
“Universal Obedience” 
(1 John 3:1-10)   

 

 

 

I.  Introduction.   

A.  Orientation.   

1.  Last week, we considered that if you have true grace you will never be satisfied 

with what you have, but you will want more.   

a.  Grace is satisfying, of course, the most satisfying and pleasant thing you will 

ever experience in your life.   

b.  But it is only a foretaste of heaven – it is imperfect here – which is why you 

will continue to long for more, for the full inheritance in heaven.   

c.  True grace is never satisfied with the level of righteousness you have already 

obtained, but will cause you to hunger and thirst after more righteousness.   

 

2.  I hope we all find that this is our experience.   

a.  Hungering and thirsting after grace is the prerequisite to being finally 

satisfied – to receive the full inheritance in heaven.   

b.  But it is also the key to sanctification – this hunger and thirst keeps us 

pressing forward for more; without it, we won’t grow.   

 

B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, we’re going to see just how true this is.   

a.  Edwards moves on to show us how spiritual knowledge/holy love/genuine 

grace produces a Christ-like life.   

b.  The Lord gave us His grace/Spirit to conform us into the image of Christ, and 

so if He is in our hearts, He will do this in at least three ways:   

(i)  First, He will move us to live a life of universal obedience to the Lord – 

which means He will give us the desire to repent of every known sin and 

to put on every known duty.   

(ii)  Second, He will move us to make this our priority – we will devote 

ourselves to this more than anything else in the world.   

(iii)  And third, He will move us to persevere in making this the priority of 

our lives to the end of our lives, during good times and “bad”, not just on 

the Lord’s Day or during certain times of our lives, but all the time.   

 

2.  This evening, we’ll consider the first of these:  if you have genuine grace/the 

Spirit of God in your heart, you will live a life of universal obedience.   

a.  We need to realize at the outset that this probably the most trying of the trials 

Edwards has yet given us.  It is the most convicting.   

b.  The definitive mark of a true believer is that he repents of every known sin 

and strives to live a holy life in every area.   

c.  If you are a true believer, this is what you will do:   
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(i)  You will obey the Lord, not once or twice in your life, or when it suits 

you, not only to keep up appearances; but you will strive to obey all the 

time.   

(ii)  Your life won’t be perfect; you will have ups and downs; there will be 

contradictions in your life, things you will be fighting to overcome; but 

your life will be characterized by obedience.   

 

d.  The passages we will look at are part of the hard sayings of Jesus – those that 

are most difficult for us to hear – but we must listen.   

e.  And remember, He is not telling us that this is something we must do in order 

to be saved; rather, this is something that will be true of us if we are saved:  

As Edwards puts it, “It is necessary that men should be universally obedient.”   

(i)  Edwards begins with a lengthy quote by Stoddard, and so we’ll begin 

with his thoughts on this subject.   

(ii)  Then we’ll consider what Edwards has to say.   

 

II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, Stoddard tells us that if you think you are a true believer, but then turn away 

from the Lord by practicing any sin, you show you are not (a hypocrite).   

1.  A true believer lives a life of obedience.   

a.  Our meditation reminds us, “How blessed are those whose way is blameless, 

who walk in the law of the LORD.  How blessed are those who observe His 

testimonies, who seek Him with all their heart.  They also do no 

unrighteousness; they walk in His ways” (Psalm 119:1-3).   

b.  Stoddard points to Zachariah and Elizabeth, the couple the Lord chose to give 

John the Baptist.  They were singled out as those who were faithful.  Luke 

writes, “They were both righteous in the sight of God, walking blamelessly in 

all the commandments and requirements of the Lord” (Luke 1:6).   

c.  Saving grace moves you to obey the Lord in everything.   

 

2.  This is perhaps better illustrated by the number of times we are told in Scripture 

that the practice of any sin discredits the truth of our testimony.   

a.  The Lord will say on the Day of Judgment to those who do, “I never knew 

you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness” (Matt. 7:23).   

b.  Living in any disobedience shows that you really don’t love God, because if 

you did, you would keep His commandments, “For this is the love of God, 

that we keep His commandments; and His commandments are not 

burdensome” (1 John 5:3).   

c.  You don’t have saving faith, if you don’t obey the Lord, because faith 

sanctifies you.  Paul testified that Jesus chose him and sent him to the 

Gentiles, “To open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and 

from the dominion of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins 

and an inheritance among those who have been sanctified by faith in Me” 

(Acts 26:18).   

d.  To disobey is to turn a deaf ear to the Word of Christ.  If you do this, then 

you are not of Christ’s sheep, because Jesus tell us, “My sheep hear My 
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voice, and I know them, and they follow Me” (John 10:27).  The sheep listen 

to all He says and not merely to some things.   

e.  If you practice any sin, you are not born of God, because John tells us, “No 

one who is born of God practices sin, because His seed abides in him; and he 

cannot sin, because he is born of God” (1 John 3:9).   

f.  To practice sin is to be the slave of sin and not of Christ, “Jesus answered 

them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who commits sin is the slave of 

sin’” (John 8:34).   

g.  The practice of any sin, whether it is not doing what we are commanded or 

doing what God forbids is evidence that we do not know God.  Stoddard 

writes, “If men live in the neglect of known duties, or in the practice of 

known evils, that will be their condemnation; let the sin be what it will; let it 

be profaneness, uncleanness, lying, or injustice.”   

h.  If you practice secret sins – such as harboring bitterness, envy, immoral or 

blasphemous thoughts, even if these things never come out in your actions – 

it will be enough to condemn you.  This is what the Lord has saved us from, 

“For we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved to 

various lusts and pleasures, spending our life in malice and envy, hateful, 

hating one another” (Titus 3:3).  This is how you once were, but not any 

more:  Christ has set you free.   

i.  If you deny that you sin, but practice it in your life, you are an unbeliever.  If 

you conscience convicts you, but your heart still consents to do it, you are an 

unbeliever.   

j.  If you have given up most of your sins, but still hold onto one sin, you are 

unconverted; you are living in rebellion against God.   

k.  You may have many weaknesses and have many battles with your sin, but 

still be a true believer.   

(i)  David fell into sin with Bathsheba and murdered her husband Uriah.  

Peter denied his Lord.  But both were true believers.   

(ii)  The difference is that they didn’t live in those sins; they didn’t practice 

them.   

 

l.  True believers listen to and obey all of God’s commandments.  Stoddard 

writes, “Though the sin that he lives in be but small: such persons will not be 

guilty of perjury, stealing, drunkenness, fornication; they look upon them to 

be heinous things, and they are afraid of them; but they do not much matter it, 

if they oppress a little in a bargain, if they commend a thing too much when 

they are about to sell it, if they break a promise, if they spend the Sabbath 

unprofitably, if they neglect secret prayer, if they talk rudely and reproach 

others; they think these are but small things, if they can keep clear of great 

transgressions, they hope that God will not insist upon small things.—But 

indeed all the commands of God are established by divine authority: a small 

shot may kill a man, as well as a cannon bullet:  a small leak may sink a ship.  

If a man lives in small sins, that shows he has no love to God, no sincere care 

to please and honour God.  Little sins are of a damning nature, as well as 

great:  if they do not deserve so much punishment as greater, yet they do 
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deserve damnation.  There is contempt of God in all sins; Matt. v. 19.  ‘He 

that, shall break one of the least of these commands, and shall teach men so, 

shall be called the least in the kingdom of God.’  Prov. xix. 16.  ‘He that 

keepeth the commandment, keepeth his own soul; but he that despiseth his 

way, shall die.’  If a man says, this is a great command, and so lays weight on 

it and another is a little commandment, and so does not regard it, but will 

allow himself to break it, he is in a perishing condition’” (Way to Know 

Sincerity and Hypocrisy).   

 

B.  To this, Edwards adds his own arguments:   

1.  The Biblical writers uniformly tell us that true grace produces a life of universal 

obedience.   

a.  John tells us (in our text) that if you have the hope of heaven through Christ, 

you will purify yourself as the Lord is pure, “And everyone who has this 

hope fixed on Him purifies himself, just as He is pure” (1 John 3:3).   

(i)  Further, “You know that He appeared in order to take away sins; and in 

Him there is no sin.  No one who abides in Him sins; no one who sins has 

seen Him or knows Him.  Little children, make sure no one deceives you; 

the one who practices righteousness is righteous, just as He is righteous; 

the one who practices sin is of the devil; for the devil has sinned from the 

beginning.  The Son of God appeared for this purpose, to destroy the 

works of the devil.  No one who is born of God practices sin, because His 

seed abides in him; and he cannot sin, because he is born of God.  By this 

the children of God and the children of the devil are obvious: anyone who 

does not practice righteousness is not of God, nor the one who does not 

love his brother” (vv. 5-10).   

(ii)  Further, “We know that no one who is born of God sins; but He who was 

born of God keeps him, and the evil one does not touch him” (1 John 

5:18).   

 

b.  James writes, “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one 

point, he has become guilty of all” (James 2:10).   

c.  Paul writes, “Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the 

kingdom of God?  Do not be deceived; neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor 

adulterers, nor effeminate, nor homosexuals, nor thieves, nor the covetous, 

nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers, will inherit the kingdom of God.  

Such were some of you; but you were washed, but you were sanctified, but 

you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of 

our God” (1 Cor. 6:9-11).  He writes further, “Now the deeds of the flesh are 

evident, which are: immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, 

enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, 

envying, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these, of which I forewarn 

you, just as I have forewarned you, that those who practice such things will 

not inherit the kingdom of God” (Gal. 5:19-21).   

d.  The Lord says through Ezekiel, “If a wicked man restores a pledge, pays 

back what he has taken by robbery, walks by the statutes which ensure life 
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without committing iniquity, he shall surely live; he shall not die.  None of 

his sins that he has committed will be remembered against him.  He has 

practiced justice and righteousness; he shall surely live” (Ezek. 33:15-16).   

e.  On the other hand, our Lord tells us if there is one sin we are not willing to 

part with, it will destroy us.   

(i)  “If your right eye makes you stumble, tear it out and throw it from you; 

for it is better for you to lose one of the parts of your body, than for your 

whole body to be thrown into hell.  If your right hand makes you stumble, 

cut it off and throw it from you; for it is better for you to lose one of the 

parts of your body, than for your whole body to go into hell” (Matt. 5:29-

30).   

(ii)  Herod was willing to listen to John in just about everything but one:  he 

wasn’t willing to give up Herodias.  “So that it is necessary that men 

should part with their dearest iniquities, which are as their right hand and 

right eyes; sins that most easily beset them, and to which they are most 

exposed by their natural inclinations, evil customs, or particular 

circumstances, as well as others.”   

 

2.  Edwards, as Stoddard, points to sins of omission, as well as commission.  “And 

it is of importance to observe, that in order to a man’s being universally 

obedient, his obedience must not only consist in negatives, or in universally 

avoiding wicked practices; but he must also be universal in the positives of 

religion.  Sins of omission are as much breaches of God’s commands, as sins of 

commission.  Christ, in Matt. xxv. represents those on the left hand, as being 

condemned and cursed to everlasting fire, for sins of omission, I was an 

hungred, and ye gave me no meat, &c.  A man therefore cannot be said to be 

universally obedient, and of a Christian conversation, only because he is no 

thief, oppressor, fraudulent person, drunkard, tavern-haunter, whore-master, 

rioter, night-walker, nor unclean, profane in his language, slanderer, liar, 

furious, malicious, nor reviler.  He is falsely said to be of a conversation 

becoming the gospel, who goes thus far, and no farther; but, in order to this it is 

necessary that he should also be of a serious, religious, devout, humble, meek, 

forgiving, peaceful, respectful, condescending, benevolent, merciful, charitable, 

and beneficent walk and conversation.  Without such things as these, he does not 

obey the laws of Christ, laws that he and his apostles abundantly insist on, as of 

greatest importance and necessity.”   

3.  What more could be added?   

a.  Take an honest look at your life to see what you are like:  are there sins you 

allow yourself to practice, that you are not struggling to overcome at any 

level?  Then you are not a believer.  Turn to Christ in faith and repentance 

and trust in Him to save you.   

b.  On the other hand, if you find you are struggling against various sins, let 

these things be an encouragement to you that you are on the right track and 

double your efforts to overcome the sins that could destroy you.  Amen.   


