The Books of 1, 2, and 3 John, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 2: Walking in the Light; Confession of Sin
1John 1:5-2:2
Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This passage carries some of the heaviest doctrinal freight in the letter, and the teacher should
give it the fullest treatment of the lesson. At least four great truths meet here. First, the holiness
of God: He is light, with no darkness at all, and that holiness sets the terms for fellowship with
Him. Second, the ongoing cleansing of the blood of Christ for those who walk in the light and
confess their sins, a present and continual cleansing, not a one-time event that leaves no further
need. Third, the twin errors John exposes: claiming fellowship while walking in darkness, and
claiming to be without sin. Fourth, and most precious, Christ our Advocate and the propitiation
for the sins of the whole world. That last phrase is a clear scriptural witness against the idea of a
limited atonement; the teacher should let it speak plainly.

Two pastoral ditches lie on either side of this road, and the lesson should steer between them.
On one side is the presumption that treats grace as permission to keep sinning, the careless
heart that says, the blood covers it, so it does not matter how | live. On the other side is the
despair that cannot believe God would keep forgiving, the anxious heart that hides its sin
because it cannot bear to look at it. John speaks to both. He writes so that we may not sin, and
he assures us that when we do, we have an Advocate. Hold both in front of the class at once.

Beyond the doctrine, aim at the formation of an honest heart. The deepest work this passage
does is to coax people out of hiding. Many believers are exhausted from managing an image,
even before God. The teacher’s goal is that students walk out lighter, having seen that the light
which exposes them is the very light in which they are cleansed, and that the God who is light is
also the God who, in Christ, takes their sin away.

Question 1
Student Question:

John summarizes his whole message as “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all” (v. 5).
What does this declaration teach us about the character of God, and why does John make it the
foundation for everything that follows?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Light in Scripture stands for truth, purity, and holiness, and also for revelation, what God makes
known. To say God is light and has no darkness at all is to say He is perfectly holy and perfectly
truthful, with no hidden shadow, no secret compromise, nothing false in Him. John says this is
the message he received “from him,” from Christ Himself.



Notice why John puts it first. Everything that follows about fellowship, confession, and cleansing
depends on who God is. Because God is light, fellowship with Him cannot coexist with a love of
darkness. The character of God sets the terms. We do not get to define holiness; He is holiness,
and we either come into His light or we do not.

This guards against a sentimental view of God that emphasizes His love while forgetting His
holiness. God’s love is real and will fill this passage, but it is the love of the holy God, not an
indulgent overlooking of sin. The cross will show us both at once: holiness that cannot wink at
sin, and love that bears it away.

Help students feel that God’s holiness is good news, not bad. A God with darkness in Him could
not be fully trusted. Because He is utterly light, His promises are sure, His judgments are
righteous, and the fellowship He offers is clean and safe.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The holiness of God: perfect purity, truth, and absence of any moral darkness
¢ The character of God as the foundation and standard for fellowship with Him
e The danger of emphasizing God’s love while neglecting His holiness

¢ Holiness and love held together, supremely at the cross

Discussion Prompts

e What does it mean for daily life that God is light, with no darkness at all?
¢ How does a right view of God'’s holiness change the way we approach Him?
¢  Why is God’s holiness actually good news for us?

Question 2
Student Question:

Walking in the light means living honestly before God rather than pretending. In what area of
your life are you most tempted to put on a good appearance while hiding what is really going
on? What would honesty before God look like there?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Clarify first what walking in the light does and does not mean. It does not mean sinless living, for
John will say in the next breath that those who claim to have no sin deceive themselves. It
means living in the truth, refusing to pretend, letting God'’s light fall on our actual lives rather
than on a polished image.

Most of us are practiced image-managers. We curate how we appear to others and, more
dangerously, how we appear to ourselves and even to God, as if He could be fooled. Help
students gently locate the area where the gap between appearance and reality is widest.



Honesty before God is not informing Him of something He does not know; it is agreeing with
what He already sees. That agreement is the beginning of freedom. The energy we spend hiding
is exhausting, and it keeps us from the very fellowship and cleansing God offers.

Encourage a concrete move from pretense to honesty: naming a specific sin plainly in prayer,
ending an excuse we have been rehearsing, or bringing a struggle into the light with a trusted
believer. The point is to stop performing and start walking honestly with God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Walking in the light as living in truth and honesty, not as sinless perfection
® The futility and exhaustion of hiding from a God who sees all

e Confession as agreeing with God about our sin

e Honesty before God as the doorway to fellowship and cleansing

Discussion Prompts

e Where is the gap widest between how you appear and how you actually are?
e  What does it cost us, spiritually and emotionally, to keep hiding?
e What is one honest thing you need to bring into God’s light this week?

Question 3
Student Question:

John names three false claims people make: “we have fellowship with him” while walking in
darkness, “we have no sin,” and “we have not sinned” (1:6, 8, 10). What is wrong with each of
these claims, and what does each one reveal about the human heart?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Walk through the three claims in order, because John has arranged them deliberately. The first
claims fellowship with God while walking in darkness (1:6). The problem is a contradiction
between profession and practice. You cannot have fellowship with the God who is light while
loving the darkness; the life gives the lie to the lips.

The second claims “we have no sin” (1:8), a denial of our sinful condition, perhaps the boast of
the false teachers that they had risen above sin altogether. John calls this self-deception. The
truth is not in such a person. To deny our sinfulness is to call God a liar about the human heart.

The third claims “we have not sinned” (1:10), a denial of specific sins committed. John says this
makes God a liar, since His word everywhere testifies that all have sinned. Notice the escalation:
from inconsistent living, to denying our sinful nature, to denying our actual sins.

Set against all three is the better way of verses 7 and 9: walk in the light, and confess. The
human heart’s instinct is to manage its guilt by hiding, minimizing, or denying. God’s way is to



bring it into the open where the blood of Christ can cleanse it. Help students see which of the
three temptations is most their own.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The inconsistency of claiming fellowship with God while walking in sin

® The reality of indwelling sin against any claim of present sinlessness

* The universality of sin: all have sinned (Romans 3:23)

e Self-deception and the hardening that comes from denying sin

e Confession as God’s appointed alternative to hiding, minimizing, or denying

Discussion Prompts

®  Which of the three false claims is most tempting in your own heart?
e How does denying our sin actually keep us from God'’s cleansing?
e Why is honest confession a sign of spiritual health rather than weakness?

Question 4
Student Question:

John says that if we confess our sins, God “is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse
us from all unrighteousness” (1:9). When you sin, do you tend to hide, to make excuses, or to
confess? What keeps you from coming honestly to God?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question turns the doctrine of confession toward the student’s habits. We
each have a default response to our own sin. Some hide and hope it goes away. Some excuse
and explain it. Some blame others or circumstances. Confession, naming it honestly to God and
forsaking it, is the response God invites and blesses.

Linger on the beauty of verse 9. God is “faithful and just” to forgive. Faithful, because He has
promised; just, because the price has been paid in Christ. Our forgiveness does not hang on the
strength of our feelings but on the character of God and the finished work of His Son. That is
why we can come honestly rather than fearfully.

Help students name what blocks honest confession. Often it is pride, the unwillingness to admit
failure. Sometimes it is shame, the fear that this sin is too much. Sometimes it is a faulty picture
of God as harsh and reluctant. The remedy is the truth of who God is in this verse.

Note that confession is the ongoing rhythm of the Christian life, not a sign that something has
gone wrong. The closer we walk to the light, the more readily we confess, and the more freely
we are cleansed.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



® Confession as naming and forsaking sin, not merely feeling bad about it

e God’s faithfulness and justice as the ground of forgiveness (grounded in Christ’s atonement)
e Forgiveness resting on God'’s character and Christ’s work, not on our feelings

* Pride, shame, and a distorted view of God as common barriers to confession

Discussion Prompts

e What is your default response when you sin: hide, excuse, or confess?
e What does it mean that God is both faithful and just to forgive?
e What false picture of God keeps you from coming to Him honestly?

Question 5
Student Question:

John writes that “the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1:7), using language of
ongoing, continual cleansing as we walk in the light. What does this teach us about how a
Christian is kept clean before God after baptism, and why is this not a license to keep on sinning?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Draw attention to the tense of the verb. John does not say the blood cleansed us once and the
matter is closed; he says it cleanses, an ongoing, present reality for those who walk in the light.
When we come to Christ in faith, repentance, confession, and baptism, our past sins are washed
away (Acts 22:16). But John is describing the continuing life that follows: as the faithful Christian
walks in the light, the blood of Jesus keeps on cleansing the sins that still cling to us.

This answers a real pastoral question. After baptism, will | be perfect? No. Then what happens
when | still fail? John's answer is full of grace: walk in the light, confess your sins, and the blood
of Christ continues to cleanse you. There is no need to despair after baptism and no need to be
re-baptized for every stumble. The covenant relationship holds, and within it the cleansing
continues for the one who keeps walking with God.

Guard the other side carefully. This is not a permission slip. The cleansing is promised to those
who walk in the light, not to those who walk in darkness and presume on grace. John has just
said that claiming fellowship while walking in darkness is a lie. The blood cleanses those who are
honestly, repentantly walking toward God, not those who use forgiveness as cover for sin they
have no intention of leaving.

Help students rest here. The Christian life is not a tightrope walked in terror, where one slip
damns us, nor a careless presumption that sin no longer matters. It is a steady walk in the light
with a Savior whose blood is continually sufficient. We take sin seriously precisely because it
cost His blood, and we take comfort because that blood is enough.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



e |[nitial cleansing from past sin in baptism into Christ (Acts 2:38; 22:16; Romans 6:3-4)

¢ The ongoing, continual cleansing of Christ’s blood for the faithful Christian who walks in the
light

e Walking in the light and confession as the condition of continued cleansing, against
presumption

e Assurance for the believer who stumbles, without despair or repeated re-baptism for every
failure

* The seriousness of sin (it cost the blood of Christ) held together with the sufficiency of that
blood

Discussion Prompts

e How does ongoing cleansing answer the believer who fears every sin undoes their salvation?
e Why is continual cleansing not a license to sin freely?
* How does the cost of our cleansing (Christ’s blood) shape how seriously we treat sin?

Question 6
Student Question:

John says he writes “so that you may not sin,” and yet also makes provision for when we do sin
(2:1). How do you hold together a serious hatred of sin with a real confidence in God’s
forgiveness, without sliding into either despair or carelessness?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verse 1 is a small masterpiece of pastoral balance, and the question asks students to live in that
balance. John's aim is plainly that we not sin: he hates it, and so should we. Yet he immediately
adds, “but if anyone does sin,” because he is a realist about the Christian life and will not leave a
stumbling believer in despair.

Name the two ditches by name. Carelessness says, since | am forgiven, sin does not really
matter; it presumes on grace. Despair says, since | still sin, | must not really be forgiven; it
doubts grace. Both are deadly, and most of us lean toward one or the other by temperament.
Help students see which way they tend to fall.

The cure for both is to keep verse 1 whole. We aim at not sinning because we love the holy God
and hate what cost His Son. And we rest when we fail because we have an Advocate. The hatred
of sin and the confidence of forgiveness are not in competition; they grow together in a healthy
heart.

Encourage students that maturity looks like taking sin more seriously and resting in grace more
deeply at the same time. The two advance together. The closer we walk to the light, the more
we hate the darkness and the more we treasure the cleansing.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The dual purpose of the passage: that we not sin, and assurance when we do
* The error of presumption (carelessness) that treats grace as permission

e The error of despair that doubts God’s willingness to forgive

e Mature faith as hating sin and resting in forgiveness together

Discussion Prompts

e By temperament, do you lean toward carelessness or toward despair about your sin?
¢ How can confidence in forgiveness actually deepen our hatred of sin rather than weaken it?
¢ What would it look like this week to take sin more seriously and rest in grace more deeply?

Question 7
Student Question:

When we sin, John says we have an Advocate with the Father, “Jesus Christ the righteous” (2:1).
What does it mean that Jesus is our Advocate, and how is this different from earning back God’s
favor by our own efforts?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The word translated Advocate (parakletos) pictures one called to our side, like counsel for the
defense who stands and pleads our case. When we sin, we do not face the Father alone or try to
talk our own way back into favor. Jesus Christ Himself stands for us.

Notice the ground of His advocacy: He is “the righteous.” He does not plead our innocence, for
we are not innocent. He pleads His own righteousness and His own finished sacrifice on our
behalf. The very next verse names it: He is the propitiation for our sins. Our Advocate wins the
case not by denying our guilt but by presenting His blood.

This is the opposite of earning back favor by our efforts. We cannot do penance enough to
repair what sin breaks; the work is already done and the Advocate already stands. Our part is to
come, to confess, to trust the One who pleads for us, not to grovel until we feel we have paid
enough.

Let this comfort the class deeply. At the very moment of our failure, when shame says we are
alone and condemned, the truth is that Jesus is at the Father’s side, speaking for us. He ever
lives to make intercession (Hebrews 7:25). We do not climb back up to God; our Advocate has
secured our place.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Christ as Advocate (parakletos) who pleads our case before the Father
e Advocacy grounded in Christ’s righteousness and finished sacrifice, not our merit



® The contrast between trusting our Advocate and trying to earn back favor
e  Christ’s ongoing intercession for His people (Hebrews 7:25)

Discussion Prompts

e What changes when you picture Jesus standing for you at the very moment you sin?
*  Why can we not repair our standing with God by our own efforts?
e How does having an Advocate free us from grovelling and from despair?

Question 8
Student Question:

Think about how you treat others who sin against you or who fail repeatedly. How does the truth
that Jesus is patiently advocating for you, a sinner, change the way you should deal with the
failures of the people around you?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question carries the doctrine of Christ’s advocacy into our relationships. We are quick to
want grace for ourselves and slow to extend it to others. John'’s picture of Jesus pleading our
case is meant to soften us toward fellow sinners.

Help students make the connection Jesus made in His parable of the unforgiving servant. The
one who has been forgiven an unpayable debt has no right to seize a fellow servant by the
throat over a small one. To know we have an Advocate is to become advocates, not accusers, of
one another.

Apply it concretely. The family member who keeps failing. The brother or sister in Christ who
stumbles again. The person whose sin has wounded us. None of this excuses sin or removes the
need for truth and, where needed, correction. But it changes the spirit in which we deal with
people, from harsh accusation to patient, hopeful love.

Press the heart gently. Where are you functioning as a prosecutor in someone’s life when Christ
has made you a debtor set free? The patience of our Advocate is meant to flow through us
toward those who fail.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

® The forgiven becoming forgiving (Matthew 18:21-35)

e Advocacy and patience toward others as fruit of the gospel

¢ The difference between hating sin and condemning the sinner
e Correction and truth offered in a spirit of grace, not accusation

Discussion Prompts



e Whose repeated failures test your patience most? How does Christ’s patience with you
speak to that?

¢ How can we take sin seriously in others without becoming their accuser?

¢  Where do you need to move from prosecutor to advocate in someone’s life?

Question 9
Student Question:

John says Jesus “is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the
whole world” (2:2). What does this teach about the reach of Christ’s sacrifice, and why does it
matter that He died for the whole world and not only for a select few?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest doctrinal block of the lesson, and the teacher should handle it clearly and
confidently. Begin with the word propitiation. It means the sacrifice that turns away wrath and
satisfies the holy demands of God against sin. On the cross Jesus bore what our sin deserved, so
that the holy God can forgive without ceasing to be just. This is the heart of the atonement.

Then let the scope of verse 2 speak plainly. Christ is the propitiation “not for ours only but also
for the sins of the whole world.” John could hardly have stated the universal reach of the
atonement more clearly. This stands directly against the Calvinistic idea of a limited atonement,
the notion that Christ died only for a pre-selected few. Scripture testifies that Christ tasted
death for everyone (Hebrews 2:9), that God desires all to be saved (1 Timothy 2:4-6), and that
He is the Savior of all, especially of those who believe (1 Timothy 4:10). The teacher should let
students see that the text means what it says: the sacrifice is sufficient for, and offered to, the
whole world.

Draw the necessary distinction so students are not confused. The atonement is universal in its
provision; Christ died for all. But its benefit is received through a genuine, obedient response of
faith. That Christ died for the whole world does not mean the whole world is automatically
saved, for John has just spoken of confessing sin and walking in the light. The gospel call is real
and universal, and human beings are genuinely able to respond. The provision is for all; the
blessing is for those who come to Him on His terms.

Show why this matters. If Christ died only for a select few, then the free offer of the gospel to
every person would be hollow, and assurance would rest on guessing whether one is among the
chosen. But because Christ is the propitiation for the whole world, we can look any person in the
eye and say truthfully, Christ died for you; come to Him. And we can rest, knowing our welcome
does not depend on a hidden decree but on a Savior who genuinely gave Himself for us.

Close by holding propitiation and love together. It is here, John will later say, that love is
defined: not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for



our sins (1 John 4:10). The wrath-bearing sacrifice and the love of God are not at odds. The cross
is where holiness and love meet, for the whole world.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Propitiation as the sacrifice that satisfies God’s holy justice and turns away wrath

® The universal provision of the atonement: Christ died for the sins of the whole world
(against limited atonement)

¢ The universal, sincere gospel call and the genuine human ability to respond (against
irresistible grace and unconditional election)

¢ The distinction between the provision of the atonement (for all) and its reception (through
obedient faith)

¢ The love of God displayed in the propitiation (1 John 4:10)

e Assurance grounded in a Savior who truly died for us, not in a hidden decree

Discussion Prompts

e Why does it matter, for evangelism, that Christ died for the whole world?
* How do we hold together a universal provision with the need for a personal response?
* How does the cross display both God’s holiness and His love at the same time?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back across this passage, from God who is light, to honest confession, to the blood that
cleanses, to our Advocate and propitiation. Name one specific way Jesus is inviting you, through
this passage, to come out of hiding and live in the light of His forgiveness.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone gathers the whole sweep of the passage into one response. Let students sit with
the movement: the holy God who is light, our honest confession in that light, the blood that
keeps cleansing, the Advocate who pleads for us, the sacrifice wide enough for the whole world.
The invitation throughout has been the same: come out of hiding.

Resist generic answers. Press for one specific step. For some it will be confessing a particular sin
they have kept in the dark. For others it will be laying down the despair that doubts they are
forgiven, or the carelessness that presumes on grace. For others it will be extending to someone
else the patience their Advocate shows them.

For anyone present who has not yet come to Christ, this is the moment to name the gospel
plainly. The blood that cleanses is applied as we believe, repent, confess Christ, and are baptized
into Him. The light that exposes is the very light in which they can be washed clean.



End where John ends, in confidence rather than fear. The God who is light is, in Christ, the God
who takes our sin away. To walk in the light is not to be condemned there but to be cleansed.

Invite the class to step in.
Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* Personal application of confession, cleansing, advocacy, and propitiation

¢ Coming out of hiding as the central movement of the passage

¢ The gospel response for any who are not yet in Christ (faith, repentance, confession,
baptism)

¢ Assurance and freedom in the light of Christ’s forgiveness, against both despair and

presumption
Discussion Prompts

e What is the one thing you most need to bring out of the dark and into God’s light?
¢ Do you most need to hear the warning against presumption or the comfort against despair?
®  How can this class help one another walk honestly in the light together?



