Greek lexicon states that to repent, or 

repentance, means, “to change one’s way of life as the result of a complete change of 

thought and attitude with regard to sin and righteousness – ‘to repent, to change one’s 

way, repentance.  [Footnote omitted.]”36  After giving Mark 6:12 and Rom. 2:4 as 

examples, the lexicon states, “Though in English a focal component of repent is the 

sorrow or contrition that a person experiences because of sin, the emphasis in [repent] 

and [repentance] seems to be more specifically the total change, both in thought and 

behavior, with respect to how one should both think and act.  Whether the focus is upon 

                                                
34  Friberg and Friberg, p. 588 (Eph. 1:7), p. 612 (Col. 1:14). 

 
35  Louw and Nida, vol. I, p. 503, sec. 40.8 (italics added). 

 
36  Louw and Nida, vol. 1, p. 510, sec. 41.52, italics added. 
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attitude or behavior varies somewhat in different contexts.  Compare, for example, 

[Luke] 3.8, [Hebrews] 6.1, and [Acts] 26.20.”37  The footnote omitted above says, 

“Though it would be possible to classify [to repent] and [repentance] in [the domain of 

“think”], the focal semantic feature of these terms is clearly behavioral rather than 

intellectual.”38   

 

Christians are admonished to repent of their sins.  Paul and John, writing to 

Christians, taught them that they needed to repent.  At 2 Corinthians 7:9, Paul told the 

Corinthian Christians, “I now rejoice, not that you were made sorrowful [by an earlier 

letter he had written to them], but that you were made sorrowful to the point of 

repentance; . . .”  (Italics added.)  At 2 Cor. 12:21, Paul told them, “I am afraid that when 

I come again my God may humiliate me before you, and I may mourn over many of those 

who have sinned in the past and not repented of the impurity, immorality and sensuality 

which they have practiced.”  (Italics added.) 

 

At Revelations 2:5, John said that Christ warned the church in Ephesus, 

“Therefore remember from where you have fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at 

first; or else I am coming to you and will remove your lampstand out of its place—unless 

you repent.”  (Italics added.)  At Rev. 2:16, John wrote that Christ admonished the 

church in Pergamum, “Therefore repent; or else I am coming to you quickly, and I will 

make war against them with the sword of My mouth.”  (Italics added.)  At Rev. 2:21-22, 

John wrote that Christ said, concerning a certain woman, “21 I gave her time to repent, 

and she does not want to repent of her immorality.  22 Behold, I will throw her on a bed of 

sickness, and those who commit adultery with her into great tribulation, unless they 

repent of her deeds.”  (Italics added.)  At Rev. 3:3, John said Christ forewarned the 

church in Sardis, “So remember what you have received and heard; and keep it, and 

repent.  Therefore if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know 

at what hour I will come to you.”  (Italics added.)  According to John at Rev. 3:19, Christ 

told the church in Laodicea, “Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline; therefore be 

zealous and repent.”39  (Italics added.) 

 

However, Christians do not repent of their sins so that God will forgive those sins.  

God already has forgiven Christians.   

 

                                                
37  Ibid.  

 
38  Ibid. 

 
39  There is evidence that John, unlike Paul, uses the word “church” to refer to an 

assembly consisting of both Christians, and people who profess to be Christians (but are 

not).  For example, the statements Christ makes to the church of Laodicea (Rev. 3:15-18) 

are consistent with a “church” that includes people falsely claiming to be Christians. 
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  VI.  1 JOHN 1:9 IS TEACHING CHRISTIANS ABOUT UNBELIEVERS WHO 

LATER BECOME CHRISTIANS AND CONFESS THEIR SINS AT THAT TIME. 
 

A.  AN ANALYSIS OF THE INDIVIDUAL VERSES OF 1 JN. 1:5-10. 

 

1.  The Verses.  

 

In order to understand 1 Jn. 1:9, it is necessary to understand the verses of which it 

is a part, i.e., 1 Jn. 1:5-10.  Those verses say:  

 
“5 This is the message we have heard from Him and announce to you, that  

God is Light, and in Him there is no darkness at all. 

 
“6 If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, 

we lie and do not practice the truth;   
 

7 but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have 

fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us 

from all sin.   
 

8 If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is 

not in us.   

 
9 If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins 

and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.   

 
10 If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar and His word is 

not in us.” 

 

2.  1 Jn. 1:5-10 Are Divisible Into Two Parts. 
 

 1 Jn. 1:5-10 are divisible into two parts.  The first part is 1 Jn. 1:5-7.  Each of these 

verses deals with light and/or darkness.  The second part is 1 Jn. 1:8-10.  Each of these 

verses deals with statements related to sin(s) (and not light or darkness).  The statements 

are “If we say” (1 Jn. 1:8 and 10) and “If we confess” (1 Jn. 1:9).  The statements are 

related to sin(s) because 1 Jn. 1:8 refers to “sin,” 1 Jn. 1:9 refers to “sins,” and 1 Jn. 1:10 

refers to “sinned.”  We will discuss these two parts below.   
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3.  1 Jn. 1:5-7.   

 

a.  1 Jn. 1:5. 

 

1 Jn. 1:5 says, “This is the message we have heard from Him and announce to you,  

that God is Light, and in Him there is no darkness at all.”  (Italics added.) 

 

It follows that a person who is in God is in Light and is not in darkness.  On the 

other hand, a person who is in darkness is not in God.  In God there is no darkness at all, 

therefore, a person cannot be in God and in darkness.  We will return to this point later. 

 

b.  1 Jn. 1:6. 

 

1 Jn. 1:6 says, “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth[.]”  We will separately examine various 

words and phrases in this verse.  In particular, we will examine (1) the word “we” in the 

phrase “If we say,” (2) the phrase “we have fellowship,” (3) the phrase “walk in the 

darkness,” and (4) the phrase, “we lie.”40   

   

(1)  Who “We” Refers To At 1 Jn. 1:6 Must Be Determined. 

 

In 1 Jn. 1:6, John uses the phrases, “If we say,” “we have fellowship with Him and 

yet walk in the darkness,” and “we lie and do not practice the truth.”  (Italics added.)  

Who is/are “we” in these phrases?  We will return to this later, but an initial issue is 

whether, by this word “we,” John is referring only to himself41 or to multiple persons.   

 

1 Jn. 1:5-10 contain five conditional (“if”) sentences, i.e., 1 Jn. 1:6-10.  Except for 

1 Jn. 1:7, not one of these five conditional sentences makes clear whether the word “we” 

in that sentence refers only to John, or to multiple persons.  However, 1 Jn. 1:7 contains 

the phrase, “we have fellowship with one another,” clearly implying that “we” in that 

phrase refers to multiple persons.   

 

Because John is intentionally and sequentially using five conditional (“if”) 

sentences to teach; because each uses the phrase “if we”; because one, 1 Jn. 1:7, clearly 

                                                
40  As to the phrase “we . . . do not practice the truth,” see footnote 52. 

 
41  If that is the case, he is using the “editorial ‘we,’” i.e., the “epistolary plural.”  

Wallace, at p. 393.  For example, at 1 Jn. 1:4, John said, “These things we write, so that 

our joy may be made complete.”  (Italics added.)  However, he also wrote at 1 Jn. 5:13, 

“These things have I written unto you that believe on the name of the Son of God . . . .”  

(Italics added.)  This suggests “we” in “we write” could be a reference to only John. 
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uses the word “we” with the meaning of multiple persons; and because nothing in the five 

conditional sentences (or anywhere else) presents persuasive evidence of a departure 

from that meaning in those five sentences, we will treat the word “we” in each of the five 

conditional sentences of 1 Jn. 1:6-10 as referring to multiple persons.  As to each verse 

we will do so, whether the word “we” is part of the phrase “if we” or whether the word 

“we” stands by itself.   Moreover, we will examine each verse to determine the 

identity(ies) of “we” in each verse.  

 

(2)  “We Have Fellowship” At 1 Jn. 1:6 Is Teaching That 

Christians Have Fellowship, Therefore, “We” In That Phrase 

Refers to Christians. 

 

1 Jn. 1:6 says, “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth[.]”  (Italics added.)  As discussed below, the 

phrase “we have fellowship” is teaching a truth about Christians, i.e., Christians have 

fellowship.  

 

The Greek word translated “fellowship” at 1 Jn. 1:6 is “koinonia.”42  John uses 

that Greek word only four times: twice at 1 Jn. 1:3, and once each at 1 Jn. 1:6 and 1 Jn. 

1:7.  Each time, the Greek word is translated “fellowship.”43  We consider these verses 

below.   

 

(a)  “We have fellowship with Him” at 1 Jn. 1:6  

is teaching that Christians have fellowship. 

 

1 Jn. 1:6 says, “we have fellowship with Him.”  The word “Him” in 1 Jn. 1:6 

relates back to the words “God” and “Him” in verse 5.  That is, the phrase “we have 

fellowship with Him” in 1 Jn. 1:6 is teaching that we have fellowship with God.  The 

“fellowship” which is with God, is necessarily a fellowship that only a believer, i.e., a 

Christian, can have.  Thus, the phrase “we have fellowship with Him” in 1 Jn. 1:6 teaches 

that believers, i.e., Christians, have fellowship with God.  Accordingly, “we” in the 

phrase “we have fellowship” at 1 Jn. 1:6 refers to Christians. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
42  Wigram and Winter, p. 427.   

 
43  Ibid.   
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   (b)  “Our fellowship” at 1 Jn. 1:3 indicates that  

“we have fellowship” at 1 Jn. 1:6 is teaching that 

Christians have fellowship. 

 

1 Jn. 1:3 says, “what we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you 

too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with 

His Son Jesus Christ.”  (Italics added.)  1 Jn. 1:3 is teaching that the “fellowship” of that 

verse is a “fellowship” with the Father and Jesus Christ.   

 

At 1 Jn. 1:3, John uses the phrase “our fellowship.”  John could be using the word 

“our” to refer to multiple persons including himself.  For example, he could be using 

“our” to refer to Christians, including himself, who had “seen and heard.”  Or John could 

be using the word “our” to refer to himself alone.  Either way, the “fellowship,” which is 

with the Father and His Son, is necessarily a fellowship that only a believer can have.  

Moreover, even if John is referring to himself alone, he is not teaching that he alone can 

have fellowship with the Father and His Son.  He proclaims “so that you too may have 

fellowship with us.”  In other words, he is teaching about a fellowship that Christians can 

have.  And if the phrase “our fellowship” at 1 Jn. 1:3 is teaching about Christians’ 

fellowship, this is evidence that the phrase “we have fellowship” at 1 Jn. 1:6 is teaching 

that believers, i.e., Christians, have fellowship.  Thus, “we” in the phrase “we have 

fellowship” at 1 Jn. 1:6 refers to Christians. 

 

    (c)  “We walk in the light” and “cleanses us from all  

sin” at 1 Jn. 1:7 indicate that “we have fellowship” at  

1 Jn. 1:6 is teaching that Christians have fellowship. 

  

At 1 Jn. 1:7, John says, “but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, 

we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all 

sin.”  (Italics added.)  As we will later discuss, in 1 Jn. 1:7, the phrase “we walk in the 

Light” is teaching that believers (Christians) walk in the Light, and the phrase “the blood 

. . . cleanses us” is teaching that the blood cleanses believers (Christians).  (See pp. 29-

30.)  If this is true, this indicates that, in 1 Jn. 1:7, the phrase “we have fellowship” is 

teaching that believers (Christians) have fellowship.  But if this is so, this indicates that 

the phrase “we have fellowship” at 1 Jn. 1:6 is teaching that believers (Christians) have 

fellowship. 

 

 Thus, in 1 Jn. 1:6, “we have fellowship” is teaching that believers (Christians) 

have fellowship, and “we” in that phrase is referring to Christians. 

 

This does not necessarily mean that “we” in the phrase “If we say” at 1 Jn. 1:6 are 

believers.  As we will discuss, “If we say that we have fellowship” simply implies, “If we 

claim or assert that we have fellowship,” this implies, “If we claim or assert that we are 
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believers (Christians), and John here hypothetically includes himself in the “we” who 

say.  (See pp. 25-29.) 

 

(3)  Those Who “Walk In The Darkness” At 1 Jn. 1:6 Are 

Unbelievers, Therefore, “We” Who “Walk in the Darkness” Are 

Unbelievers. 

 

1 Jn. 1:6 says, “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth[.]”  (Italics added.)  Who are those who 

“walk in the darkness” at 1 Jn. 1:6?  As we will see, those who “walk in the darkness” are 

unbelievers, i.e., unbelievers “walk in the darkness.” 

 

(a)  1 Jn. 1:5, 1 Jn. 4:15-16, 1 Jn. 5:20, Col. 3:3, 1 Thess. 1:1 

and 2 Thess. 1:1 demonstrate that those who “walk in the 

darkness” at 1 Jn. 1:6 are unbelievers. 

 

According to 1 Jn. 1:5, in God there is no darkness at all.  Therefore, a person in 

God is not “in the darkness.”  (Italics added.) 

 

Moreover, all believers, i.e., Christians, are “in God.”  1 Jn. 4:15 says,  

“Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God.”  

(Italics added.)  He who abides in God is in God.  

 

1 Jn. 4:16 says, “We have come to know and have believed the love which God 

has for us.  God is love, and the one who abides in love abides in God, and God abides in 

him.”  (Italics added.)  Again, the one who abides in God is in God. 

 

Similarly, John says at 1 Jn. 5:20, “we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus 

Christ.”  (Italics added.)  Clearly, the person referred to by the word “His” is God the 

Father.  Moreover, the person referred to by the word “His” is the person referred to by 

the word “Him.”  So “we are in Him” teaches that we are in God the Father.   

 

Paul said at Colossians 3:3, “For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ 

in God.”  (Italics added.)  At 1 Thessalonians 1:1 and 2 Thessalonians 1:1, Paul referred 

to “the church of the Thessalonians in God.”  (Italics added.)   

 

Believers (Christians) do not go in and out of God.  If one is a believer (a 

Christian), one is in God.   

 

But if in God “there is no darkness at all,” and if all believers (i.e., Christians) are 

“in God,” then no believer is “in the darkness.”  And if no believer is “in the darkness,” 

then no believer can “walk in the darkness,” because one cannot “walk in” the darkness  
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without “being in” the darkness.  This indicates that those who “walk in the darkness” at  

1 Jn. 1:6 are unbelievers, i.e., unbelievers “walk in the darkness.”   

 

    (b)  1 Jn. 2:11, 1 Jn. 3:15, Jn. 3:16, and Jn. 6:47 demonstrate  

that those who “walk in the darkness” at 1 Jn. 1:6 are 

unbelievers. 

 

 At 1 Jn. 2:11, John says, “But the one who hates his brother is in the darkness and 

walks in the darkness, and does not know where he is going because the darkness has 

blinded his eyes.”  (Italics added.)  And at 1 Jn. 3:15, John says, “Everyone who hates his 

brother is a murderer; and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him.”  

(Italics added.)  1 Jn. 2:11 and 1 Jn. 3:15, considered together, teach that one who hates 

his brother walks in the darkness and does not have eternal life. 

 

Clearly, however, believers have “eternal life.”  John 3:16 says, “For God so loved 

the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not 

perish, but have eternal life.”  (Italics added.)  Similarly, John 6:47 records that Jesus 

said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes has eternal life.”  (Italics added.)  

Therefore, the one who does not have eternal life is an unbeliever.  

 

So if 1 Jn. 2:11 and 1 Jn. 3:15 teach that one who hates his brother “walks in the 

darkness” and does not have eternal life, and if Jn. 3:16 and 6:47 teach that the one who 

does not have eternal life is an unbeliever, then the one who hates his brother “walks in 

the darkness” and is an unbeliever.44   

 

Thus, John’s example at 1 Jn. 2:11 of a person who “walks in the darkness” (a 

person who hates his brother) is an unbeliever.  But if so, this provides evidence that 

those who “walk in the darkness” at 1 Jn. 1:6 are unbelievers. 

 

 

                                                
44  If the one who “hates his brother” is an unbeliever, this shows something about 

how John is using the word “brother” at 1 Jn. 2:11 and 3:15.  Even if one “hates his 

brother,” nonetheless, clearly, the one who hates, and the one who is hated, are still 

brothers.  But if so, the one who hates is a “brother” too.  But if the one who hates is a 

“brother,” and the one who hates is (as we have shown) an unbeliever, then clearly John 

cannot be using the word “brother” in a Christian sense as synonymous with a 

“believer” or a “Christian.”  This fact impacts interpretation of the word “brother” 

elsewhere in 1 John.  Thus, 1 Jn. 5:16, says, “If anyone sees his brother committing a sin 

not leading to death, he shall ask and God will for him give life to those who commit sin 

not leading to death.  There is a sin leading to death; I do not say that he should make 

request for this.”  (Italics added.)  The above discussion provides evidence the word 

“brother” in this verse too refers to an unbeliever. 
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    (c)  Jn. 8:12, 10:27-28, and 3:16 teach that believers do not  

“walk in the darkness,” therefore, those who “walk in the      

darkness” at 1 Jn. 1:6 are unbelievers. 

 

Jn. 8:12 records, “Then Jesus again spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the Light of the 

world; he who follows Me will not walk in the darkness, but will have the Light of life.’”  

(Italics added.)   

 

Clearly, as shown below, those who follow Jesus are those who believe in Him.  At 

John 10:27-28, Jesus told the Jews, “27 My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and 

they follow Me; 28 and I give eternal life to them, and they will never perish; and no one 

will snatch them out of My hand.”  (Italics added.)  On the other hand, John 3:16 says, 

“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes 

in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.”  Thus, John 10:27-28 teach, concerning 

those who follow Jesus, that they will never perish and Jesus gives them eternal life.   

Jn. 3:16 teaches, concerning those who believe in the Son, that they shall not perish and 

they have eternal life.  This then implies that those who follow Jesus are those who 

believe in the Son. 

 

If, according to Jn. 8:12, those who follow Jesus will not “walk in the darkness,” 

and if, according to John 10:27-28 and John 3:16, those who follow Jesus are those who 

believe in the Son, then those who believe in the Son will not “walk in the darkness” as 

that phrase is used at Jn. 8:12.  And if believers will not “walk in the darkness” as that 

phrase is used at Jn. 8:12, this indicates believers will not “walk in the darkness” at 1 Jn. 

1:6.  In other words, this indicates those who “walk in the darkness” at 1 Jn. 1:6 are 

unbelievers, i.e., unbelievers “walk in the darkness.” 

 

(d)  Jn. 8:12 and Jn. 12:35 teach that he who “walks in the 

darkness” is an unbeliever. 

 

 Jn. 8:12 records, “Then Jesus again spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the Light of the 

world; he who follows Me will not walk in the darkness, but will have the Light of life.’”  

(Italics added.)  The idea of “follow[ing]” Jesus implies following, or proceeding behind, 

with knowledge.  That is, the person who follows Jesus according to Jn. 8:12 knows 

where the person goes.  The person knows where the person goes because the person 

knows the person is following Jesus.   

 

However, Jn. 12:35 says that “he who walks in the darkness does not know where 

he goes.”45    

                                                
45  Jn. 12:35 states in full, “So Jesus said to them, ‘For a little while longer the Light 

is among you.  Walk while you have the Light, so that darkness will not overtake you; he 

who walks in the darkness does not know where he goes.’”  (Italics added.) 
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Therefore, a person who “follows” Jesus, and therefore knows where the person 

goes, cannot be a person who “walks in the darkness” at Jn. 12:35, and therefore does not 

know where the person goes.  That is, a person who “follows” Jesus cannot be a person 

who “walks in the darkness” at Jn. 12:35.  Moreover, we have shown previously (p. 21) 

that the person who “follows” Jesus “believes in” the Son.  Therefore, he who “believes 

in” the Son cannot be a person who “walks in the darkness” at Jn. 12:35.  That is, “he 

who walks in the darkness” at Jn. 12:35 must be an unbeliever.  This indicates that those 

who “walk in the darkness” at 1 Jn. 1:6 are unbelievers, i.e., unbelievers “walk in the 

darkness.” 

 

(e)  Conclusions about those who “walk in the darkness” at  

1 Jn. 1:6. 

 

John is the only writer in the New Testament who uses the phrase “walk in the 

darkness” or “walks in the darkness.”46  The phrase “walk in the darkness” is found only 

at Jn. 8:12 and 1 Jn. 1:6 (the verse we are considering).47  The phrase “walks in the 

darkness” is found only at Jn. 12:35 and 1 Jn. 2:11.48  The previous discussion has 

considered the phrases “walk in the darkness” and “walks in the darkness” in those 

verses.  That discussion demonstrates that (1) each time John uses one of those phrases, 

the one walking is an unbeliever or those walking are unbelievers, (2) John never uses 

either phrase to refer to a believer, i.e., a Christian, and (3) Jesus expressly says that he 

who “follows” Him (which implies, he who “believes in” Him) “will not walk in the 

darkness.”  In sum, he who “walks in the darkness” is an unbeliever, not a Christian, and 

they who “walk in the darkness” are unbelievers, not Christians. 

 

 Because the phrases “walk in the darkness” and “walks in the darkness” are not 

referring to a Christian(s), these phrases are not referring to a Christian who sins or to 

Christians who sin.  It is not that Christians “walk in the darkness” by sinning or that 

Christians do not “walk in the darkness” by not sinning.  Instead, Christians by definition 

do not “walk in the darkness” because Christians are not “in the darkness.”  You cannot 

“walk in the darkness” if you are not “in the darkness.” 

 

Christians are “in God,” therefore, they are not “in the darkness.”  Similarly, at 

John 12:46, Jesus says, “I have come as Light into the world, so that everyone who 

                                                
46  Wigram and Winter, p. 688.   

 
47  Ibid.  At Jn. 8:12, the Greek word translated “darkness” is “skotia.”  At 1 Jn. 1:6, it 

is “skotos.”  

 
48  Ibid.  At Jn. 12:35 and 1 Jn. 2:11, the Greek word translated “darkness” is 

“skotia.” 
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believes in Me will not remain in darkness.”  The Greek verb translated “remain” can 

also be translated “abide,”49 and is so translated in the KJV.  The Greek words translated 

“in darkness” at Jn. 12:46 in the NASB are literally translated “in the darkness.”50  Jesus 

is teaching at Jn. 12:46 that everyone who believes in Him will not remain (or abide) “in 

the darkness.”  They will not abide in the darkness because they will not be in the 

darkness.     

 

Similarly, at Colossians 1:13, Paul wrote, “For He rescued us from the domain of 

darkness, and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son[.]”  (Italics added.)  At  

1 Thessalonians 5:4, he wrote, “But you, brethren, are not in darkness, that the day [of 

the Lord] would overtake you like a thief.”  (Italics added.)  Peter wrote at 1 Peter 2:9: 

“But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own 

possession, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of 

darkness into His marvelous light[.]”  (Italics added.) 

 

Because Christians are not “in the darkness,” it is impossible for them to “walk in 

the darkness.”  And we already have seen that Jn. 8:12 records Jesus saying, “he who 

follows Me will not walk in the darkness.”  Just as Christians do not start being “in the 

darkness” just because they sin, Christians do not start “walking in the darkness” just 

because they sin.  The phrases “in the darkness” and “walk in the darkness” reflect where 

one is: in the darkness.  The phrase “walk in the darkness” goes further and describes 

what one is doing in the darkness: walking. 

 

The fact that Christians, by definition, are not “in the darkness,” and therefore 

cannot “walk in the darkness,” does not mean it is impossible for Christians to perform 

deeds of darkness.  Paul, writing to Christians, said at Romans 13:12, “The night is 

almost gone, and the day is near.  Therefore let us lay aside the deeds of darkness and put 

on the armor of light.”  (Italics added.)  At Ephesians 5:11, Paul admonished Christians, 

“Do not participate in the unfruitful deeds of darkness, but instead even expose them[.]”  

(Italics added.)  These admonitions imply it is conceptually possible for Christians to 

perform deeds of darkness.   

 

However, in light of our earlier discussion, Christians performing deeds of 

darkness or acts of sin are not Christians “in the darkness” or Christians who “walk in the 

darkness,” as John uses those phrases.   

 

                                                
49  Wigram and Winter, pp. 481-482.  The Greek word is “menos.” 

 
50  George Ricker Berry, The Interlinear KJV Parallel New Testament In Greek And 

English (Reading, Pa.: Handy Book Co., 1897; rpt. Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing 

House, 1994), p. 285. 
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The problem lies in the misinterpretation of the phrase “walk in the darkness.”  

John never used it as a metaphor for acts of sin.  Instead, at Jn. 12:35, Jesus said, “For a 

little while longer the Light is among you.  Walk while you have the Light, so that 

darkness will not overtake you; he who walks in the darkness does not know where he 

goes.”  (Italics added.)  In other words, the phrase “walks in the darkness” expressly 

refers to an act.  However, the act expressly referred to is not an act of sin.  The act 

expressly referred to is an act of going, i.e., an act of walking. And the walking is 

occurring in a specific context, i.e., in the darkness.  That is, the act expressly referred to 

is walking in the darkness, i.e., walking without the Light. 

 

If the phrase “walks in the darkness” referred to an act of sin, it would be possible 

to say a Christian “walks in the darkness,” because Christians sin.  But the phrase does 

not refer to an act of sin.  It refers to walking in the darkness, i.e., walking without the 

Light.   

 

And Christians do not walk without the Light.  Thus, Jn. 8:12 records that Jesus 

said, “he who follows Me . . . will have the Light of life.”  In other words, he who 

“follows” Jesus goes too; he goes where Jesus has gone and he will have the Light of life 

as he goes.  Moreover, we have shown (p. 21) that he who “follows” Jesus is he who 

“believes in” the Son.  Therefore, he who believes in the Son will have the Light of life.  

And because he who believes in the Son is a Christian, he who is a Christian will have 

the Light of life.  If one is a Christian, one will have the Light, whether or not one sins.  It 

is about relationship with Christ, not deeds.  A Christian has an eternal living 

relationship with Christ, whether it is expressed as following Jesus or believing in God’s 

Son.  Christians do not go without the Light; unbelievers do.  One who “walks in the 

darkness” necessarily sins because “whatever is not from faith is sin.”  (Rom. 14:23.)  

But a Christian “walks in the Light” and cannot do otherwise, thus, the Christian’s sin 

does not change the fact that the Christian “walks in the Light.” 

 

The fact that Christians cannot “walk in the darkness” does not mean Christians 

are free to sin or do deeds of darkness.  At 1 Jn. 2:1, John says, “My little children, I am 

writing these things to you so that you may not sin.”  (Italics added.)   

 

But 1 Jn. 2:1 continues, “And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, 

Jesus Christ the righteous[.]”  John does not say that if a Christian sins, the Christian 

“walks in the darkness.”  For John, those who “walk in the darkness” are unbelievers 

only, and he who “walks in the darkness” is an unbeliever only.  This indicates that those 

who “walk in the darkness” at 1 Jn. 1:6 are unbelievers. 
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(4)  Those Who “Lie” At 1 Jn. 1:6 Are Unbelievers, Therefore, 

“We” Who “Lie” Are Unbelievers. 

 

 1 Jn. 1:6 says, “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth[.]”  (Italics added.)  The word “lie” at 1 Jn. 

1:6 is a translation of a Greek verb that John uses only at 1 Jn. 1:6 and Revelations 3:9.51  

Clearly, when John uses that Greek word at Rev. 3:9, those who “lie” are unbelievers.  

At that verse, John writes to the church in Philadelphia, “Behold, I will cause those of the 

synagogue of Satan, who say that they are Jews and are not, but lie—I will make them 

come and bow down at your feet, and make them know that I have loved you.”  (Italics 

added.)  John identifies those who “lie” as those of the synagogue of Satan.  They are 

obviously unbelievers.  At Rev. 3:9, John uses a Greek verb, “pseudomai,” in the context 

of unbelievers who lie (concerning a religious or doctrinal matter), i.e., that they are 

Jews.  At 1 Jn. 1:6, John uses that same Greek verb in the context of unbelievers who lie 

(concerning a religious or doctrinal matter), i.e., that they have fellowship with God.52   

 

(5)  Conclusion: 1 Jn. 1:6 Is A Conditional 

Statement of Hypothetical Fact That Is 

Teaching About Unbelievers, Therefore, “We” 

In “If We Say” At That Verse Refers To Unbelievers, 

Including, Hypothetically, John.  

 

(a)  “We” in the phrase “If we say” at 1 Jn. 1:6  

is teaching about unbelievers only. 

 

We began our discussion of 1 Jn. 1:6 by saying that the identity of those referred 

to as “we” in the phrase “If we say” at 1 Jn. 1:6 must be determined.  We may now do so.  

1 Jn. 1:6 says, “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, 

we lie and do not practice the truth[.]”  As we have shown, those who “have fellowship 

with Him” are believers.  That is, Christians “have fellowship with Him.”  Therefore, “If 

we say that we have fellowship with Him” implies, “If we say that we are Christians,” 

i.e., “If we claim or assert that we are Christians.” 

 

However, at 1 Jn. 1:6, those who “say” that “we have fellowship” (implying that 

we are Christians) in fact “walk in the darkness” and “lie.”  We have shown that  

                                                
51  Wigram and Winter, p. 806.  The Greek verb is “pseudomai” (“”).  Ibid. 

 
52  As mentioned, 1 Jn. 1:6 says, “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet 

walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth[.]”  (Italics added.)  This is the 

only time John uses the Greek verb (“”) translated “practice” in the context of the 

phrase, “practice the truth.”  (Wigram and Winter, pp. 636-638, 640.)  Because this is so, 

we do not further discuss the phrase “practice the truth” at that verse. 
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those who “walk in the darkness” and “lie” are unbelievers.  This proves that those who 

“say,” i.e., claim or assert, that they “have fellowship,” yet “walk in the darkness,” are in 

fact unbelievers.  But if so, then “we” in “If we say” at 1 Jn. 1:6 is referring to 

unbelievers. 

 

At 1 Jn. 1:6, John is teaching that, “If we say [i.e., claim or assert] that we have 

fellowship with Him [which is something only believers, i.e., Christians, have] and yet 

walk in the darkness [which is something only unbelievers do], then, when “we say” that 

“we have fellowship with Him,” “we” lie [because in fact we are unbelievers] and do not 

practice the truth.”  Thus, as to the phrase, “If we say” at 1 Jn. 1:6, John is teaching that 

“we” who “say” that “we have fellowship with Him” and yet “walk in the darkness” are 

really unbelievers and do not have fellowship with Him. 

 

(b)  1 Jn. 1:6 is a conditional statement of hypothetical or 

supposed facts, although John is in fact a Christian. 

 

As discussed, “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the 

darkness” is teaching that unbelievers say they have fellowship with Him and yet walk in 

the darkness.  John is writing this, so “we” includes, John.  (As mentioned, we are 

treating the word “we” in the “if we” phrases in 1 Jn. 1:6-10 as referring to multiple 

persons.)  That is, John is including himself as an unbeliever when he writes at 1 Jn. 1:6, 

“If we say.”  However, as shown below, this of course does not mean John is writing that, 

in reality, he is an unbeliever.   

 

John was a Christian, indeed, an apostle, so he obviously would not assert as a 

statement of fact that he was an unbeliever.  At 1 Jn. 1:6, John is using a rhetorical 

device.  It is a conditional statement of hypothetical or supposed facts.  It is a conditional 

statement because it contains two clauses, i.e., an “if clause” and a main clause.  The “if 

clause” sets forth the condition.  The “if clause” is: “If we say that we have fellowship 

with Him and yet walk in the darkness.”  The main clause is: “we lie and do not practice 

the truth[.]”  Only the main clause can stand alone as a complete sentence. 

 

At 1 Jn. 1:6, the “if clause” introduces hypothetical or supposed facts.  For 

example, at Mt. 21:23, the chief priests and elders asked Jesus about the source of His 

authority.  At Mt. 21:24-25, He said He would answer them if they first told Him whether 

the baptism of John the Baptist was from heaven or from men.  Mt. 21:25-26 records,  

“25 . . . And they began reasoning among themselves, saying, ‘If we say, “From heaven,” 

He will say to us, ‘Then why did you not believe him?’  26 But if we say, “From men,” 

we fear the people; for they all regard John as a prophet.”  (Italics added.)  The chief 

priests and elders did not answer Jesus’s question so He did not answer their question.  

(Mt. 21:27.)   
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The point is that, in each of the above “if we say” statements in Mt. 21:25-26, the 

chief priests and elders were indicating, “if we say [hypothetically].”  In verse 25, they 

were indicating, “ ‘if we say [hypothetically], “From heaven.” ’ ”  The chief priests and 

elders were not in reality saying John the Baptist came “From heaven.”  In verse 26, they 

were indicating, “ ‘if we say [hypothetically], “From men.” ’ ”  They were not in reality 

saying John the Baptist came from men.  In each instance, the chief priests and elders 

were making a statement of hypothetical fact to themselves (in an effort to determine 

what statement of fact they would later make to Jesus).   

 

In 1 Jn. 1:6, the “if clause” introduces two hypothetical or supposed facts.  The 

first is: “we say that we have fellowship with Him.”  The second is: “and yet [we] walk in 

the darkness.”  (The word “we” in brackets is implied.)  John is asking his readers to 

assume these hypothetical facts exist or to suppose for sake of argument that these facts 

exist.  It is like John saying, “Assume for sake of argument that we say we have 

fellowship with Him, and yet assume for sake of argument that we walk in the darkness; 

in that event, the fact that we walk in the darkness demonstrates that we lie when we say 

that we have fellowship with Him, and the fact that we walk in the darkness demonstrates 

we do not practice the truth.”   

 

Moreover, John, using the term “we” in “If we say” at 1 Jn. 1:6 is asking his 

readers to assume for sake of argument that “we [including John] say,” and to assume for 

sake of argument that “[we, including John] walk in the darkness.”  

 

The hypothesized or supposed facts at Mt. 21:25-26, are different from those at  

1 Jn. 1:6.  In reality, it was possible for the chief priests to say that the baptism of John 

the Baptist was “From heaven” (v. 25), but that would expose their faithlessness.  In 

reality, it was possible for them to say the baptism was “From men” (v. 26), but the chief 

priests feared the reaction of the people.  But in reality, it was not possible as a matter of 

Biblical doctrine for John, a Christian and an apostle, to say that he had fellowship with 

God and yet “walk in the darkness” (1 Jn. 1:6) (and thus lie and not practice the truth), for 

only unbelievers “walk in the darkness.” 

 

John is teaching at 1 Jn. 1:6 that those who, according to that verse, “say” that they 

“have fellowship with Him” are lying unbelievers.  And at 1 Jn. 1:6, when John writes, 

“If we say,” he was including himself in “we” as an unbeliever, but only hypothetically 

and only for the sake of argument.  He was not teaching he was in fact an unbeliever.  

John is asking his readers to assume for sake of argument that he is among the “we” who 

“say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness.”  John is asking his 

readers to assume this as he makes his case for rejecting the heretical teaching of 

unbelievers who were saying they had fellowship with Him but were walking in the 

darkness. 
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One is reminded of another instance in which an apostle hypothetically included 

himself in the term “we” in a conditional statement of hypothetical fact pertaining to 

heretical statements of unbelievers.  For Paul, at Galatians 1:8-9, said: “8 But even if we, 

or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to what we have 

preached to you, he is to be accursed!  9 As we have said before, so I say again now, if 

any man is preaching to you a gospel contrary to what you received, he is to be 

accursed!” 

 

Just as 1 Jn. 1:6 refers to “If we say,” Gal. 1:8 refers to “if we . . . preach.”   

Gal. 1:8 is a conditional statement because it has the phrase, “But even if we.”  The word 

“we” in the phrase “But even if we” refers to,53 or includes, Paul, who preached to the 

churches of Galatia.  The heretical statement of unbelievers was their preaching to the 

Galatian Christians a gospel contrary to what Paul had preached to the Galatian 

Christians.  Paul was teaching that those who preached to the Galatian Christians a 

contrary gospel were to be accursed.  But it was not Biblically possible for Paul to preach 

a contrary gospel with the result that he would be accursed.  Aside from the fact that he 

would never in fact preach a contrary gospel (1 Cor. 9:16; Acts 20:27; 2 Tim. 4:7), it was 

not Biblically possible for Paul, a Christian, to be accursed.  Galatians 3:13 says, “Christ 

redeemed us from the curse of the Law, having become a curse for us . . . .”  Romans 8:1 

says, “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  Rom. 

8:34 says, “who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is He who died, yes, rather who 

was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us.”  However, Paul 

invited the Galatian Christians to assume for sake of argument that he preached to them a 

contrary gospel, and he taught them that the result would be that he would be accursed. 

 

So why did John do this at 1 Jn. 1:6?  John does not expressly say.  However, it is 

inferable that John was hypothetically including himself among the unbelievers in the 

phrase “If we say” at 1 Jn. 1:6, in an effort to be as inoffensive, and yet as emphatic, as he 

could be in his references to lying unbelievers in a letter that he was writing to Christians.   

 

John was not writing to unbelievers in 1 John, but was writing to Christians and, 

among other things, exposing the heretical statements of unbelievers.  As we will later 

discuss, one of the reasons John wrote 1 Jn. 1:5-10 was to warn Christians about certain 

heresies of unbelievers.  In 1 Jn. 1:6, John was, in no uncertain terms, calling “we” who 

said we have fellowship, yet walked in the darkness, lying unbelievers who were falsely 

pretending to be Christians.  By hypothetically including himself among the “we” in the 

phrase “If we say” at 1 Jn. 1:6, John taught about such heretical unbelievers with grace.  

                                                
53  At Gal. 1:11, Paul says, “For I would have you know, brethren, that the gospel 

which was preached by me is not according to man.”  (Italics added.)  At Gal. 4:13, he 

said, “but you know that it was because of a bodily illness that I preached the gospel to 

you the first time[.]”  (Italics added.)  
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It is inferable he did so in an effort to be as inoffensive, and yet as emphatic, as he could 

be to the heretical unbelievers who were the source of false teaching, even as he wrote to 

the Christians an uncompromising warning about these unbelievers’ heresies. 

 

c.  1 Jn. 1:7. 

 

1 Jn. 1:7 says, “but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have 

fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin.”  

(Italics added.)  As we will see, those who “walk in the Light” are believers, i.e., 

Christians. 

 

(1)  Christians Are “In The Light,” Therefore, Christians  

“Walk In The Light” And, Therefore, “We” Who “Walk In The 

Light” Are Christians. 

 

1 Jn. 1:7 teaches that God the Father is in the Light.54  For the verse says, “He 

Himself is in the Light” and “the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses.”  Clearly, the person 

referred to by the word “His” is God the Father.  Moreover, the person referred to as 

“His” is the person referred to as “He Himself.”  So “He Himself is in the Light” teaches 

that God the Father is in the Light.  Further, as discussed earlier (p. 19), 1 Jn. 4:15-16,  

1 Jn. 5:20, Col. 3:3, 1 Thess. 1:1, and 2 Thess. 1:1 teach that all believers, i.e., all 

Christians, are “in God.”   

 

So if God the Father is in the Light, and all Christians are in God, then all 

Christians are in the Light.  Christians do not go in and out of the Light, any more than 

God goes in and out of the Light.  That is, Christians, by definition, are in the Light, and 

cannot be otherwise.  Moreover, because all Christians are in the Light, all Christians 

“walk in the Light.”  Because Christians do not go in and out of the Light, Christians do 

not walk in and out of the Light.  Instead, Christians, by definition, “walk in the Light” 

and cannot do otherwise.  At 1 Jn. 1:7, those who “walk in the Light” are Christians, i.e., 

Christians “walk in the Light.”  It follows that “we” in the phrase “if we walk in the 

Light” at 1 Jn. 1:7 refers to Christians. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
54  The phrase “the Light” is John’s reference to Jesus.  John 8:12 says, “Then Jesus 

again spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the Light of the world; he who follows Me will not 

walk in the darkness, but will have the Light of life.’”  (Italics added.)  At John 9:5, Jesus 

said, “While I am in the world, I am the Light of the world.”  (Italics added.) 
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(2)  Christians “Follow” Jesus, Therefore, Christians  

“Walk In The Light” And, Therefore, “We” Who “Walk In The  

Light” Are Christians. 

 

 At Jn. 8:12, Jesus says that He is “the Light of the world” and “he who follows 

Me” “will not walk in the darkness, but will have the Light of life.”  The implication is 

that, just as one can “walk” in the darkness, he who “follows” Jesus walks too.  He who 

“follows” Jesus walks where Jesus walked.  Moreover, according to Jn. 8:12, he who 

follows Jesus will have “the Light of life.”  That is, the person who walks where Jesus 

walked will have the Light as that person walks where Jesus walked.  But if so, “he” who 

walks where Jesus walked is “he” who “walks in the Light.”  And, because “he” who 

walks where Jesus walked is “he” who “follows” Jesus, he who “follows” Jesus is “he” 

who “walks in the Light.” 

 

Further, as discussed earlier (p. 21), Jn. 3:16 and 10:27-28 teach that he who 

“follows” Jesus is he who “believes in” the Son.  But if so, he who “believes in” the Son 

is he who “walks in the Light.”  That is, believers (i.e., Christians), by definition,“walk in 

the Light.” Therefore, “we” in the phrase “if we walk in the Light” at 1 Jn. 1:7 refers to 

Christians. 

 

(3)  Christians Have Fellowship, Therefore, Christians 

“Walk In The Light” And, Therefore, “We” Who “Walk In The   

Light” Are Christians. 

 

1 Jn. 1:7 says, “but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have 

fellowship with one another, . . .”  As mentioned earlier (pp. 17-19), only a believer (a 

Christian) has “fellowship.”  Therefore, if those who “walk in the Light,” “have 

fellowship,” and if only a believer has fellowship, then those who “walk in the Light” are 

believers (Christians).  Thus, “we” in the phrase “if we walk in the Light” at 1 Jn. 1:7 

are Christians. 

 

(4)  Christians Are Cleansed By The Blood Of Jesus, Therefore,  

Christians “Walk In The Light” And, Therefore, “We” Who 

“Walk In The Light” Are Christians. 

 

1 Jn. 1:7 says, if “we walk in the Light . . . the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us 

from all sin.”  (Italics added.)  John taught belief, i.e., faith, in Christ.  (1 Jn. 3:23; 5:5, 

10, 13.)  If the people whom the blood of Jesus cleanses from all sin are unbelievers who 

remain unbelievers, there is no need for faith.  This indicates the blood of Jesus is 

cleansing a believer, i.e., a Christian.  But if, as 1 Jn. 1:7 teaches: (1) the blood of Jesus 

cleanses “us” believers, and (2) the blood cleanses those who “walk in the Light,” then 

(3) this is teaching that believers, i.e., Christians, are those who “walk in the Light.”  

That is, “we” in the phrase “if we walk in the Light” at 1 Jn. 1:7 refers to Christians. 
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(5)  Christians Do Not “Walk In The Darkness,” Therefore,  

Christians “Walk In The Light” And, Therefore, “We” Who 

“Walk In The Light” Are Christians. 

 

Finally, we have shown (pp. 19-24) that “we” who “walk in the darkness” at 

1 Jn. 1:6 is teaching that unbelievers “walk in the darkness.”  Moreover, the phrase “walk 

in the darkness” contrasts with the phrase “walk in the Light.”  This is evidence that “we 

walk in the Light” at 1 Jn. 1:7 is teaching that believers (Christians) “walk in the Light.” 

 

(6)  Conclusion: 1 Jn. 1:7 Is A Conditional Statement Of 

Hypothetical Fact That Is Teaching About Believers, i.e., 

Christians, Therefore, “We” In “If We Say” At That  

Verse Refers to Christians, Including, Hypothetically, John. 

 

(a)  1 Jn. 1:7 refers to Christians. 

 

We have presented (at pp. 29-31) several evidences that “we walk in the Light” at 

1 Jn. 1:7 is teaching about believers, i.e., Christians.  But if so, John is teaching at that 

verse, “but if we walk in the Light [which is what Christians do by definition] as He 

Himself is in the Light, we [Christians] have fellowship with one another, and the blood 

of Jesus His Son cleanses us [Christians] from all sin.”   

 

In other words, when John says at 1 Jn. 1:7, “but if we walk in the Light as He 

Himself is in the Light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His 

Son cleanses us from all sin,” John is teaching that those who “walk in the Light,” who 

“have fellowship,” and whom the blood of Jesus cleanses from all sin, are believers, i.e., 

Christians. Again, this means “we” in the phrase “if we walk in the Light” at 1 Jn. 1:7 

refers to Christians. 

 

(b)  1 Jn. 1:7 is a conditional statement of hypothetical  

fact, even though John is in fact a Christian. 

 

Moreover, 1 Jn. 1:7 (like 1 Jn. 1:6) is a conditional statement of hypothetical fact.  

The “if clause” is: “but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light.”  The main 

clause is: “we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses 

us from all sin.”  It is like John saying, “but assume for sake of argument that we 

[including John] walk in the Light [which is what Christians do by definition] as He 

Himself is in the Light.  In that event, we [Christians] have fellowship with one another, 

and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us [Christians] from all sin.”    

 

John was an apostle.  There was no doubt he was walking in the Light.  Therefore, 

when he said “if” we walk in the Light, including himself in the “we,” it was not because 
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there was any doubt he was walking in the Light.  Instead, he used “if” as part of a 

hypothetical statement. 

 

However, there is of course a difference between 1 Jn. 1:6 and 1 Jn. 1:7, although 

both are only conditional statements of hypothetical fact.  At 1 Jn. 1:6, John makes a 

conditional statement of hypothetical fact, inviting his readers to assume for sake of 

argument that he is an unbeliever (but in reality he is a Christian).  At 1 Jn. 1:7, John 

makes a conditional statement of hypothetical fact, inviting his readers to assume for sake 

of argument that he is a Christian (and in reality he is a Christian).      

 

4.  1 Jn. 1:8-10. 

 

 We now turn to 1 Jn. 1:8-10, in which the verse under consideration, 1 Jn. 1:9, is 

found.  We will see that, in 1 Jn. 1:8-10, John discusses different kinds of statements 

about sin.  Moreover, just as we identified what John is teaching when he used the phrase 

“If we” in 1 Jn. 1:6 and 1 Jn. 1:7, so too we will identify what he is teaching when he 

uses that phrase in each of the verses in 1 Jn. 1:8-10.  Finally, as we identify what John is 

teaching by using the phrase “If we” in each verse, it is crucial to consider the contextual 

evidence in each verse.  That contextual evidence includes the rest of the language in 

each verse and the doctrinal implications of that language. 

 

a.  1 Jn. 1:8. 

 

1 Jn. 1:8 says, “If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the 

truth is not in us.”  (Italics added.)  1 Jn. 1:8 is referring to we who are saying we have no 

condition of sin.  1 Jn. 1:8 teaches that if we say this, “the truth is not in us.”   

 

(1)  The Truth Is In Christians, Therefore, (a) “The Truth Is Not  

In Us” Is Teaching That The Truth Is Not In Unbelievers, And  

(b) “We” In “If We Say” at 1 Jn. 1:8 Refers to Unbelievers. 

 

However, the truth is in Christians.  At Jn. 14:16 (KJV), Jesus said He would 

“pray the Father, and He shall give you another Comforter.”  At Jn. 14:17 (KJV), Jesus 

referred to this Comforter as “the Spirit of truth.”  Jesus also said at that verse that the 

“Spirit of truth . . . will be in you.”  This is teaching “the Spirit of truth” is now in 

Christians.  If the Comforter, the “Spirit of truth,” is now in Christians, this indicates 

truth is in Christians.  Truth does not go in and out of Christians, any more than the Holy 

Spirit goes in and out of Christians.  If truth is in Christians, but “the truth is not in us” at 

1 Jn. 1:8, then when John says the “truth is not in us,” he is teaching that the truth is not 

in unbelievers.  This means the word “we” in the phrases, “we are deceiving ourselves” 

and “if we say that we have no sin” at that verse refers to unbelievers.  That is, at 1 Jn. 

1:8, “we” in the phrase “If we say” refers to unbelievers. 
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Similarly, at John 17:17 (KJV), John records that Jesus said to God the Father, 

“thy word is truth.”  At 1 Jn. 2:14, John also said, “the word of God abideth in you[.]”  

This verse is teaching that the word of God abides in Christians.  If the word of God 

abides in Christians, then the word of God is in Christians.  If the word is truth and the 

word is in Christians, this indicates truth is in Christians.  If truth is in Christians, but 

“the truth is not in us” at 1 Jn. 1:8, then when John says the “truth is not in us,” he is 

teaching that the truth is not in unbelievers.  Again, this means that at 1 Jn. 1:8, “we” in 

the phrase “If we say” refers to unbelievers. 

 

At 1 Jn. 2:27 (KJV), John says, “But the anointing which ye have received of him 

abideth in you, and ye need not that any man teach you: but as the same anointing 

teacheth you of all things, and is truth, and is no lie, and even as it hath taught you, ye 

shall abide in him.”  (Italics added.)  Here John teaches “the anointing . . . abideth in 

you.”  This is teaching that the anointing abides in Christians.  If the anointing abides in 

Christians, then the anointing is in Christians.  John also teaches “the anointing . . . is 

truth.”  If the anointing is in Christians, and the anointing is truth, then truth is in 

Christians.  If truth is in Christians, but “the truth is not in us” at 1 Jn. 1:8, then when 

John says the “truth is not in us,” he is teaching that the truth is not in unbelievers.  

Again, this means that at 1 Jn. 1:8, “we” in the phrase “If we say” are unbelievers. 

 

At 2 Jn. 1:2, John speaks of “the truth which abides in us and will be with us 

forever[.]”  (Italics added.)  This is teaching that “the truth” abides in Christians.  If “the 

truth” abides in Christians, then “the truth” is in Christians.  In light of the above verses, 

“truth,” or “the truth,” as John uses those terms, does not go in and out of Christians.  If 

“the truth” is in Christians, but “the truth is not in us” at 1 Jn. 1:8, then when John says 

the “truth is not in us,” he is teaching that the truth is not in unbelievers.  In follows that 

at 1 Jn. 1:8, “we” in the phrase “If we say” refers to unbelievers. 

 

To say that “the truth is in us” is to say that we are Christians.  This is true 

whether or not, on a given occasion, a Christian is acting faithfully or engaged in sin.  

“The truth,” as John uses that phrase, does not go in and out of Christians.  To say “the 

truth is not in us” (italics added) is to say we are unbelievers. 

 

In sum, 1 Jn. 1:8 says that if “we” say “we have no sin,” “the truth is not in us.”  

But we have shown that when John uses the phrase, “the truth is not in us,” he is teaching 

that the truth is not in unbelievers (because the truth is in Christians).  But if so, John is 

teaching that those who say “we have no sin” are unbelievers.   

 

In other words, when John says at 1 Jn. 1:8, “If we say that we have no sin, we are 

deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us,” he is teaching that the “we” in “If we say,” 

i.e., the “we” who say that we have no sin and the we who are deceiving ourselves, are 

unbelievers. 
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The correct exegesis of 1 Jn. 1:8 does not start at the beginning of the verse with 

the phrase “If we say” and the assumption that “we” refers to Christians.  The correct 

exegesis starts at the end of the verse with the phrase “the truth is not in us” and the 

identification of “us” as unbelievers.  This leads to the conclusion that “we” in “If we 

say” in 1 Jn. 1:8 is referring to unbelievers. 

 

(2)  Conclusion: 1 Jn. 1:8 Is A Conditional Statement of  

Hypothetical Fact That Is Teaching About Unbelievers,  

Therefore, “We” In The Phrase “If We Say” At That Verse 

Refers to Unbelievers, Including, Hypothetically, John. 

 

 Moreover, 1 Jn. 1:8 is a conditional statement of hypothetical fact.  It is like John 

saying, “Assume for sake of argument that we [including John] say that we have no sin.  

In that event, we are deceiving ourselves when we say that we have no sin, and the truth 

is not in us [that is, we are really unbelievers].”  But if so, we (including John) who say 

that we have no sin, are unbelievers.   

 

Again, John was an apostle.  There was no doubt he would never say in fact that 

he had no sin.  Therefore, when he said “if” we say that we have no sin (including 

himself in “we”) it was not because he might say in fact that he had no sin.  Instead, he 

used “if” as part of a hypothetical statement.  

 

At 1 Jn. 1:8, John is hypothetically including himself among unbelievers who say 

that they have no sin, even though in fact John was a Christian.  As mentioned, John 

apparently did this in an effort to be as inoffensive, and yet as emphatic, as he could be to 

the heretical unbelievers who were the source of false teaching, even as he wrote to the 

Christians an uncompromising warning about these unbelievers’ heresies. 

 

b.  1 Jn. 1:9. 

 

 1 Jn. 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us 

our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  This is the primary verse we are 

interpreting.  We will return to 1 Jn. 1:9 later. 

 

c.  1 Jn. 1:10. 

 

Finally, 1 Jn. 1:10 says, “If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar 

and His word is not in us.”  (Italics added.)  1 Jn. 1:10 is referring to we who are saying 
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we have never sinned in conduct.55  1 Jn. 1:10 teaches that if we say this, “His word is not 

in us.”   

 

(1)  His Word Is In Christians, Therefore, (a) “His Word Is Not  

In Us” Is Teaching That His Word Is Not In Unbelievers, And  

(b) “We” in “If We Say” At 1 Jn. 1:10 Refers To Unbelievers. 

 

However, His word is in Christians.  At 1 Jn. 2:14, John said, “I have written to 

you, young men, because you are strong, and the word of God abides in you, and you 

have overcome the evil one.”  (Italics added.)  This is teaching, among other things, that 

the word of God abides in Christians.  If the word of God abides in Christians, the word 

of God is in Christians.  If the word of God is in Christians, but “His word is not in us” at 

1 Jn. 1:10, then when John says “His word is not in us,” he is teaching that His word is 

not in unbelievers. 

 

Similarly, at John 15:7, Jesus said, “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in 

you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.”  (Italics added.)  This teaches 

that Jesus’s words abide in Christians.  If Jesus’s words abide in Christians, then Jesus’s 

words are in Christians.  If His words are in Christians, but “His word is not in us” at 

1 Jn. 1:10, then when John says “His word is not in us,” he is teaching that His word is 

not in unbelievers. 

 

To say that “His word is in us” is to say that we are Christians.  This is true 

whether or not, on a given occasion, a Christian is acting faithfully or engaged in sin.  

“His word,” as John uses that phrase, does not go in and out of Christians. 

 

In sum, 1 Jn. 1:10 teaches that if “we” say “we have not sinned,” “His word is not 

in us.”  But we have shown that when John uses the phrase, “His word is not in us,” he is 

teaching that His word is not in unbelievers (because His word is in Christians).  But if 

so, John is teaching that those who say “we have not sinned” are unbelievers.   

 

In other words, when John says at 1 Jn. 1:10, “If we say that we have not sinned, 

we make Him a liar and His word is not in us,” he is teaching that the “we” in “If we 

say,” i.e., the “we” who say that we have not sinned and the we who are making Him a 

liar, are unbelievers. 

 

The correct exegesis of 1 Jn. 1:10 does not start at the beginning of the verse with 

the phrase “If we say” and the assumption that “we” refers to Christians.  The correct 

exegesis starts at the end of the verse with the phrase “His word is not in us” and the 

                                                
55  The Greek verb (“”) translated “sinned” at 1 Jn. 1:10 is in the 

Greek perfect tense.  (Friberg and Friberg, p. 721.)  (See pp. 6-9, discussing the Greek 

perfect tense.) 
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identification of “us” as unbelievers.  This leads to the conclusion that “we” in “If we 

say” in 1 Jn. 1:10 is referring to unbelievers. 

 

(2)  Conclusion: 1 Jn. 1:10 Is A Conditional Statement of  

Hypothetical Fact That Is Teaching About Unbelievers,   

Therefore, “We” In The Phrase “If We Say” At That Verse 

Refers to Unbelievers, Including, Hypothetically, John. 

 

 Moreover, 1 Jn. 1:10 is a conditional statement of hypothetical fact.  It is like John 

saying, “Assume for sake of argument that we [including John] say that we have not 

sinned.  In that event, we make Him a liar when we say that we have not sinned, and His 

word is not in us [that is, we are really unbelievers].”  But if so, we (including John) who 

say that we have not sinned, are unbelievers.   

 

Again, John was an apostle.  There was no doubt he would never say that he had 

not sinned.  Therefore, when he said “if” we say that we have not sinned (including 

himself in “we”) it was not because he might say in fact that he had not sinned.  Instead, 

he used “if” as part of a hypothetical statement.  

 

At 1 Jn. 1:10, John is hypothetically including himself among unbelievers who say 

that they have not sinned, even though in fact John was a Christian.  Apparently John did 

this to be as inoffensive, and yet as emphatic, as possible to heretical unbelievers who 

were spreading false teaching, even as he wrote to the Christians an uncompromising 

warning about these unbelievers’ heresies. 

 

B.  CONCLUSIONS ABOUT 1 JN. 1:6-10. 

 

Based on our analysis of the individual verses of 1 Jn. 1:5-10, we may reach a 

number of conclusions about 1 Jn. 1:6-10. 

 

1.  In 1 Jn. 1:6-8 And 10, John Makes Conditional Statements Using The  

Phrase “If We,” And Whom “We” Refers To In That Phrase Varies. 

 

First, in 1 Jn. 1:6-8 and 10, John makes conditional statements using the phrase “If 

we.”  At 1 Jn. 1:6, those who “say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the 

darkness” and those who “lie” are unbelievers.  Therefore, when John says at that verse, 

“If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do 

not practice the truth” (italics added), the “we” in the phrase “If we,” and the “we” in the 

phrase “we lie and do not practice the truth” are unbelievers.  

 

At 1 Jn. 1:7, those who “walk in the Light,” who “have fellowship with one 

another,” and whom “the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses . . . from all sin” are Christians.  

Therefore, when John says at that verse, “but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in 
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the Light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses 

us from all sin” (italics added), the “we” in the phrase “If we,” the “we” in the phrase “we 

have fellowship” (and the “us” in “cleanses us”) are Christians.   

 

At 1 Jn. 1:8, those who “say that we have no sin” and who “are deceiving” 

themselves, and those in whom “the truth is not,” are unbelievers.  Therefore, when John 

says at that verse, “If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth 

is not in us” (italics added), the “we” in the phrase “If we,” the “we” in the phrase “we 

are deceiving ourselves” (and the “us” in whom “the truth is not”) are unbelievers. 

 

At 1 Jn. 1:10, those who “say that we have not sinned” and who “make Him a 

liar,” and those in whom “His word is not,” are unbelievers.  Therefore, when John says 

at that verse, “If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar and His word is not 

in us” (italics added), the “we” in the phrase “If we,” the “we” in the phrase “we make 

Him a liar (and the “us” in whom “His word is not”) are unbelievers. 

 

Therefore, the word “we” in “If we” in 1 Jn. 1:6, 8, and 10 is describing 

unbelievers, while “we” in “if we” in 1 Jn. 1:7 is describing Christians.   

 

In other words, you cannot tell—from the word “we” alone in the “If we” phrases 

in 1 Jn. 1:6-8 and 10—whether that word “we” is referring to unbelievers or whether it 

is referring to Christians.   

 

2.  In The “If We” Phrases In 1 John 1:6-8 and 10, Whom “We” Refers To  

Depends On The Context. 

 

As mentioned, you cannot tell, from the word “we” alone in the “If we” phrases in 

1 Jn. 1:6-8 and 10, whom John is teaching about by using that word “we.”  This means 

you must consider the context.   

 

1 Jn. 1:6-8 and 10 are part of a letter written to Christians.  This is part of the 

context of these verses.  However, if, for example, when identifying the people whom 

John is teaching about when he says “we” in the phrase “If we” in 1 Jn. 1:6, 8, and 10, 

one views as controlling the fact that the letter was written to Christians, this leads to the 

erroneous conclusion that the people John is teaching about in those verses are 

Christians.  

 

For example, if, because 1 Jn. 1:6, 8, and 10 were written to Christians, this meant 

the people whom John is teaching about in each of those verses are Christians, this, first, 

would lead to the erroneous conclusion that Christians can “walk in the darkness” at 1 Jn. 

1:6, even though Jesus said those who follow him “will not walk in the darkness.”   

(Jn. 8:12.)  Second, it would lead to the erroneous conclusion that, according to 1 Jn. 1:8, 

Christians sometimes have “the truth” in them and sometimes do not have “the truth” in 



38 
Copyright © 2018 Kenneth E. Roberson, Sr.  This document may be redistributed only in this written form,  
(2d Ed. 2019)                                                                                     unaltered, and free of charge. 

them, depending on whether they say they “have no sin,” and even though, by definition, 

the truth is in Christians.  Third, it would lead to the erroneous conclusion that, according 

to 1 Jn. 1:10, Christians sometimes have “His word” in them and sometimes do not have 

“His word” in them, depending on whether they say that they “have not sinned,” and 

even though, by definition, His word is in Christians.   

 

However, 1 Jn. 1:6-8 and 10 are also part of a letter teaching Scriptural doctrine.   

This too is part of the context of these verses.  Accordingly, if, when identifying the 

people whom John is teaching about when he says “we” in the phrase “If we” in 1 Jn. 1:6, 

8, and 10, one considers the doctrinal implications of the language in each verse and the 

surrounding verses, as well as other Scriptures, this leads to the correct conclusion that 

the people whom John is teaching about are unbelievers in 1 Jn. 1:6, 8, and 10, and 

Christians in 1 Jn. 1:7. 

 

3.  1 Jn. 1:9 Is Teaching About Unbelievers Who Later Become Christians 

And Confess Their Sins. 

 

As for 1 John 1:9, our above discussion provides evidence that the correct 

interpretation of 1 Jn. 1:6-8 and 10, and 1 Jn. 1:9, is based upon an understanding that, in 

those verses, John is making conditional statements addressing various issues.  As a 

result, the people he is teaching about by using the word “we” in the “If we” phrases in 

those verses depends upon the context, including the surrounding verses. 

 

1 Jn. 1:8-10 in particular exemplify this.  As mentioned, these verses focus on 

statements related to sin(s).  1 Jn. 1:8 and 10 are the immediate context of 1 Jn. 1:9.  1 Jn. 

1:9 is sandwiched between 1 Jn. 1:8 and 10.   

 

At verse 8, John is teaching Christians that unbelievers are making heretical 

statements that they have no sin, i.e., they are denying they have any sin condition at all.  

At verse 10, John is teaching Christians that unbelievers are making heretical statements 

that they have not sinned, i.e., they were denying they had ever committed sins.   

 

This leads to our conclusion regarding 1 Jn. 1:9.  At 1 Jn. 1:9, John is 

teaching Christians that heretical unbelievers should later become believers and make 

a different statement about sins, i.e., they should confess their sins.  John is teaching 

Christians that if unbelievers, instead of making certain kinds of statements related 

to sin(s)—that is, saying they have no sin and saying they have not sinned—later 

become believers and make another kind of statement related to sins—that is, 

confessing their sins—God would forgive them of their sins and cleanse them from 

all unrighteousness. 

 

And 1 Jn. 1:9 too is a conditional statement of hypothetical fact.  It is like John 

saying, “Assume for sake of argument that we [including John] confess our sins.  God is 
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faithful to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  But if so, 

“we” (including John) who confess our sins, are unbelievers.   

 

John, an apostle, would never in fact confess his sins to be forgiven.  For example, 

he taught at 1 Jn. 2:12 that the sins of Christians already have been forgiven.  Therefore, 

when he said “if” we confess our sins (including himself in “we”), it was not because he 

would confess his sins to be forgiven.  Instead, he used “if” as part of a hypothetical 

statement.  At 1 Jn. 1:9, John is hypothetically including himself among unbelievers 

who confess their sins, even though in fact John was a Christian.  Again, apparently 

he did this to be as inoffensive, and yet as emphatic, as possible to heretical unbelievers 

who were spreading false teaching, even as he wrote to the Christians an 

uncompromising warning about these unbelievers’ heresies. 

 

VII.  THE TEACHING THAT 1 JN. 1:9 REQUIRES CHRISTIANS TO CONFESS 

THEIR SINS TO GOD TO BE FORGIVEN CREATES CONFLICTS AND 

PROBLEMS WITH OTHER SCRIPTURES. 

 

A.  THE TEACHING THAT 1 JN. 1:9 REQUIRES CHRISTIANS TO CONFESS 

THEIR SINS TO GOD TO BE FORGIVEN CONFLICTS WITH OTHER 

SCRIPTURES. 

 

By way of recap, the teaching--that 1 Jn. 1:9 requires Christians to confess their 

sins to God to be forgiven of those sins--conflicts with other Scriptures. 

 

1.  The Teaching That 1 Jn. 1:9 Requires Christians To Confess Their Sins To 

God To Be Forgiven Conflicts With The Fact That John Himself, At 1 Jn. 2:12,  

Teaches That Christians’ Sins Already Have Been Forgiven. 
 

If 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians must confess their sins to God to be 

forgiven, that teaching conflicts with the fact that John himself, at 1 Jn. 2:12,  

teaches that Christians’ sins already have been forgiven. 

 

If Christians must confess—in the present—their sins to God to be forgiven, then 

obviously the forgiveness cannot precede the confession that is happening in the present.  

If the forgiveness cannot precede the confession that is happening in the present, then it 

cannot be true that God already has forgiven Christians in the past, prior to the 

confession.  It cannot be true that the moment a person becomes a Christian, and for the 

rest of his or her life, the Christian’s sins already have been forgiven.  Instead, 

forgiveness must await confession.  But 1 Jn. 2:12 teaches that Christians’ sins already 

have been forgiven. 
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2.  The Teaching That 1 Jn. 1:9 Requires Christians To Confess Their Sins To 

God To Be Forgiven Conflicts With The Fact That God’s Act Of Forgiveness Of 

Christians Is Referred To As A Past Act. 

 

If 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians must confess their sins to God to be 

forgiven, that teaching conflicts with Eph. 4:32, and Col. 2:13, which, as we have 

discussed, demonstrate that God’s act of forgiving Christians is referred to as a past act.  

Most of the above comments about 1 Jn. 2:12 apply to Eph. 4:32 and Col. 2:13.   

 

 3.   The Teaching That 1 Jn. 1:9 Requires Christians To Confess Their Sins 

To God To Be Forgiven Conflicts With The Fact That Christians Have Forgiveness 

Right Now. 

 

 If 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians must confess their sins to God to be 

forgiven, that teaching conflicts with the fact that Eph. 1:7 and Col. 1:14 teach that 

Christians have forgiveness right now.  If Christians have forgiveness right now, there is 

no need to confess their sins to be forgiven. 

 

B.  THE TEACHING THAT 1 JN. 1:9 REQUIRES CHRISTIANS TO CONFESS 

THEIR SINS TO GOD TO BE FORGIVEN CREATES PROBLEMS WITH 

OTHER SCRIPTURES. 

 

The teaching--that 1 Jn. 1:9 requires Christians to confess their sins to God to be 

forgiven of those sins--creates problems with other Scriptures. 

 

 1.  If 1 Jn. 1:9 Teaches That Christians Must Confess Their Sins To God To 

Be Forgiven, This Creates A Problem In Light Of Jesus’s Healing of People Without 

A Record Of Them Confessing Sins. 

 

If 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians must confess their sins to God to be forgiven 

of their sins, this does not explain why Jesus forgave people without any Scriptural 

record that the people confessed their sins or that Jesus required the people to do so.  As 

mentioned, in the account of Jesus healing the paralytic, Mt. 9:2 records that Jesus, 

“[s]eeing their faith” (italics added), said to the paralytic, “your sins are forgiven.”  In the 

account of Jesus and the woman at Lk. 7,  Lk. 7:47 records Jesus said the woman’s sins 

“have been forgiven, for she loved much.”  (Italics added.)  Nothing reflects the paralytic 

or the woman confessed sins or that Jesus required either to do so.  
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 2.  If 1 Jn. 1:9 Teaches That Christians Must Confess Their Sins To God To 

Be Forgiven, This Implies God Does Not Forgive Christians’ Unconfessed Sins, 

Even Though His Son’s Blood Cleanses Christians From All Sin.  

 

1 Jn. 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us 

our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  And 1 Jn. 1:7 says, “but if we walk 

in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have fellowship with one another, and the 

blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin.”  As discussed, Christians by definition 

“walk in the Light” and cannot do otherwise.  Therefore, John is teaching at 1 Jn. 1:7 

that, simply because we are Christians, the blood of Jesus cleanses us from all sin.     

 

If 1 Jn. 1:9 were teaching that Christians must confess their sins to God to be 

forgiven of their sins, this would imply that, when Christians do not confess their sins to 

God, God would not forgive the sins.  This would be true even though, at the same time,  

1 Jn. 1:7 teaches that the blood of His Son cleanses Christians from all sin simply 

because they are Christians.  In other words, God would not forgive us of our sins, even 

though His Son’s blood would cleanse us from all sin.  God is not a God of confusion.  

(1 Cor. 14:33.) 

 

3.  If 1 Jn. 1:9 Teaches That Christians Must Confess Their Sins To God To 

Be Forgiven, This Implies God Does Not Cleanse Christians From All 

Unrighteousness If They Have Unconfessed Sins, Even Though His Son’s Blood 

Cleanses Us From All Sin.  

 

1 Jn. 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us 

our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  If 1 Jn. 1:9 were teaching that 

Christians must confess their sins to God to be forgiven of their sins, the verse would also 

be teaching that Christians must confess their sins to God to be cleansed from all 

unrighteousness.  This would imply that when Christians do not confess their sins to God, 

God would not cleanse them from all unrighteousness.  This would be true even though, 

at the same time, 1 Jn. 1:7 teaches that the blood of His Son cleanses Christians from all 

sin simply because they are Christians.  In other words, God would not cleanse us from 

all unrighteousness, even though His Son’s blood would cleanse us from all sin.   

 

4.  If 1 Jn. 1:9 Teaches That Christians Must Confess Their Sins To God To 

Be Forgiven, This Creates Problems With Paul’s Teaching At Rom. 14:23 That 

“Whatever Is Not From Faith Is Sin.” 

 

Paul said at Rom. 14:23, “whatever is not from faith is sin.”  Murder, lying, 

adultery, and other evil deeds are, of course, sin, but Paul’s statement at Rom. 14:23 casts 

a far broader net when identifying what sin is.  At Rom. 14:23, Paul focuses, not on 

conduct that is obviously morally wrong, but on anything not from faith.  Paul teaches 

here that every time something occurs from us that is not from faith, we sin.  If 1 Jn. 1:9 
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were teaching that Christians must confess their sins to God to be forgiven of their sins, 

this would mean that God would not forgive the sins of Christians if they did not confess 

their sins to God.  This in turn would mean that God would not forgive Christians when 

something occurred from them that was not from faith, if they did not confess that sin.   

In other words, Christians would have to monitor themselves constantly to determine 

whether something occurred from them that was “not from faith,” and would have to 

confess constantly those sins to be forgiven. 

 

Moreover, it is sometimes asserted that 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians must 

confess only their “known” sins, i.e., sins the Christians know are sins.  However, the 

phrase “known sins” is nowhere found in 1 Jn. 1:9 or 1 John.  Indeed, if 1 Jn. 1:9 were 

teaching that Christians must confess only their known sins, this could lead to the 

absurdity that it would be better for Christians to not study the Scriptures so that their sins 

would not be known to them as sins. 

 

Further, Rom. 14:23 teaches that “whatever is not from faith is sin.”  And Paul at 

that verse gives as an example a Christian who has doubts that eating certain things is 

right.  Paul teaches that this person sins, not because the person knows that eating certain 

things is wrong, but because he or she eats while having doubts about whether eating 

certain things is right.  If 1 Jn. 1:9 were teaching that Christians had to confess their sins 

to God to be forgiven, this would mean that, without confession, God not only would not 

forgive sins that a Christian knew were wrong, He would not forgive sins occurring when 

a person did something, merely doubting it was right.   

 

 5.  If 1 Jn. 1:9 Teaches That Christians Must Confess Their Sins To God To 

Be Forgiven, This Creates A Problem Because 1 Jn.1:9 Was Written Only Around 

90 to 110 A.D. 
 

The claim that 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians must confess their sins to God 

to be forgiven presents an additional problem.  There is evidence Paul died sometime in 

the 60’s A.D.,56 and that 1 John was written sometime between 90 and 110 A.D.57  If so, 

at least about 30 years passed from the time Paul wrote his letters to the time John wrote 

1 John, and therefore 1 Jn. 1:9.  Paul never taught that Christians must confess their sins 

to God to be forgiven.  If 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that Christians must confess their sins to 

God to be forgiven of their sins, how could Christians have known this during what was 

at least about a 30-year period after Paul wrote his letters but before John wrote 1 Jn. 1:9?  

                                                
56  Henry Snyder Gehman, The New Westminster Dictionary of the Bible 

(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1970), pp. 721-722; Merrill F. Unger, Unger’s 

Bible Dictionary (Moody Press: Chicago, 29th prtg., 1979), p. 838.  

 
57  The International Dictionary of the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962),  

vol. 2, p. 946; Unger, p. 599. 
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If, during that period, people became Christians based on Paul’s teaching and then died 

without having heard of 1 Jn. 1:9 because it had not yet been written, did those 

Christians’ sins remain unforgiven because they did not confess them according to that 

verse? 

 

6.  If 1 Jn. 1:9 Teaches That Christians Must Confess Their Sins To God To 

Be Forgiven, This Creates Problems Because 1 Jn. Emphasized Faith, Not 

Confession of Sins, And The Gospel Of John Never Taught Confession of Sins. 

 

As mentioned, 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching Christians that if unbelievers, instead of saying 

they had no sin and had not sinned, would, in the future, become believers (i.e., 

Christians) and confess their sins, God would forgive them of their sins.  But that is not to 

say that 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching that unbelievers who would, in the future, become believers 

(Christians) were required, at that future time, to confess their sins to be forgiven, as if 

becoming a Christian were not enough.  In other words, the fact that confession of sins 

might accompany the future initial faith does not mean confession of sins was required to 

accompany the future initial faith.  

 

1 John stresses belief, i.e., faith, not “confess[ion]” of sins.  1 Jn. 1:9 is part of  

1 John.  1 Jn. 3:23 says, “This is His commandment, that we believe in the name of His 

Son Jesus Christ, and love one another, just as He commanded us.”  1 Jn. 5:5 says, “Who 

is the one who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?”  

At 1 Jn. 5:10, John wrote, “The one who believes in the Son of God has the testimony in 

himself; the one who does not believe God has made Him a liar, because he has not 

believed in the testimony that God has given concerning His Son.”  At 1 Jn. 5:13, John 

said, “These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so 

that you may know that you have eternal life.”  In 1 John, John emphasizes belief, i.e., 

faith in Christ, not confession of sins.  1 Jn. 1:9 is the only verse in 1 John that refers to 

confession of sins.  When John indicates we “confess our sins,” it is assumed the 

confession is with faith, and John throughout 1 John emphasizes faith, not confession.  

 

Similarly, the Book of John taught belief, i.e., faith, and never taught confession of 

sins.  Jn. 1:7 says, “[John the Baptist] came as a witness, to testify about the Light, so that 

all might believe through Him.”  Jn. 1:12, says, “But as many as received Him, to them 

He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name[.]”  

At Jn. 3:16, John famously wrote, “‘For God so loved the world, that He gave His only 

begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.”  At Jn. 

6:29, Jesus said, “‘This is the work of God, that you believe in Him whom He has sent.’”  

At Jn. 7:38, Jesus declared, “He who believes in Me, as the Scripture said, ‘From his 

innermost being will flow rivers of living water.’”  Finally, at Jn. 20:31, John wrote, “but 

these have been written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; 
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and that believing you may have life in His name.”  In the Book of John, John taught 

belief, i.e., faith, but nowhere in that book does John refer to confession of sins.58 

 

It is true that 1 Jn. 1:9 is teaching Christians that if unbelievers, instead of saying 

they had no sin and had not sinned, in the future became believers and confessed their 

sins, God would forgive them of their sins.  But God will forgive in light of their belief, 

i.e., their faith.  If unbelievers become, in the future, believers, God will forgive their 

sins, whether or not they confess them.  John discussed confession of sins at 1 Jn. 1:9, but 

not because, if unbelievers become, in the future, believers, God will forgive them only if 

they confess their sins.  Instead, John discussed confession of sins at 1 Jn. 1:9 in a context 

in which, among other things, (1) 1 Jn. 1:6 referred to the heretical speech of unbelievers 

saying they had fellowship with God while they walked in the darkness, and (2) 1 Jn. 1:8 

and 10 referred to the heretical speech of unbelievers saying they did not have sin and 

saying they had not sinned.  John was teaching Christians at 1 Jn. 1:9 that such 

unbelievers should become believers and engage in different speech, i.e., confess their 

sins.  However, God would forgive in light of the faith accompanying the confession of 

sins.  And He would forgive in light of the faith, without the confession. 

 

God’s Word portrays God’s forgiveness as a future act for people who will in the 

future become Christians, and portrays His forgiveness as a past act for people who are 

Christians.  That is, the Scripture teaches that people who in the future become Christians 

will be forgiven; people who are Christians already have been forgiven. 

 

VIII.  THE FACT THAT THE GREEK VERB TRANSLATED “CONFESS” AT 

1 JOHN 1:9 IS IN THE GREEK PRESENT TENSE DOES NOT PROVE THAT 

CHRISTIANS MUST CONFESS THEIR SINS AT THE PRESENT TIME 

AND/OR THROUGHOUT THEIR LIVES. 

 

It is frequently taught that because the Greek verb translated “confess” in 1 Jn. 1:9 

is in the Greek present tense, this must mean that (1) Christians must, at the present time, 

confess their sins to God to be forgiven, and (2) Christians must do so throughout their 

lives.  In order to address this, we must briefly discuss Greek “moods” and the Greek 

present tense.   

 

                                                
58  Likewise, Paul taught justification by faith, not justification by faith plus 

confession of sins.  When the Philippian jailer asked Paul what the jailer had to do to be 

saved, Paul simply replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and 

your household.”  (Acts 16:31, italics added.)  Paul did not then refer to confessing sins.  

If the jailer believed in the Lord Jesus but did not then confess his sins, was he saved, 

with his sins unforgiven? 
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A.  THE GREEK VERB TRANSLATED “CONFESS” AT 1 JN. 1:9 DOES NOT 

EXPRESS THE TIME OF THE CONFESSION, AND THEREFORE DOES NOT 

EXPRESS CONFESSION AT THE PRESENT TIME.   

 

As we discuss below, the fact that the Greek verb translated “confess” in 1 Jn. 1:9 

is in the Greek present tense does not mean that Christians must, at the present time, 

confess their sins to God to be forgiven.  This is because the fact that the Greek verb 

translated “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9 is in the Greek present tense does not mean that the time 

of the confession action is in the present.  That Greek verb is not only in the present tense 

but in the subjunctive mood.  A Greek verb expressing action in the Greek present tense 

and subjunctive mood does not express the time of the action, i.e., whether the time is the 

past, present, or future. 

 

The Greek verb translated “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9 is ὁμολογῶμεν.59  In the  

Greek, it is a present subjunctive verb.60  That is, the Greek verb is in the subjunctive 

mood and present tense.  Generally speaking, when a verb is in the subjunctive mood, the 

speaker using that verb expresses the verbal state or action with reference to the 

potentiality of that state or action.  By way of contrast, when a verb is in the indicative 

mood, the speaker using that verb expresses the verbal state or action with reference to 

the actuality of that state or action.61  For example, in English, “I hit” is in the indicative  

                                                
59  Friberg and Friberg, p. 721. 

 
60  Ibid. 

 
61  Wallace says, “Mood is the morphological feature of a verb that a speaker uses to 

portray his or her affirmation as to the certainty of the verbal action or state (whether an 

actuality or potentiality).  The key elements in this definition are that mood (a) does not 

necessarily correspond to reality, (b) does not indicate even a speaker’s perception of 

reality, but (c) does indicate the speaker’s portrayal or representation.”  (Wallace, at  

p. 445.)  Dana and Mantey say mood is the “affirmation of relation to reality.”  (Dana & 

Mantey, p. 165.)  Black says “Mood refers to the manner in which the speaker relates the 

verbal idea to reality.”  (David Alan Black, Learn to Read New Testament Greek 

(Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1994), p. 11.) 

 

Wallace says, “In general, the subjunctive can be said to represent the verbal 

action (or state) as uncertain but probable.”  (Wallace, p. 461.)  Dana and Mantey say, 

“The subjunctive is the mood of mild contingency; the mood of probability.”  (Dana & 

Mantey, at p. 170.)  Black says the subjunctive is “the mood of contingency.”  (Black, at  

p. 160.) 

 

Wallace says, “The indicative mood is, in general, the mood of assertion, or 

presentation of certainty.”  (Wallace, p. 448.)  Dana and Mantey say the indicative mood 
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mood.  The verb “hit” expresses the verbal action with reference to its actuality.   

“I should hit” is in the subjunctive mood.  The verbal phrase “should hit” expresses the 

verbal action with reference to its potentiality.  The English and Greek subjunctive moods 

are similar in this respect. 

 

When a Greek verb expressing action is in the indicative mood and in the present 

tense, the idea of tense expresses the time of the action and the kind of action.  “With 

reference to time, the present indicative is usually present time, . . .”62  (Kind of action is 

also known as “aspect.”  We will address later the issue of kind of action; for now we 

focus on the time of the action.)   

 

However, Wallace says, “the tenses in the subjunctive . . . involve only aspect 

(kind of action), not time.”63  Dana and Mantey say, “There is but one mood which has 

essential temporal relations; viz., the indicative.  This is to be normally expected in the 

indicative, since it asserts actuality, and that which actually occurs or exists is inevitably 

defined by relations of time.  But that which is potential has no definite time relations, its 

temporal connections being only relative.  Hence the time element is entirely absent from 

the potential moods [such as the subjunctive mood].”  Black says, “only the kind of action 

(verbal aspect) is in view in the subjunctive.”64 

 

 In light of the above, the mere fact that the Greek verb translated “confess” at 1 Jn. 

1:9 is in the Greek present tense does not tell the reader the time of the action or, in 

particular, that the confession occurs at the present time.  This is because the verb is in 

the subjunctive mood.  For all that Greek verb reflects, as a matter of the time of the 

action, John could be talking about confession in the past, present, and/or future.  Thus, 

the mere fact that the Greek verb translated “confess” in 1 Jn. 1:9 is in the Greek present 

tense does not mean that Christians must, at the present time, confess their sins to God to 

be forgiven.  The Greek verb does not express confession at the present time by anyone. 

 

                                                                                                                                                       

“is the mood of certainty” and “represents the verbal idea from the viewpoint of reality.”  

(Dana & Mantey, at p. 168.)  Black says, “Because the indicative mood affirms the 

factuality of an action, it is called the mood of reality.”  (Black, at p. 12, first italics 

added.) 

 
62  Wallace, p. 514, third italics added. 

 
63  Id., p. 463, first and third italics added. 

 
64  Black, p. 161. 
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B.  THE GREEK VERB TRANSLATED “CONFESS” AT 1 JN. 1:9 EXPRESSES 

KIND OF ACTION, BUT THAT DOES NOT NECESSARILY MEAN A KIND OF 

ACTION THAT CONTINUES THROUGHOUT ONE’S LIFE. 

 

As we discuss below, the fact that the Greek verb translated “confess” in 1 Jn. 1:9 

is in the Greek present tense does not mean that Christians must, throughout their lives, 

confess their sins to God to be forgiven.  This is because a speaker using the Greek 

present tense can convey one of many different kinds of actions.  Here, the focus is not on 

the time of the action, but on the kind of action (whenever that kind of action occurs—in 

the past, present, or future).  

 

As mentioned, the Greek verb translated “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9 is in the Greek 

present tense.65  Wallace says, “The present tense’s portrayal of an event ‘focuses on its 

development or progress and sees the occurrence in regard to its internal make-up, 

without beginning or end in view.’  [Fn. omitted.]  It is sometimes called progressive: It 

‘basically represents an activity as in process (or in progress).’  [Fn. omitted.]”66  Dana 

and Mantey state, “The fundamental significance of the present tense is the idea of 

progress.  It is the linear tense.”67   

 

However, the above are only general statements about what the Greek present 

tense “basically represents” or about its “fundamental significance.”  Wallace identifies  

11 specific categories of how the Greek present tense is actually used.68  Dana and  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
65  Friberg and Friberg, p. 721. 

 
66  Wallace, p. 514, fourth italics added. 

 
67  Dana and Mantey, p. 181, first italics added. 

 
68  Wallace, pp. 517-537.  Those are (1) the instantaneous present (aka, aoristic or 

punctiliar present), (2) the progressive present (aka, the descriptive present), (3) the 

extending-from-past present (present of past action still in progress), (4) iterative present, 

(5) customary (habitual or general) present, (6) gnomic present, (7) historical present 

(dramatic present), (8) perfective present, (9) conative (tendential, voluntative) present, 

(10) futuristic present, and (11) present retained in indirect discourse.  Ibid. 
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Mantey identify eight categories.69  Young identifies nine.70 

 

In order to determine the specific category reflecting how the Greek present tense 

is actually used in a given verse, it is necessary to consider not only general statements 

about the Greek present tense (e.g., what it “basically represents” or its “fundamental 

significance”), but such factors as (1) the lexical meaning of the verb, (2) the context, and 

(3) the grammar.71  Wallace identifies these three factors as the “lexical, contextual, and 

grammatical” intrusions.72  Dana and Mantey state, “in dealing with the present tense we 

must consider not only the fundamental force of the tense, but also the meaning of the 

verb root, and the significance of the context.”73 

 

As mentioned, the Greek verb translated “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9 is in the Greek 

present tense.  It is sometimes suggested that this means that the kind of action, i.e., the 

kind of confessing, referred to by that Greek verb must be a confessing that is customary 

or habitual.  In other words, it is suggested that, because the Greek verb translated 

“confess” in 1 Jn. 1:9 is in the Greek present tense, Christians must confess their sins to 

God throughout their lives.  However, this assumes that at 1 Jn. 1:9, John is using the 

Greek verb translated “confess” to describe the kind of action that Wallace would call a 

“customary (habitual or general) present,” what Dana and Mantey would call a 

“customary present,” or what Young would call an “iterative present” which, according 

to Young, can refer to a custom or habitual practice.  (See fns. 68-70.) 

 

                                                
69  Dana & Mantey, pp. 182-186.  Those are (1) the aoristic present, (2) the 

progressive present, (3) the iterative present, (4) the customary present, (5) the historical 

present (6) the tendential present, (7) the futuristic present, and (8) the static present.  

Ibid. 

 
70  Richard A. Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek (Nashville, Tenn.: 

Broadman and Holman Publishers, 1994), pp. 107-112.  Those are (1) the performative 

present (and Young notes this is normally referred to as the aoristic present), (2) the 

descriptive present, (3) the durative present, (4) the iterative present (which may also 

refer to a custom or habitual practice), (5) the gnomic present, (6) the historical present, 

(7) the present of existing results, (8) the tendential present, and (9) the futuristic present.  

Ibid. 

 
71  Wallace, pp. 514-515. 

 
72  Id., p. 515, underlining added. 

 
73  Dana and Mantey, p. 181, italics added. 
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Nonetheless, one cannot just pick the category that suits one’s preference.  As 

Wallace observes, “As much as one might want the theology of a text to be a certain way, 

just to pull a grammatical category out of the hat – to employ it without regard for its 

normal semantic situation – is not responsible grammatical exegesis.”74 

 

  For example, among the many categories identified by Wallace, he identifies the 

category of “the progressive present (aka, the descriptive present).”  Dana and Mantey, 

among their many categories, similarly identify the category of “the progressive present.”  

Young, among his categories, refers similarly to the “descriptive present.”  (See fns. 68-

70.) 

 

Thus, the kind of action that “confess” expresses does not have to be customary or 

habitual.  Wallace states concerning “the progressive present (a.k.a. descriptive present),” 

that it is used “to describe a scene in progress” and he notes its “time frame” “is . . . 

narrow when compared to a customary . . . present.”75  He also observes that the 

difference between the progressive present and the customary present is that “the latter 

involves a repeated action, while the progressive present normally involves continuous 

action.”76  Wallace states that this is due in part to the fact that, “contextually, the time 

frame is often so narrow that the action can be portrayed as uninterrupted.”77  He notes 

the progressive present is common.78  Wallace also indicates that, for sake of 

convenience, he combines the categories of the progressive present and the descriptive 

present,79 but the difference is “the descriptive involves a narrower sequential band than 

does the progressive present.”80 

 

Dana and Mantey say concerning the “progressive present” that “[t]his use is 

manifestly nearest the root idea of the tense.  It signifies action in progress, . . .”81  Young 

                                                
74  Wallace, p. 515, fn. 5. 

 
75  Id., p. 518. 

 
76  Ibid. 

 
77  Id. at p. 518, fn. 13, italics added. 

 
78  Wallace, p. 518. 

 
79  Id., p. 518, fn. 14. 

 
80  Ibid., italics added. 

 
81  Dana and Mantey, p. 182, section 173(1). 
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says “[t]he descriptive present highlights the progressive nature of an action taking place 

at the time of speaking.  The time frame is determined by the context.  The descriptive 

present is best rendered into English with the present continuous tense (John is riding his 

horse).”82 

 

In light of the above, nothing in the Greek word translated “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9 

compels the conclusion that “confess” is expressing the kind of action of a “customary 

(habitual or general) present” (Wallace), a “customary present” (Dana and Mantey), or an 

“iterative present” referring to a custom or habitual practice (Young).  In other words, 

nothing in that Greek verb requires that “confess” refer to a habitual confessing 

throughout the lifetime of a person.   

 

Instead, the all-important context of 1 Jn. 1:9 includes the many, previously 

discussed doctrinal conflicts and problems resulting if one attempts to apply 1 Jn. 1:9 to 

Christians, and this context demonstrates the verse does not apply to Christians.  As 

discussed below, this context also shows that 1 Jn. 1:9, reasonably may be viewed, not as 

a customary present, but as a “progressive present (aka, the descriptive present)” 

(Wallace), a “progressive present” (Dana & Mantey), or a “descriptive present” (Young).   

 

In light of Wallace’s discussion, the word “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9 may be viewed as  

a “progressive present (aka, the descriptive present).”  (Wallace, p. 518.)  That is, 

“confess” may be viewed as “describ[ing] a scene in progress” (ibid.), i.e., the “scene in 

progress” (ibid.) of confessing sin on a specific occasion (not throughout one’s life).  Its 

“time frame” (ibid.) may be viewed as “narrow when compared to a customary . . . 

present” (ibid., italics added), because the confession may be viewed as occurring during 

the brief period when the Christian confessing is speaking about his or her sins, and this 

may be understood as occurring when an unbeliever later becomes a believer.  This 

speaking may be construed as “continuous action” (ibid.), because it may be understood 

as continuous speech (1) from the time the unbeliever later becomes a Christian and 

begins confessing his or her sins, (2) to the time that that Christian, shortly after 

becoming a Christian, finishes confessing his or her sins.  “[C]ontextually, the time frame 

is . . . narrow” (ibid.) because John may be interpreted as portraying the action as 

“uninterrupted” (ibid.).  Moreover, if viewed as a descriptive present, it has an even 

“narrower sequential band than does the progressive present.”  (Ibid., italics added.) 

 

Similarly, in light of the discussion of Dana and Mantey, the word “confess” at  

1 Jn. 1:9 may be viewed as a “progressive present” that “signifies action in progress.”   

  

In light of Young’s discussion, “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9 may be understood as a 

“descriptive present” (Young, p. 107) that “highlights the progressive nature of an  

                                                
82  Young, p. 107, italics added. 
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action . . . .”  (Ibid.)  The “time frame is determined by the context.”  (Ibid., italics 

added).  It may be “best rendered into English with the present continuous tense” (ibid., 

italics added), i.e., “If we [are confessing] our sins.”   

 

In sum, the fact that “confess” in 1 Jn. 1:9 is in the Greek present tense does not 

necessarily mean it is expressing a customary action or that Christians must habitually 

confess their sins to God or confess them to God throughout their lives.  Instead, the 

Greek present tense is completely consistent with the verse referring to unbelievers who 

will later become Christians and confess their sins on a single occasion of confession that 

will begin when they first become Christians and end shortly thereafter. 

 

Matthew 3:6 and Mark 1:5, though they deal with confession of sins in the time of 

John the Baptist, and thus in a pre-Christian context, are illuminating.  Mt. 3:6 and Mk. 

1:5 are the only times confession of sins is referred to in the New Testament other than at 

1 Jn. 1:9 and Jas. 5:16.  (James 5:16 refers to confession of “faults” (or “sins”) and we 

discuss that verse later).  Mt. 3:6 and Mk. 1:5 are different accounts of the same incident, 

so we will focus on Mt. 3:6.   

 

Mt. 3:5-6 say,  

 

“5  Then Jerusalem was going out to him [John the Baptist], and all Judea and all 

the district around the Jordan;  6  and they were being baptized by him in the 

Jordan River, as they confessed their sins.’” 

 

(Italics added.) 

 

 In Mt. 3:5-6, clearly Jews from Jerusalem, Judea, and all the district around the 

Jordan were going to John the Baptist to be baptized and to confess their sins.  Baptism is 

an initial event.  The fact that the people’s confessions of sins were associated with an 

initial or beginning event points to the confessions occurring at the beginning of the 

people’s submission to the teaching of John the Baptist.   

 

 The word “confessed” at Mt. 3:6 (and Mk. 1:5) is a translation of a form of the 

Greek verb “exomologeomai” (“”).83  It is not a translation of a form of 

the Greek verb “homologeo,” which is the word translated “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9.  

However, “exomologeomai” and “homologeo” are related, and both mean, “to 

acknowledge a fact publicly, often in reference to previous bad behavior—‘to admit, to 

                                                
83  Wigram and Winter, p. 269.  As discussed later, a form of this Greek verb is 

translated “confess” at Jas. 5:16.  Ibid.  
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confess.’”84  And the form of “exomologeomai” at Mt. 3:6 is a verb in the Greek present 

tense.85 

 

The point is: Mt. 3:5-6 no more say the people kept confessing their sins 

throughout their lives than those verses say the people kept being baptized in water 

throughout their lives.  The fact that confession of sins at Mt. 3:6 is associated with 

beginning submission to the teaching of John the Baptist is analogous to confession of 

sins at 1 Jn. 1:9 being associated with a beginning submission to the teaching of Jesus.   

 

 IX.  1 JOHN 1:9 IS NOT A GREEK PRESENT GENERAL CONDITION (I.E.,  

A FIFTH CLASS CONDITION) REFERRING TO A GENERIC SITUATION AT 

THE PRESENT TIME OF CHRISTIANS CONFESSING THEIR SINS TO BE 

FORGIVEN. 

 

 As we have seen, the Greek verb translated “confess” at 1 Jn. 1:9 does not indicate 

that the action of confession is occurring at the present time.  However, as we will see, 

the verb and various other components of 1 Jn. 1:9 raise the somewhat technical issue of 

what kind of conditional sentence 1 Jn. 1:9 is.  In particular, the issue is whether the verse 

is, in the Greek, a “third class condition” or a “fifth class condition.”  As we will see, this 

issue impacts whether 1 Jn. 1:9 refers (as we have demonstrated it does) to unbelievers of 

the future who confess their sins, or whether the verse refers (as we will demonstrate it 

does not) to Christians confessing their sins as part of a generic situation in the present 

time.  In particular, we will show 1 Jn. 1:9 is not a “fifth class condition,” and thus it is 

not conveying a “principle” or a proverb. 

 

A.  THE STRUCTURE OF THIRD AND FIFTH CLASS CONDITIONS. 

 

 Structurally, a conditional sentence that is a third class condition has, in the “if 

clause” (also known as the “protasis”), the Greek word “” (“if”); the third class 

condition also has in the protasis a Greek verb in the subjunctive mood.86  Structurally, 

therefore, 1 Jn. 1:9 may be classified as a third class condition because the verse’s 

protasis has the Greek word “” plus a Greek verb (“ὁμολογῶμεν”: “confess”) in the 

subjunctive mood.87 

 

                                                
84   Louw and Nida, vol. I, p. 420, sec. 33.275. 

 
85  Friberg and Friberg, p. 6. 

 
86  Wallace, pp. 681-682, 684, 689 and fn. 9; Dana and Mantey, pp. 286-287, 290. 

 
87  Friberg and Friberg, p. 721. 
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Again, Wallace observes that a conditional sentence that is a fifth class condition 

is, structurally, a subset of the third class condition.88  Thus, the fifth class condition has, 

in the “if clause” (the protasis), the Greek word “” (“if”) plus a Greek verb in the 

subjunctive mood.89  However, unlike a third class condition, a fifth class condition must 

have in the “main clause” (the “apodosis”) a Greek verb in the present tense and in the 

indicative mood.90  1 Jn. 1:9 fits the bill here as well, because its main clause contains a 

Greek verb in the present tense and in the indicative mood.91  In other words, structurally, 

1 Jn. 1:9 can be classified as a third class condition or, more particularly, a fifth class 

condition. 

 

B.  DEFINITION AND MEANING IN THIRD AND FIFTH CLASS 

CONDITIONS. 

  

1.  The Third Class Condition. 

 

Wallace observes the following concerning the third class conditional sentence, 

i.e., the third class condition.  The third class condition “often” presents the condition as 

uncertain of fulfillment, but still likely.  However, there are many exceptions to this, and 

it is difficult to give one semantic label to the structure.92   

 

The third class condition encompasses a broad semantic range (i.e., range of 

meaning): (a) a logical connection (if A, then B) in the present time, indicating nothing as 

to the fulfillment of the protasis, (b) “a mere hypothetical situation or one that probably 

will not be fulfilled,” and (c) a more probable future occurrence.93   

 

Wallace also says, that, semantically, the third class condition encompasses a 

“broad range of potentialities in Koine Greek.”94  It depicts what is likely to occur in the 

                                                
88  Wallace, p. 689, fn. 9. 

 
89  Id., p. 689. 

 
90  Id., p. 696. 

 
91  Friberg and Friberg, p. 721.  The Greek verb is “” (“is”). 

 
92  Wallace, p. 696. 

 
93  Ibid., p. 696.  Wallace says “(a)” in the text above is “sometimes called present 

general condition.”  Ibid. 

 
94  Wallace, p. 696. 
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future, “what could possibly occur, or even what is only hypothetical and will not 

occur.”95  Wallace comments that in classical Greek, the third class condition was usually 

restricted to mean what is “likely to occur,” and this was known as “more probable 

future.”96  He also states, “the more probable future addresses a specific situation in the 

future time.  [Fn. omitted.]”97   

 

Wallace elsewhere adds that a third class condition “may indicate more probable 

future, mere possibility, or hypothetical situation”98 and, in the third class condition, 

“there is a wide variety of nuances found in the protasis, from hypothetical to 

probable.”99   

 

Wallace indicates a third class condition can envision a future situation,100 and he 

states, “When a future situation is envisioned, it ranges (as does the subjunctive in Koine) 

from more probable future to mere hypothetical situation.  The context is 

determinative.”101   

 

Wallace gives, as an example of a third class condition, Satan’s statement to Jesus 

at Matthew 4:9, i.e., “All these things I will give You, if You fall down and worship me.”  

(Italics added.)102  The protasis is, “if You fall down and worship me.”  The apodosis 

(having a future indicative verb) is, “All these things I will give You.” 

 

  However, Wallace also notes that “not all third class conditions are . . . future,” 

many are present general conditions, and the latter are sometimes called fifth class 

conditions.103     

                                                
95  Ibid. 

 
96  Ibid. 

 
97  Id., p. 697. 

 
98  Id., p. 749, italics added. 

 
99  Id., p. 663, italics added. 

 
100  Wallace, p. 712. 

 
101  Ibid., p. 712, second and third italics added. 

 
102  Id., p. 697. 

 
103  Id., at p. 712, italics added. 
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For our purposes, the primary takeaway from the above is that the third class 

condition encompasses a broad semantic range and a broad range of potentialities, 

including, but not limited to, a hypothetical situation that could possibly occur in the 

future. 

 

2.  The Fifth Class Condition. 

 

 The fifth class condition is a subset of third class conditions, not just structurally 

but, to some extent, in meaning as well.  As mentioned, Wallace indicates that not all 

third class conditions are future, and many (i.e., many of the third class conditions) are 

present general conditions, sometimes called fifth class conditions. 

 

 Wallace elsewhere indicates that, semantically, the fifth class condition “offers a 

condition the fulfillment of which is realized in the present time.”104  He states this 

condition is known as the present general condition.  He also states, “For the most part 

this condition is a simple condition; [fn. omitted] that is, the speaker gives no indication 

about the likelihood of its fulfillment.  His presentation is neutral: ‘If A, then B.’”105  

Importantly, “for the most part the present general condition addresses a generic situation 

in the present time (broadly speaking) . . . .”106  He later states, “fifth class condition 

(a.k.a. present general condition) (indicates a generic situation in the present  

time) . . . .”107   

 

Wallace gives the following portion of John 11:9 as an example of a present 

general condition: “If anyone walks in the day, he does not stumble.”108  The protasis is, 

“If anyone walks in the day.”  The apodosis is, “he does not stumble.”  Wallace observes, 

“There is no hint of uncertainty about this event occurring, nor is it something presented 

as an eventuality.  This is a principle, a proverb.”109 

 

Wallace also observes, “Because of the broad range of the third class condition 

and the undefined nature of the fifth class, many conditional clauses are open to 

                                                
104  Id., p. 697, first italics added. 

 
105  Ibid. 

 
106  Ibid. 

 
107  Id., p. 749.   

 
108  Id., p. 698. 

 
109  Ibid. 
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interpretation.  If in doubt, it is perhaps best to label them as third class, since the fifth 

class is truly a subcategory of the third.  [Fn. omitted.]”110   

 

For our purposes, the primary takeaway from the above is that the fifth class 

condition offers a condition the fulfillment of which is realized in the present time and, 

for the most part, tends to indicate a generic situation in the present time (broadly 

speaking).  Wallace gives as an example a verse reflecting a principle or proverb. 

  

 3.  1 John 1:9 Is Not A Fifth Class Condition. 

  

As mentioned, the third class condition encompasses a broad semantic range and a 

broad range of potentialities, including, but not limited to, a hypothetical situation that 

could possibly occur in the future.  On the other hand, the fifth class condition offers a 

condition the fulfillment of which is realized in the present time and, for the most part, 

addresses a generic situation in the present time (broadly speaking).   

 

If 1 Jn. 1:9 were a fifth class condition, it would mean it was offering a protasis, 

“If we confess our sins” that is realized in the present time.  If the verse were a fifth class 

condition it would suggest John was indicating nothing about the probability of the 

realization of the protasis in the present time (i.e., whether that probability was a mere 

possibility, likely, or certain).  In sum, the fifth class condition offers a protasis (and 

therefore an apodosis) that, if it is realized, it is realized in the present time. 

 

But 1 Jn. 1:9 cannot be a fifth class condition referring to Christians confessing 

sins.  In particular, the verse cannot be viewed as a fifth class condition having a protasis, 

“If we confess our sins,” referring to Christians who confess their sins.  That would mean 

the protasis was realized in the present time, i.e., Christians confessed their sins in the 

present time.  It would therefore mean that if Christians confessed their sins in the 

present time, God would forgive those sins.  That would tend to indicate a generic 

situation in the present time of Christians confessing their sins in the present time to be 

forgiven.  It would suggest 1 Jn. 1:9 conveyed a principle or proverb about what happens 

when Christians confess their sins at the present time. 

 

However, there are three problems with this.  First, as we have discussed, 1 Jn. 1:9 

is referring to unbelievers confessing.  The immediate context of 1 Jn. 1:9 is 1 Jn. 1:8 and 

10.  At verse 8, John is teaching Christians that unbelievers are making heretical 

statements that they have no sin.  At verse 10, John is teaching Christians that unbelievers 

are making heretical statements that they have not sinned.  At 1 Jn. 1:9, John is teaching 

Christians that unbelievers should become believers and make another kind of statement 

                                                
110  Id., p. 470, first and second italics added. 
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related to sin(s)—that is, confessing them—and God would forgive them of their sins and 

cleanse them from all unrighteousness. 

 

Second, as we have discussed, if one is a Christian, his or her sins already have 

been forgiven.  To construe 1 Jn. 1:9 as a fifth class condition referring to Christians is to 

construe it as teaching that if Christians confess sins in the present time, God forgives the 

sins.  It suggests a generic situation in the present time that if Christians confess sins in 

the present time, God forgives the sins.   

 

However, these constructions of 1 Jn. 1:9 conflict with the fact that if a person is a 

Christian, God already has forgiven his or her sins.  The idea that 1 Jn. 1:9 is a fifth class 

condition referring to Christians confessing their sins in the present time to be forgiven 

creates conflicts with other Scriptures as discussed in part VII.  It creates conflicts with 

the facts that (1) 1 Jn. 2:12 teaches that Christians’ sins already have been forgiven,  

(2) God’s act of forgiveness of Christians is referred to as a past act, and (3) Christians 

have forgiveness now.   

 

Moreover, the idea that 1 Jn. 1:9 is a fifth class condition referring to Christians 

confessing their sins in the present time to be forgiven creates problems discussed in part 

VII, e.g., (1) Jesus forgave people without any Scriptural record that the people confessed 

their sins, (2) it implies God does not forgive Christians’ unconfessed sins, even though 

His Son’s blood cleanses Christians from all sin, (3) Paul taught that “whatever is not of 

faith is sin,” therefore, Christians would have to confess constantly those sins to be 

forgiven, (4) because 1 Jn. 1:9 was written around 90 to 110 A.D., some Christians may 

have never heard of it, (5) 1 John emphasized faith, not confession of sins, and (6) the 

Gospel of John never taught confession of sins to be forgiven. 

 

Third, even if there were doubt as to whether 1 Jn. 1:9 was a third class or fifth 

class condition, Wallace has commented concerning these two conditional clauses, “If in 

doubt, it is perhaps best to label them as third class, since the fifth class is truly a 

subcategory of the third.”111   

 

4.  1 Jn. 1:9 Need Not Be Viewed As A “More Probable Future” Condition, 

And The Word “We” In The Verse Does Not Prevent The Verse From Referring To 

Unbelievers. 

 

As discussed, 1 Jn. 1:9 is referring to unbelievers who later become Christians and 

confess their sins.  However, a contrary view is sometimes suggested.  In particular, it is 

suggested that if 1 Jn. 1:9 were a “more probable future condition” referring to 

unbelievers who have not yet confessed their sins, then “we” in that verse would have to 

                                                
111  Wallace, p. 470. 
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mean “you, but not me.”  It is asserted that (1) it is highly unlikely that “we” at that verse 

means “you, but not me” and (2) there is apparently no other example of this meaning of 

“we” in the New Testament.  It is therefore argued that 1 Jn. 1:9 is more likely, not a 

“more probable future condition,” but a present general condition in which the subject is 

“if any of us,” and the subjunctive verb is used because of the uncertainty about who 

“we” includes.112 

 

However, first, it is not necessary to view 1 Jn. 1:9 as a “more probable future 

condition” (italics added) to view the verse as referring to unbelievers who have not yet 

confessed their sins, i.e., as referring to unbelievers who later confess their sins.  Given 

the broad range of potentialities of the third class condition, the verse can be viewed as 

portraying unbelievers who later become believers and confess their sins, with the 

confession portrayed simply as something that could possibly occur in the future.  The 

verse does not have to be viewed as portraying confession that is probable or likely to 

occur in the future (i.e., the verse does not have to be viewed as a “more probable future 

condition”).   

 

Second, “we” in 1 Jn. 1:9, in order to refer to unbelievers, does not have to mean 

“you, but not me.”  The rationale for why “we” must mean “you, but not me,” is not 

clear.  However, the implication is that if 1 Jn. 1:9 refers to unbelievers, then when John 

uses the word “we” in that verse, he must mean “you” (unbelievers), “but not me” (John, 

a believer).   

 

However, that implication is based on the assumption that when John uses “we,” 

he has to be portraying himself as he is in fact, in real life, that is, a believer.  The 

assumption is erroneous because, as we already have discussed in part VI, John, at  

1 Jn. 1:9, is hypothetically including himself among unbelievers who confess their sins, 

even though in fact John was a Christian.  Wallace has observed that the third class 

condition can indicate “a hypothetical situation”113 and, in the third class condition, 

“there is a wide variety of nuances found in the protasis, from hypothetical to 

probable.”114   

 

John’s inclusion of himself as an unbeliever in “we” at 1 Jn. 1:9 is hypothetical.  

He is not at that verse portraying himself as he is in fact, i.e., a believer.  Therefore, “we” 

in that verse does not have to mean “you, but not me.”  “We” in that verse means, 

hypothetically, “we,” including John.  Thus, “we” in the verse does not create a problem 

                                                
112  See Wallace’s outstanding work at pages 698, fn. 34, 699.  

 
113  Wallace, p. 749, italics added. 

 
114  Id., p. 663, italics added. 
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with the result the verse must be a present general condition or a fifth class condition.  For 

the reasons discussed above, the verse is not a fifth class condition. 

 

Having demonstrated previously that 1 Jn. 1:9 refers to unbelievers who later 

become believers and confess their sins, and having demonstrated 1 Jn. 1:9 is not a fifth 

class condition, there is no need to go further and prove what kind of third class condition 

1 Jn. 1:9 is.  However, the verse is consistent with a third class condition portraying a 

hypothetical situation that could possibly occur in the future.  1 John, and 1 Jn. 1:6-10, 

were written in part to warn Christians about certain teachings of heretical unbelievers.  

The implication is these unbelievers were recently teaching these heresies, and 1 John 

was John’s response, i.e., he had, among other things, these unbelievers in mind.  

 

If a person is a Christian, his or her sins already have been forgiven.  Therefore, 

John could not say that if an unbeliever becomes a believer now and confesses his or her 

sins now, God forgives now those sins.  So John refers to the events of the unbeliever 

becoming a Christian, and confessing sins, as future events. 

 

 John could not know if the heretical unbelievers would, in the future, repent of 

their heresies, become believers, and confess their sins.  1 Jn. 1:9 is consistent with this 

state of affairs.  The verse is consistent with a third class condition using the subjunctive 

to convey the uncertainty of a hypothetical situation that could possibly occur in the 

future, i.e., unbelievers later becoming believers and confessing their sins.115 

 

  X.  1 JN. 1:9 DOES NOT TEACH THAT CHRISTIANS MUST CONFESS THEIR 

SINS TO GOD TO RECEIVE “EXPERIENTIAL” FORGIVENESS, OR THAT 

CHRISTIANS CAN “LOSE FELLOWSHIP” WITH GOD IF THEY DO NOT 

CONFESS THEIR SINS. 

 

 Efforts have been made to reconcile the erroneous understanding of 1 Jn. 1:9—

that Christians must confess their sins to God to be forgiven—with such verses as 1 Jn. 

2:12.  That verse says, “I am writing to you, little children, because your sins have been 

forgiven you for His name’s sake.”  (Italics added.)  For example, some claim 1 Jn. 2:12 

teaches a “positional” forgiveness, while 1 Jn. 1:9 teaches an “experiential” forgiveness.  

According to this view, 1 Jn. 2:12 teaches a positional forgiveness that Christians have 

permanently, whether or not they “confess” sins in any sense, but 1 Jn. 1:9 teaches an 

experiential forgiveness that Christians have only temporarily.  This experiential 

forgiveness comes and goes depending upon whether Christians have “known sins” that 

they have not confessed.  Under this view, if a Christian has known sins that are not 

confessed, God does not forgive those sins in the Christian’s experience.  However, if a 

Christian confesses known sins, God forgives those sins in the Christian’s experience. 

                                                
115  This does not mean that “we” in the verse cannot also express uncertainty by 

meaning “any of us.” 
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The fundamental problem with this concept is it is nowhere taught in the 

Scriptures, nowhere does the Scripture refer to “positional” or “experiential” forgiveness, 

and the teaching is inconsistent with the previous demonstration that God has forgiven in 

the past the sins of Christians.   

 

And if one argues (without Scriptural support) for a distinction between 

“positional” forgiveness and “experiential” forgiveness, where does one stop?  1 Jn. 1:9 

not only says that if we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our 

sins, but also says if we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to cleanse us from 

all unrighteousness.  Is there “positional” cleansing and “experiential” cleansing?  And 

why not similarly argue a distinction between “positional” love from God and 

“experiential” love from God, with the first permanent and the second temporary?  How 

about “positional” grace from God and “experiential” grace from God, with the first 

permanent and the second temporary?   

 

It is sometimes taught in connection with the “positional” forgiveness versus 

“experiential” forgiveness view that (1) according to 1 Jn. 1:9, Christians can “lose 

fellowship” with God if they fail to “confess” known sins, but (2) “fellowship” is 

“restored” when those sins are confessed.  This erroneous teaching that a Christian can 

“lose fellowship” with God is based on an erroneous understanding of the scope of the 

“fellowship” available to the Christian.  This erroneous teaching is frequently taught even 

by churches that teach—correctly—that Christians persevere, are eternally secure, and 

cannot lose their salvation. 

 

As mentioned, John uses the Greek word “koinonia” only four times: twice at 1 Jn. 

1:3, and once each at 1 Jn. 1:6 and 1 Jn. 1:7, and, each time, it is translated 

“fellowship.”116  The Greek word “koinonia” means “an association involving close 

mutual relations and involvement—‘close association, fellowship.’”117  Let’s look at 

those three verses again. 

 

We already have seen 1 Jn. 1:6 is discussing unbelievers who say or claim they 

have “fellowship” with God but “walk in the darkness.”  These are unbelievers who do 

not have fellowship.  These are not Christians “losing fellowship.”  1 Jn. 1:6 does not 

teach that Christians can “lose fellowship.” 

 

As for 1 Jn. 1:7, that verse is discussing Christians, i.e., those who “walk in the 

Light” and “have fellowship with one another.”  These Christians have fellowship.  These 

are not Christians “losing fellowship.”  1 Jn. 1:7 does not teach that Christians can “lose 

fellowship.” 

                                                
116  Wigram and Winter, at p. 427. 

 
117  Louw and Nida, vol. I, p. 446, sec. 34.5. 
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As for 1 Jn. 1:3, that verse says, “what we have seen and heard we proclaim to you 

also, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the 

Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ.”  At 1 Jn. 1:3, John expressly says, “that you too 

may have fellowship with us.”  However, he does not at that verse expressly say that the 

alternative is to “lose fellowship.”  Nonetheless, those who teach that Christians can “lose 

fellowship” often misconstrue 1 Jn. 1:3 to teach that when John says there that “you too 

may have fellowship with us,” the alternative is to “lose fellowship.” 

 

However, 1 Jn. 1:7 shows that this interpretation of 1 Jn. 1:3 is incorrect.   

1 Jn. 1:7 says, “but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have 

fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin.”  

As mentioned, 1 Jn. 1:7 refers to Christians.  That is, 1 Jn. 1:7 is teaching that Christians 

already have fellowship with “one another.”   

 

But if, according to 1 Jn. 1:7, Christians already have fellowship with one another, 

then when John says at 1 Jn. 1:3, “that you too may have fellowship with us,” he cannot 

mean by that word “may” that the alternative possibility is to “lose fellowship.”  That 

interpretation of 1 Jn. 1:3 contradicts John’s teaching at 1 Jn. 1:7 that Christians already 

have fellowship. 

 

Instead, when John says at 1 Jn. 1:3, “that you too may have fellowship with us,” 

the alternative possibility is that the Christians will not have the full extent of fellowship 

available to them.  It is not that they will lose the fellowship that they have; it is that, 

while having fellowship to some extent, they will not have the full extent of fellowship 

available to them.   

 

For John, “koinonia” involves fellowship, and he wants Christians not merely to 

have fellowship to some extent but to have fellowship to its full extent in scope.  John 

similarly writes at 1 Jn. 1:4 (KJV), “And these things write we unto you, that your joy 

may be full” (NASB: “These things we write, so that our joy may be made complete” 

(italics added).)  Nowhere does the Scripture teach that Christians can “lose fellowship” 

with God if they fail to confess sins (known or otherwise), or that “fellowship” is 

“restored” when sins are confessed.  Nowhere does the Scripture teach that the Christian 

can “lose fellowship” with God. 

 

XI.  JESUS’S STATEMENTS ABOUT FORGIVENESS AT MT. 6:14-15 DURING 

THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT DO NOT APPLY TO CHRISTIANS. 

 

At Mt. 6:14-15, Jesus said, 

 

“14For if you forgive others for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also 

forgive you.  15But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not forgive 

your transgressions.”  
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Does this verse apply to Christians?  That is, is it true that if Christians forgive others, 

God will forgive Christians, but if Christians do not forgive others, God will not forgive 

Christians?   

 

One price of the God-given success of Paul’s apostolic ministry is that, through no 

fault of Paul’s of course, Christians sometimes erroneously view certain portions of the 

non-Pauline New Testament through the prism of Paul’s writings.  For example, it is 

erroneously assumed that because Paul’s epistles to churches in various cities were 

written exclusively to believers (Christians), Jesus during His earthly ministry must have 

been talking exclusively to believers (Christians).  This error lies at the heart of the 

teaching that Mt. 6:14-15 apply to Christians. 

 

A.  AT MT. 6:14-15, JESUS WAS TALKING TO THE JEWISH PEOPLE, AND 

HE WAS ADDRESSING THE UNBELIEVERS IN THE AUDIENCE. 

 

1.  Jesus’s Jewish Audience—The “Disciples” And “The Crowds”—Shows 

Some Did Not Believe In Him, i.e., Some Did Not Yet Believe In Him, And 

Some Would Never Believe In Him.  

 

 It is important to observe the context of Mt. 6:14-15.  Mt. 6:14-15 are part of the  

“Sermon on the Mount,” which is at Mt. 5:3 through Mt. 7:27.  And, in those verses, 

Jesus was talking to the Jewish people in general, some of whom were unbelievers. 

 

 Mt. 5:1-2 say: 

 

“1When Jesus saw the crowds, He went up on the mountain; and after He sat 

down, His disciples came to Him.  2He opened His mouth and began to teach 

them[.]”   

 

(Italics added.)  The Sermon on the Mount begins at Mt. 5:3, includes Mt. 6:14-15, and 

ends with Mt. 7:27.  Mt. 7:28-29, then say,  

 

“28When Jesus had finished these words, the crowds were amazed at His teaching; 
29for He was teaching them as one having authority[.]”   

 

In other words, during the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus was teaching His “disciples” and 

the “crowds.”   

 

 a.  The Crowds Included Unbelievers. 

 

The “crowds” obviously included unbelievers.  Mt. 26:36, 55 teach that “the 

crowds” (KJV: “multitude[s]”) later came with swords and clubs to arrest Jesus in 
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Gethsemane.  Mt. 27:20 says that “the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowds 

[KJV: “multitude”] to ask for Barabbas and to put Jesus to death.”  (Italics added.) 

 

  b.  The “Disciples” Included Unbelievers. 

 

 The “disciples” obviously included unbelievers.  First, Judas Iscariot, who 

betrayed Jesus, was a “disciple.”  Mt. 10:1 refers to the “twelve disciples.”  Mt. 26:20-25 

record the events of the Last Supper.  Mt. 26:20-21 record, “20 Now when evening came, 

Jesus was reclining at the table with the twelve disciples. 21 As they were eating, He said, 

‘Truly I say to you that one of you will betray Me.’”  (Italics added.)  Mt. 26:25 records, 

“And Judas, who was betraying Him, said, ‘Surely it is not I, Rabbi?’”  (Italics added.)  

Again, John 12:4 refers to “Judas Iscariot, one of His disciples, who was intending to 

betray Him[.]”  (Italics added.)   

 

Judas was therefore obviously a “disciple.”  However, Judas would never believe 

and be saved.  At John 6:70, Jesus, talking to the twelve apostles (who included Judas 

(Mt. 10:2-4)), said, “Did I Myself not choose you, the twelve, and yet one of you is a 

devil?”  Mt. 26:24 records Jesus saying, “The Son of Man is to go, just as it is written of 

Him; but woe to that man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed!  It would have been 

good for that man if he had not been born.”  Mt. 27:5 says Judas later went out and 

hanged himself, and Deuteronomy 21:23 teaches “he who is hanged is accursed of God.” 

 

 Second, an event recorded in the Gospel of John confirms that just because people 

were referred to in the gospels as “disciples” does not mean they are believers.  John 6:58 

records that Jesus taught that He was the bread from heaven and whoever ate that bread 

would live forever.  John 6:60-66, say,  

 

“60Therefore many of His disciples, when they heard this said, ‘This is a difficult 

statement; who can listen to it?’  61But Jesus, conscious that His disciples 

grumbled at this, said to them, ‘Does this cause you to stumble?  62What then if 

you see the Son of Man ascending to where He was before?  63It is the Spirit who 

gives life; the flesh profits nothing; the words that I have spoken to you are spirit 

and are life.  64But there are some of you who do not believe.’  For Jesus knew 

from the beginning who they were who did not believe, and who it was that would 

betray Him.  65And He was saying, ‘For this reason I have said to you, that no one 

can come to Me unless it has been granted him from the Father.’  66As a result of 

this many of His disciples withdrew and were not walking with Him anymore.”   

 

John 6:64 and 66 teach that “many” of His “disciples” did not believe in Him, withdrew 

from Him, and walked with Him no more. 

 

 Thus, when, at Mt. 6:14-15, Jesus teaches that if “you” forgive, the Father will 

forgive, but if “you” do not forgive, the Father will not forgive, it must be remembered 
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Jesus was talking to His “disciples” and “the crowds.”  And some of the people whom He 

was teaching were unbelievers.  That is, His Jewish audience included people who had 

yet to believe in Him, as well as people who would never believe in Him.  Jesus was 

preaching to get Jewish people to believe and enter the kingdom of God.  He was not 

preaching to Christians to enter; they already have believed and entered.   

  

2.  Portions Of The Sermon On The Mount Show Some In Jesus’s  

Audience Did Not Believe In Him. 

 

 Mt. 6:14-15 are part of the Sermon on the Mount, and the sermon itself implies 

that some in Jesus’s Jewish audience did not believe in Him. 

 

Jesus said at Mt. 5:22 (KJV), “whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger 

of hell fire.”  The warning implied the possibility that some in the audience would be in 

danger of hell fire.  However, John 3:16 teaches that “whoever believes in Him shall not 

perish, but have eternal life.”  (Italics added.)  Those who believe in Him are not in 

danger of hell fire. 

 

 At Mt. 5:29 (KJV), Jesus said, “And if thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out, and 

cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and 

not that thy whole body should be cast into hell.”  Jesus was rhetorically offering His 

Jewish audience two alternatives concerning their future destinies: (1) casting away their 

offending right eyes and avoiding hell, or (2) not casting them away and risking their 

bodies being cast into hell.  Again, however, those who believe in Him are not in danger 

of being cast into hell.   

 

At Mt. 7:13-14 (KJV), Jesus said, “13Enter ye in at the strait gate: for wide is the 

gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, and many there be which go in 

thereat: 14Because strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and 

few there be that find it.”  (Italics added.)  Jesus presented two mutually exclusive 

alternatives: entering the “strait” gate and proceeding on a narrow way that led to life, 

and entering the “wide” gate and proceeding on a broad way that led to destruction.  

 

Neither of these “entry” verses applies to Christians.  Christians have already 

entered the strait gate and already have eternal life.  (Jn. 3:16.)  And already having 

entered the strait gate, Christians cannot enter the wide gate. 

 

The fact Jesus was warning people in His audience to enter one gate and not the 

other assumes the warning was addressed to people who had not yet entered the “strait” 

gate.  That is, He was addressing His warning to unbelievers, some of whom had yet to 

believe in Him (thus entering the strait gate) and some of whom would never believe in 

Him (and would enter, or already had entered, the wide gate). 
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In sum, portions of the Sermon on the Mount demonstrate that Jesus’s Jewish 

audience included unbelievers, i.e., people who had yet to believe in Him, as well as 

people who would never believe in Him.  In this sense, Jesus’s audience was somewhat 

like an Old Testament audience of Jewish people, some of whom believed in God, and 

some of whom did not.  (Acts 28:26-27; Heb. 4:2.) 

 

B.  MT. 6:14, “FOR IF YOU FORGIVE OTHERS FOR THEIR 

TRANSGRESSIONS, YOUR HEAVENLY FATHER WILL ALSO FORGIVE 

YOU,” DOES NOT APPLY TO CHRISTIANS. 

 

 As mentioned, at Mt. 6:14, Jesus said, “14For if you forgive others for their 

transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.”  This clearly teaches that if 

“you forgive” (in the present), the Father “will . . . forgive you,” i.e., in the future.  That 

is, the Father’s forgiveness is expressed as a future act.  But as we have seen, Christians’ 

sins already have been forgiven, God’s act of forgiveness of those who are Christians has 

been expressed as a past act, and the claim that Christians must confess their sins to be 

forgiven creates conflicts and problems with Scripture.  Jesus was directing His statement 

at Mt. 6:14 to unbelievers in His audience.  Therefore, “you” in Mt. 6:14 cannot be 

referring to Christians.   

 

C.  MT. 6:15, “BUT IF YOU DO NOT FORGIVE OTHERS, THEN YOUR 

FATHER WILL NOT FORGIVE YOUR TRANSGRESSIONS,” DOES NOT 

APPLY TO CHRISTIANS. 

 

At Mt. 6:15, Jesus said, “But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not 

forgive your transgressions.”  (Italics added.)  However, again, this verse cannot apply to 

Christians.  Christians already have been forgiven.  Jesus was directing His statement at 

Mt. 6:15 to unbelievers.   

 

D.  THE FACT THAT, DURING THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT, JESUS SAID 

AT MT. 6:9 TO PRAY “OUR FATHER WHO IS IN HEAVEN” DOES NOT 

MEAN JESUS WAS ADDRESSING CHRISTIANS. 

 

It should be noted that the fact that Jesus said at Mt. 6:9 during the Sermon on the 

Mount to pray “Our Father who is in heaven” (italics added) does not mean He was 

talking to Christians.   

 

Mt. 6:9 was part of the prayer that includes, at Mt. 6:12, “forgive us our debts, as 

we also have forgiven our debtors.”  A few verses later, He stated, at Mt. 6:14-15, “For if 

you forgive others for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  

But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions.”  

We have already addressed Mt. 6:14-15, and the essence of what we have said 
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concerning Mt. 6:14-15 applies to Mt. 6:12.  Jesus was directing His statement “forgive 

us our debts” at Mt. 6:12 to unbelievers. 

 

And the fact that, at Mt. 6:9, Jesus said to pray “Our Father” does not prove 

differently.  In other words, it does not prove He was talking to Christians at Mt. 6:12, 

14-15.  Of course, God the Father is clearly the Christian’s Father.  Thus, Paul, writing to 

Christians, described God as “our Father.”  (Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:2-3; Eph. 1:1-2.)  Further, 

Christians have a unique relationship with God the Father.  Christians are in “God the 

Father” (1 Th. 1:1) and in “God our Father”  (2 Th. 1:1.)  Beyond that, God the Father is 

in Christians.  (Eph. 4:6.)  Thus, Christians can of course correctly pray, “Our Father 

Who Is in Heaven.” 

 

However, there is a sense in which God is also the father of the race of the Jewish 

people, i.e., Israel.  Isaiah said, “O Lord, You are our Father.”  (Isa. 64:8.)  God, speaking 

through Jeremiah, said, “I am a father to Israel.”  (Jer. 31:9.)  Malachi said, “Do we not 

have all one father?  Has not one God created us?  Why do we deal treacherously each 

against his brother so as to profane the covenant of our fathers?”  (Mal. 2:10.)  So the fact 

that Jesus said at Mt. 6:9 during the Sermon on the Mount—to a Jewish audience—to 

pray “Our Father who is in heaven” (italics added) does not mean He was talking to 

Christians, or that Mt. 6:12, and 14-15 apply to Christians. 

 

E.  CONCLUSION. 

 

Mt. 6:14-15 are part of the Sermon on the Mount.  As we have seen, Jesus’s 

audience during the sermon was the “disciples” and “the crowds.”  There may have been 

some in the audience like the paralytic of Mt. 9, whose sins were forgiven because of his 

faith, or like the woman of Lk. 7, whose sins were forgiven because of her love.  But 

Jesus’s audience—the “disciples” and “the crowds”—clearly included people who did not 

believe in Him, either because they did not then believe, or because they would never 

believe.  Moreover, portions of the sermon, e.g., his imperatives pertaining to hell, and 

entering the “strait” gate versus the wide gate, confirm that some in His audience were 

unbelievers.  Jesus was directing His statements at Mt. 6:14-15 to the unbelievers in his 

Jewish audience. 

 

We have also shown that Mt. 6:14-15 cannot apply to Christians, because that 

would conflict with the fact that Christians’ sins already have been forgiven, and God’s 

forgiveness of Christians has been expressed as a past act. 

 

 However, if the above is true, Mt. 6:14-15 apply to unbelievers who would later 

become believers, and to unbelievers who would later remain unbelievers.  Jesus was 

teaching that if unbelievers later became believers and forgave others, the Father would 

forgive these new believers, but if the unbelievers later remained unbelievers and did not 

forgive others, the Father would not forgive those unbelievers. 
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XII.  JAMES 5:14-16 AND ITS REFERENCES TO FORGIVENESS AND 

CONFESSION DO NOT PROVE THAT CHRISTIANS MUST CONFESS THEIR 

SINS TO GOD TO BE FORGIVEN.  
 

 Some may suggest that James 5:14-16 teach that Christians must confess their sins 

to God to be forgiven.  Those verses say (KJV),  

 

“14  Is any sick among you?  Let him call for the elders of the church; and let them 

pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord: 15  And the prayer 

of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have 

committed sins, they shall be forgiven him.  16  Confess your faults one to another, 

and pray one for another, that ye may be healed.  The effectual fervent prayer of a 

righteous man availeth much.”   

 

(Italics added.)  However, we will demonstrate James 5:14-16 are not teaching that 

Christians must confess their sins to God to be forgiven.   

 

A.  JAMES’S EPISTLE WAS WRITTEN TO THE JEWISH PEOPLE, SOME OF 

WHOM DID, AND SOME OF WHOM DID NOT, BELIEVE IN JESUS, AND 

CONTEXT DETERMINES WHICH GROUP JAMES IS ADDRESSING IN THE 

EPISTLE. 

 

Again, one price of the God-given success of Paul’s apostolic ministry is that, 

through no fault of Paul’s, Christians sometimes erroneously view certain portions of the 

non-Pauline New Testament through the prism of Paul’s writings.  For example, it is 

erroneously assumed that because Paul’s epistles to churches in various cities were 

written exclusively to believers (Christians), the epistle of James must have been written 

exclusively to believers (Christians).  However, three points should be noted.   

 

First, although Paul wrote his epistles to the churches to Christians (Jewish and 

Gentile Christians), there is ample evidence James wrote his letter to the Jewish people, 

some of whom were Christians, but some of whom were not.  Some of the Jewish people 

to whom James was writing were professing to be Christians (but were not Christians) or 

were associating with Christians (but were not Christians).  (See Jas. 1:6-8, 10-11, 21, 26; 

2:9, 13-20, 26; 4:4; 5:1-6, 19-20.)  In other words, James was writing to Jews, some of 

whom were Christians and some of whom were unbelievers. 

 

Thus, James expressly says at Jas. 1:1 that he is giving greetings “To the twelve 

tribes who are dispersed abroad.”  (Emphasis added.)  He does not say, “To the saints (or 

Christians) among the twelve tribes who are dispersed abroad.” 

 

Second, certain verses in James make sense if James is addressing Jews, some of 

whom are unbelievers, but the verses are problematic if construed as referring to Jewish 
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Christians.  Thus, at Jas. 2:14-20, James implies that “faith” without works does not 

“save,” “is dead,” is akin to the belief of a demon, and that one with such faith is 

“foolish.”  This is not the “faith” of a Christian.118 

 

At Jas. 4:4, James says, “4 You adulteresses, do you not know that friendship with 

the world is hostility toward God?  Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world 

makes himself an enemy of God.”  (Italics added.)  However, Paul teaches that Christians 

were enemies of God when they were unbelievers, but Christians are now reconciled to 

God.  (Rom. 5:10 [“For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the 

death of His Son, much more, having been reconciled, we shall be saved by His life”]; 

Eph. 2:14-16; Col. 1:21-22.) 

 

Similarly, at Jas. 5:1-6, James writes, “Come now, you rich, weep and howl for 

your miseries which are coming upon you.  2 Your riches have rotted and your garments 

have become moth-eaten.  3 Your gold and your silver have rusted; and their rust will be a 

witness against you and will consume your flesh like fire.  It is in the last days that you 

have stored up your treasure! . . .  6 You have condemned and put to death the righteous 

man; he does not resist you.”  (Italics added.)   

 

James says concerning “you rich” that the rust of their gold and silver will be a 

witness against them.  But at Rom. 8:33-34, Paul said concerning Christians, “33 Who 

will bring a charge against God’s elect?  God is the one who justifies;  34 who is the one 

who condemns?  Christ Jesus is He who died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at the 

right hand of God, who also intercedes for us.”  (Italics added.)  Paul told the Corinthian 

Christians at 1 Cor. 1:8 that Christ “will also confirm you to the end, blameless in the day 

of our Lord Jesus Christ.”   

 

James said concerning “you rich” that the rust would consume “your flesh like 

fire,” suggesting a result of condemnation.  But Paul said at Rom. 8:1, “Therefore there is 

now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  (Italics added.)   

 

James, continuing his denunciation of “you rich,” refers to the killers as “you” 

and refers to the righteous person killed as “he.”  This indicates “you” (i.e., “you 

rich”)—the killers—are not righteous persons.  But according to Paul, Christians are 

righteous, by faith (Rom. 3:28, 4:5, 5:1), and even James teaches that Christians are 

                                                
118  God willing, in a future essay reconciling the teachings of Paul and James on 

justification, we will examine whether, e.g., Paul and James mean the same thing by the 

word “faith,” and we will examine the teaching that “the faith that Paul says saves, James 

says does works.”  
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“justified by works” (Jas. 2:21, 24) as James uses that phrase.119  This indicates “you” at 

Jas. 5:6—the killers of a righteous person—are not Christians. 

 

James is writing to Jews, some of whom are Christians and some of whom are 

unbelievers.  As to the unbelievers, some had yet to believe, and some would never 

believe.  To determine to which group, Christians or unbelievers, James is speaking in a 

given set of verses, you have to consider carefully what he is saying in those verses, i.e., 

the context.  James is somewhat like an Old Testament book written to the Jewish people, 

some of whom believed in God, and some of whom did not.   

 

B.  JAS. 5:15, WHICH SAYS THAT SINS “SHALL BE FORGIVEN,” DOES NOT 

TEACH THAT CHRISTIANS MUST CONFESS THEIR SINS TO GOD TO BE 

FORGIVEN OF THEIR SINS. 

 

Jas. 5:14-15 (KJV) say,  

 

“14  Is any sick among you?  let him call for the elders of the church; and let them 

pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord: 15  And the prayer 

of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have 

committed sins, they shall be forgiven him.”   

 

 However, we will demonstrate that James 5:14-15, which teach that sins “shall be” 

forgiven, are not teaching that Christians must confess their sins to God to be forgiven.   

 

 1.  Jas. 5:14-15 Do Not Refer To Confession of Sins. 

 

 The first reason Jas. 5:14-15 do not teach that Christians must confess their sins to 

God to be forgiven is that those verses do not refer to confession.  The verses refer to a 

sick person calling for the elders of the church, but the verses say nothing about the sick 

person confessing sins. 

 

 2.  Jas. 5:14-15 Refer, Not To A Christian, But To An Unbeliever.  

 

 Jas. 5:15 does say that sins “shall be” forgiven.  Thus, at first glance, Jas. 5:14-15 

could suggest that the sins of a Christian “shall be” forgiven in the future, as opposed to 

God already having forgiven in the past the sins of a Christian.  However, the second 

reason those verses do not teach that Christians must confess their sins to God to be 

forgiven is that the sick person is not a Christian.   

 

 

 

                                                
119  See footnote 118. 
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  a.  James wrote to unbelievers and believers. 

 

First, as we have indicated, it is error simply to assume that James wrote 

exclusively to Jewish Christians, with the result the sick person of Jas. 5:14-15 is 

necessarily a Christian.  James was writing to Jewish unbelievers as well, and the issue is 

whether the sick person was a Jewish believer in Jesus or a Jewish unbeliever. 

 

 b.  The sick person in Jas. 5:14-15 was an unbeliever. 
 

Second, there is evidence that the sick person in Jas. 5:15 is initially an unsaved 

person, i.e., an unbeliever.  The Greek verb translated “save” at 1 Jas. 5:15 is “sozo” (Gk. 

“”).120  It is used five times in James (KJV: Jas. 1:21; 2:14; 4:12; 5:15, 20.)121  Each 

time other than at Jas. 5:15, it is used in a spiritual or eternal sense (not merely a physical 

sense).122  This indicates “save” here at 1 Jas. 5:15 also means “save” in a spiritual or 

eternal sense.  If so, note Jas. 5:15 (KJV) says “the prayer of faith shall save the sick.”  

This implies that, before the prayer of faith, the sick person is not saved in a spiritual or 

eternal sense.  Thus, Jas. 5:15 is indicating that, before the prayer of faith is offered, the 

sick person is not a Christian. 

 

The KJV translates “sozo” as “save” each of the five times “sozo” is found in 

James.  The NASB translates “sozo” as “save” four of the five times “sozo” appears in 

James.  At Jas. 5:15, the NASB translates “sozo” as “restore.”  However, the fact that the 

KJV translates “sozo” as “save” each time “sozo” is used in James, and the fact that the 

NASB translates “sozo” as “save” each time “sozo” is used in James except at Jas. 5:15, 

suggest the NASB was not compelled to translate it as “restore” at Jas. 5:15.  

 

                                                
120  Wigram and Winter, pp. 716-717. 

 
121  Wigram and Winter, at p. 717.  Jas. 1:21 says, “Therefore, putting aside all 

filthiness and all that remains of wickedness, in humility receive the word implanted, 

which is able to save your souls.”  (Italics added.)  Jas. 2:14 says, “What use is it, my 

brethren, if someone says he has faith but he has no works?  Can that faith save him?”  

(And James later teaches at Jas. 2:19 that “demons . . . believe.”  Demons are, of course, 

spiritually and eternally condemned.)  Jas. 4:12 says, “There is only one Lawgiver and 

Judge, the One who is able to save and to destroy; but who are you who judge your 

neighbor?”  (Italics added.)  We are examining Jas. 5:15 in the text above.  Jas. 5:20 says, 

“let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from 

death and will cover a multitude of sins.”  (Italics added.) 

 
122  See footnote 121. 
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 In fact, the NASB, in a footnote at Jas. 5:15, acknowledges “sozo” in that verse 

can be translated “save.” 

 

If, as in the KJV, “sozo” is translated “save” at Jas. 5:15, then that verse implies 

the sick person is not initially a Christian prior to the prayer of faith, because that verse 

says the prayer of faith “shall” save him.  This points to the sick person initially being an 

unbeliever. 

 

It is true that sometimes in the New Testament, “sozo” or a form thereof is used to 

refer to physical healing.  Mt. 9:21 refers to a sick woman who touched the hem of 

Jesus’s garment, and He told her that her faith had made her “whole” (KJV).  At Mk. 

5:22-23, a synagogue ruler asked Jesus to lay His hands on the ruler’s daughter that she 

might be “healed” (KJV).  Lk. 8:36 refers to a demon-possessed man who was “healed” 

(KJV) by Jesus.  The word “whole” and the words “healed” above are translations of a 

form of “sozo.”123  So it is possible to translate “sozo” at Jas. 5:15 as “restore,” as it is in 

the NASB, referring to physical healing. 

 

For those arguing that the sick person of Jas. 5:14-15 is a Christian, translating 

“sozo” at Jas. 5:15 presents a knotty problem.  The problem is: if one translates “sozo” as 

“save” in a spiritual or eternal sense, how can it be true that the prayer of faith “shall” 

save the sick (Jas. 5:15) if the sick person is already a Christian and saved?  For those 

arguing that the sick person of Jas. 5:14-15 is a Christian, translating “sozo” as “restore” 

in the sense of physical healing avoids that problem, since a Christian, i.e., a person saved 

in a spiritual or eternal sense, can still need physical healing. 

 

However, there are four problems with translating “sozo” at Jas. 5:15 as “restore.”  

First, although, outside James’s epistle, “sozo” can refer to physical healing, “sozo,” as 

used in James other than at Jas. 5:15, is used in a spiritual or eternal sense.  That provides 

evidence it should be translated “save” at Jas. 5:15 (as the NASB acknowledges it may 

be).   

 

Second, it makes sense to translate “sozo” as “save” in a spiritual or eternal 

sense, and to distinguish between (1) the prayer of faith that shall “save” the sick man in 

a spiritual or eternal sense and (2) the fact that the Lord shall “raise” him up.  But it 

seems unnecessary and/or redundant to translate “sozo” as “restore” in the sense of 

physical healing, and to distinguish between (1) the prayer of faith that shall “restore” 

the sick man in the sense of physical healing and (2) the fact that the Lord shall “raise” 

him up.  If the sick man were “restore[d]” and thus physically healed, would the Lord 

refrain from “rais[ing]” him up and instead leave the man where he was, unraised?  

Conversely, if the Lord “raised” him up, would He refrain from “restor[ing]” and 

physically healing the man and instead leave him sick? 

                                                
123  Wigram and Winter, p. 716. 
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Third, the interpretation of Jas. 5:14-15 to refer to an ill Christian whose sins 

“shall be” forgiven conflicts with the principles already discussed, i.e., that Christians’ 

sins already have been forgiven, and God’s act of forgiveness of those who are Christians 

has been expressed as a past act.   

 

Fourth, it is noteworthy that only a few verses later, Jas. 5:19-20, says, “19 My 

brethren, if any among you strays from the truth and one turns him back, 20 let him know 

that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death and will 

cover a multitude of sins.”  (Italics added.)  This indicates that among the Jewish readers 

were Jewish unbelievers who had been exposed to, but were straying from, the truth, and 

James was encouraging the Jewish believers to cause these Jewish unbelieving sinners to 

become believers and “save” their souls.  Again, if “sozo” here (a few verses after Jas. 

5:15) means “save” in a spiritual or eternal sense, this provides evidence “sozo” has that 

meaning at Jas. 5:15.  

  

C.  JAS. 5:16, “CONFESS YOUR FAULTS ONE TO ANOTHER,” DOES NOT 

PROVE THAT CHRISTIANS MUST CONFESS THEIR SINS TO BE FORGIVEN 

OF THEIR SINS. 

 

Jas. 5:16 (KJV) says, “Confess[124] your faults [NASB: “sins”125] one to another, 

and pray one for another, that ye may be healed.”  Although Jas. 5:16 refers to 

confession, that verse does not prove that Christians must confess their sins to God to be 

forgiven of their sins.   

 

First, Jas. 5:16 refers to confessing faults one to another.  The verse says nothing 

about confessing sins to God.   

 

Second, Jas. 5:16 says nothing about forgiveness, much less confessing sins to be 

forgiven of those sins.  

 

Third, the earliest New Testament manuscripts did not contain punctuation,126 but 

the placement of the commas in Jas. 5:16 in the KJV indicates the confession is for 

healing. 

                                                
124  As mentioned, (see fn. 83), the word “confess” here is a translation of a form of 

the Greek verb “exomologeomai.” 

 
125  The word “sins” at Jas. 5:16 is not a translation of a form of the Greek word 

“hamartias” (“”) (as it is at 1 Jn. 1:9).  (Wigram and Winter, pp. 33-34.)  

The word “sins” at Jas. 5:16 is a translation of a form of the Greek word “paraptoma” 

(“”).  (Wigram and Winter, p. 593.)  


126  Black, p. 6. 
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Finally, Jas. 5:16, in the NASB, says, “Therefore, confess your sins to one another, 

and pray for one another so that you may be healed.  The effective prayer of a righteous 

man can accomplish much.”  (Italics added.)  The word “Therefore” (an appropriate 

translation of the Greek) connects that verse with James 5:15, and James 5:15 does 

discuss forgiveness.   

 

However, this does not mean that James 5:14-15, considered with verse 16, teach 

that Christians must confess their sins to God to be forgiven.  As discussed, nothing in 

Jas. 5:14-15 proves that Christians must confess their sins to God to be forgiven.  

Accordingly, the fact that Jas. 5:16 begins with “Therefore,” which ties that verse to Jas. 

5:15 and its reference to forgiveness, does not prove Christians will be forgiven in the 

future.   

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS. 

 

 The common understanding of 1 Jn. 1:9, that that verse teaches that Christians 

must confess their sins to God to be forgiven, is promoted by churches that teach that 

Christians must confess their sins to a priest.  It is also promoted by churches that teach 

that Christians must confess their sins to God before He will forgive those sins.  These 

erroneous understandings do not reflect what John was teaching at 1 Jn. 1:9. 

 

At Acts 17:11 (KJV), Luke records that, when the apostle Paul himself brought the 

word of the gospel to the Bereans of Macedonia, “These were more noble than those in 

Thessalonica, in that they received the word with all readiness of mind, and searched the 

Scriptures daily, whether those things were so.”  These Bereans were unbelievers with 

respect to Christianity, yet Luke commended them as noble for using the Scriptures to 

test the teaching of an apostle sent from God.  How much more does the Christian have 

the right to use the Scriptures of the apostles to test the teaching of people, ministers, and 

churches that rely on 1 Jn. 1:9 to teach that Christians must confess their sins to a priest 

or to God to be forgiven, a teaching that minimizes, “It is finished!”  (Jn. 19:30.) 


