The Road That Led To Calvary #4

“The Grace and Mercy of God”

1 John 1:5-2:2

This month in our morning messages we have gone on a journey on the road that led to Calvary in a theological sense. We began with the holiness of God, moved on to the sinfulness of humanity, and last week considered the crossroads of these truths, the wrath of God on sin. This morning we come to the conclusion of our series, and unlike previous messages, we will spend our time in one passage of Scripture as we see the grace and the mercy of God.

Turn with me to 1 John chapter one. We will begin in verse five, and work our way down through the second verse of chapter two. This one passage covers all four concepts of our study and brings to a conclusion this winding pathway that culminates at the cross. 

The Holy Status of God

After introducing the letter in the first four verses, John sets forth the holy status of God in verse five: “This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all.” Many biblical authors tell us a lot about what God does. But John has also focused a lot on who God is, and much of this focus comes through in 1 John. While others write of God’s power, God’s work, God’s will, and God’s way, John keeps bringing us back to who God is in His very nature.

Of the statements about the essential being of God, none is more comprehensive than God is light. It is His nature to reveal himself, as it is the property of light to shine; and the revelation is of perfect purity and unutterable majesty. We are to think of God as a personal being, infinite in all His perfections, transcendent, ‘the high and lofty One…He who lives forever, whose name is holy’ (Isa. 57:15), yet who desires to be known and has revealed Himself.
 One commentator observes, “In many ways the statement that God is light is the thesis of the epistle. It includes a definition of God’s character as well as implications for the life of Christian discipleship.”

“Light” is a single term that captures the essence of God’s nature. It represents the holiness and purity of God. In John’s metaphor, God isn’t simply a source of light, a being brilliantly illumined by light, or a reflector of light. God is Light. As such, there’s no possibility of even a trace of darkness with Him.
 Lest there be any misunderstanding, John emphatically restates the point: in him there is no darkness at all. God is pure light, not diluted or mixed in any way with evil, hatred, untruth, ignorance or hostility. God is light is not a theoretical assertion about the nature of God, but a statement that drives us to the heart of what God is like.

This contrast between light and darkness can be made on several levels. Intellectually, light is truth and darkness ignorance or error. Morally, light is purity and darkness evil. One or two examples will suffice to illustrate this double use. God’s self-revelation through the law and the prophets is described in terms of light. “For these commands are a lamp, this teaching is a light”; “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path”; and “the word of the prophets” is “a light shining in a dark place” (Prov. 6:23; Ps. 119:105, 130; 2 Pet. 1:19). God said he would make his servant “a light for the Gentiles” and his “salvation to the ends of the earth” (Isa. 42:6; 49:6), phrases which are applied by Simeon to the infant Jesus (Luke 2:30–32; cf. Luke 1:79), and by Paul and Barnabas to their own ministry (Acts 13:46–47; cf. Acts 26:18, 23). The apostle Paul also wrote to the Corinthians of “the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ”, which had shone in their hearts (2 Cor. 4:6). 

What does all this mean? It means that God is all good, with nothing bad. He is all pure, with nothing impure. He is all clean, with nothing dirty. He is all right, with nothing wrong. He is all truth, with nothing false.
 God is light, and in Him there is no darkness at all.
The Horrible Sin of Humanity

By contrast we see the horrible sin of humanity in verses 6, 8, and 10. In the latter half of this first chapter John alternates verses between warnings and promises. Verse six states, “If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth.” The first warning is that we cannot have fellowship with God while walking in darkness, or sin.

But what does it mean, practically, to “walk” in the darkness? The Greek word translated “walk” (peripateō) literally means “to walk around.” However, it had a common usage referring to a person’s lifestyle or pattern of behavior. It doesn’t refer to a single, isolated action—either positively or negatively. A single action might be called a “step in the right direction” or a “step down the wrong path.” However, the image of “walking in the light” or “walking in darkness” implies step after step in the same direction—a pattern of living.

Light produces life and growth and beauty, but sin is darkness; and darkness and light cannot exist in the same place. If we are walking in the light, the darkness has to go. If we are holding to sin, then the light goes. There is no middle ground, no vague “gray” area, where sin is concerned.

Make no mistake: the Bible will let no one off the hook who thinks that somehow, within the Christian, light and dark may safely and happily coexist. Light and darkness are opposites, and repel each other. One cannot have fellowship with God with one foot in darkness and one in light, since God is light; in him there is no darkness at all. One cannot serve God, who is light, while continuing to dwell in the realm that is hostile to or ignorant of God, which is the realm of darkness, for that is both to deny the very nature of God as pure light and to deny that God’s character ought to shape ours as well.

If we make such a claim, “we lie”—we not only contradict the truth in our words, but we deny it by our inconsistent lives. As the New English Bible renders it, “Our words and our lives are a lie.”
 So holiness and sinfulness cannot coexist.

Then in verse 8, John continues, “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.” The first warning was that holiness and sin don’t mix; the second warning is that if we claim to be without sin, we are fooling ourselves. Notice that “sin” is singular—this does not refer to individual acts, or “sins,” but rather to the inherited principle of sin or self-centeredness.
 This is denying that humans are, by nature, sinners, that we are born with such a nature and are helpless on our own to overcome that instinct.
If verse 8 warned against denying we have a sin nature, verse 10 warns against denying that we have committed sins: “If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives.” Here John shifts from the singular “sin” of our fallen nature to the “sins” or individual acts that violate God’s holy standard.  

How can anyone today deny the horrible sinfulness of humanity? John MacArthur notes,

People today minimize and redefine sin, often alleging that the “failures” of their lives and certain “disorders” exist because of how others have treated them. The victim mentality reigns supreme as popular culture comforts itself in affirming that people are basically good and whatever may be wrong is not really wrong, but merely a preference of personal freedom. Instead of accepting responsibility for their behavior, people demand to be accepted as they are.

Such denial is not unique to the secular society, either. A few years ago an article entitled “Pick-and-Choose Christianity” appeared in a major national magazine. This article summarized the results of a three-year study of Christians of all denominations in a midwestern state, pointing out that most church members “pick and choose” which of the teachings of Christianity they will accept and which they will leave behind. One of the least popular teachings was that regarding sin. The article stated,

What many have left behind is a pervasive sense of sin. Although 98% said they believe in personal sin, only 57% accepted the traditional notion that all people are sinful and fully one-third allowed that they “make many mistakes but are not sinful themselves.” Said one typical respondent: “The day I die, I should only have to look up at my Maker and say, `Take me.’ Not `Forgive me.’”

The Bible teaches, however, that we are sinners by character and we sin by choice. To deny this is to live in a fantasy world that does not exist, to lie to ourselves (thus deceiving ourselves), and to call God a liar. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to find myself in any of those categories!

By casting God’s light and our blight in black-and-white terms, the apostle John gets his readers to take seriously not only God’s holiness but also their own sinfulness.
 We must admit that we are sinners before we have any hope of redemption.
The Harmonious Sacrifice of Christ

At this point I want to jump ahead in our Scripture text to the first two verses of 1 John 2, where we see the harmonious sacrifice of Christ. John writes,

My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.
Those who have been following along in this series now expect to hear about God’s wrath on our sin, and at first glance we might think John does not mention the wrath of God in this passage. He does, though in the niv one must read the footnote on verse 2 in order to see it. That reads, “He is the one who turns aside God’s wrath, taking away our sins, and not only ours but also the sins of the whole world.” While it is a secondary reading, it is the most accurate rendering of the original language.

The kjv uses the word “propitiation,” described by Tony Evans as “one of those ten-dollar theological words.”
 That’s not a word we use much in everyday conversation. The term can be defined as an “offering that turns away (or satisfies) divine wrath against us.”

In recent years this idea has come under attack by those who believe that wrath is incompatible with a holy, loving God. Many Bible scholars and even some English versions substitute the idea of “expiation,” meaning, “to make amends for a wrong.” Some might say, “So what? I don’t use either one of those words, and it sounds like they mean the same thing!” Yet as Leon Morris points out, 

The two concepts are really very different. Propitiation means the turning away of anger; expiation is rather the making amends for a wrong. Propitiation is a personal word; one propitiates a person. Expiation is an impersonal word; one expiates a sin or a crime. When we are speaking about Christ’s atoning work it makes a great deal of difference which meaning we understand…. We may be ready to think of the process as a remedy for defilement, a means of forgiveness, or a sacrifice that takes sin away, but we resolutely refuse to see any reference to the wrath of God. But if we speak of propitiation we are thinking of a personal process. We are saying that God is angry when people sin and that, if they are to be forgiven, something must be done about that anger. We are saying further that the death of Christ is the means of removing the divine wrath from sinners. The issue is far from being superficial.

Without repeating last week’s message, the numerous passages that speak of the wrath of God against sin are evidence that Christ’s death was necessarily propitiatory. So then, Christ’s death not only covers sin and cleanses from its corruption (expiation), but also appeases a God who hates sin and is radically opposed to it (propitiation).

The plain fact is that propitiation signifies ‘the means of averting wrath’ and the new translations miss this. And in missing it they pass over a very important biblical concept. The other words they use do not bring out the truth that in one aspect Christ’s atoning work dealt with the wrath of God against sinners. This is too important a biblical theme to simply ignore it.

Detractors to this understanding of propitiation claim that such a concept is demeaning to our God, since it was used by heathen nations for their idols. While we rightly reject that pagan view, there is a big difference between their view and ours. In their view, it was up to them to appease the wrath of their gods; according to the Bible, Christ was sent by the Father’s love. So it is not the case that the propitiation changed a wrathful God into a loving God. The love that prompted God to send his Son was always there. This is indicated quite clearly in 1 John 4:10, the only other time the term is used in this book, “Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (kjv).
 Christian propitiation is an appeasement of the wrath of God by the love of God through the gift of God. The initiative is not taken by us but by God Himself in sheer unmerited love. His wrath is averted not by any external gift by humans, but by His own self-giving to die the death of sinners.

Moreover, Christ still is the propitiation, not because in any sense he continues to offer his sacrifice, but because his one sacrifice once offered has an eternal virtue which is effective today in those who believe. And the propitiation for our sins is “not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.” This cannot be pressed into meaning that all sins are automatically pardoned through the propitiation of Christ, but that a universal pardon is offered for (the sins of) the whole world and is enjoyed by those who embrace it.

The important teaching is that the divine wrath is not the last word. Christ has made the offering that turns away wrath and as we put our trust in him we need fear it no more. This means a wonderful assurance of peace for the Christian. In the end we have nothing to fear, for “He is the propitiation for our sins.”

Here we see it all come together. “God is light” and, therefore, He cannot close His eyes to sin. We are sinners, deserving of God’s holy wrath on sin. But “God is love” (1 John 4:8) and wants to save sinners. How, then, can a holy God uphold His own justice and still forgive sinners? The answer is in the sacrifice of Christ. At the cross, God in His holiness judged sin. In His love God offers Jesus Christ to the world as Saviour. God was just in that He punished sin, but is loving in that He offers free forgiveness through what Jesus did at Calvary.

This, in the words of J. I. Packer, is “the real heart of the gospel.” Jesus Christ, by virtue of His death on the cross as our substitute and sinbearer, “is the propitiation for our sins.” Between us sinners and the thunderclouds of divine wrath stands His cross. If we are Christ’s, through faith, then we are justified through his cross, and the wrath will never touch us, neither here nor hereafter. Jesus “delivers us from the wrath to come” (1 Thessalonians 1:10).

How do we escape God’s wrath? We read in 1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” The proper Christian attitude to sin is not to deny it but to admit it.

The term translated “confess” is homologeō, a compound word that literally means, “to say the same thing.” To confess our sins is to “concede that something is factual or true.” We agree with what God says about our sinfulness, not what we would prefer or what the world says.

When we sin, we must take responsibility for it. We don’t blame others, our family history, our genes, our environment, or our circumstances. We don’t blame the devil or God. We admit that we are sinners in need of God’s forgiveness and restoration. When we do this—simply confess our sinfulness to God—He cleanses us from all unrighteousness and restores us to intimate fellowship with Him. What a great promise of ever-present, always-available grace and mercy!

Then, as verse 7 says (I know I’m working backwards, but bear with me), “But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin.” If we habitually live in the light, God has made provision to purify us from whatever sin would otherwise mar our fellowship with Him or each other.
 See, God’s promise to forgive us when we confess our sins should never be interpreted as an invitation to an all-you-can-sin smorgasbord for which Jesus paid the check. It isn’t an infinite supply of instant sin sanitizer you simply squirt on your wicked deeds as you continually get your hands grubbed up in unrighteousness. This verse is embedded in a context that puts it in its proper perspective.

In conclusion, allow me to use a simple illustration that demonstrates what Jesus did for us on the cross. I want you to imagine that this book in my hand represents my sin, and that a lightning bolt from the sky striking this book represents the expression of God’s holy wrath on my sin. 

What happens if I hold onto my sin? When the lightning bolt strikes the book, I get burned up, too! Thus, “whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son…for God’s wrath remains on him” (John 3:18, 36). God’s judgment on sin consumes the one who holds on to his or her sin.

But Jesus came along and said, “Let me take that sin from you.” Then He took it to the cross, where He endured God’s wrath for our sin. As Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” He took the punishment for our sins, satisfying the holiness and justice of God, and in turn gave us His righteousness—His perfect standing before the Father. There is nothing fair about this—this represents the most unfair event in human history—but it is just. Someone must pay the price for sin, and at the end of the road that led to Calvary, Someone did. That is why Good Friday had to happen the way it did. At the cross God’s holiness meets our sinfulness; God’s wrath and justice are satisfied by His own grace and mercy.

Yet we must be willing to acknowledge our sinfulness as well as God’s holiness, confess that we are deserving of God’s wrath because of our sin, and then by faith accept the grace and mercy of God offered through the substitutionary death of Jesus Christ on the cross. We must be willing to let go of our sin or else we will be judged along with our sin.

You see, our loving God doesn’t send anyone to Hell. He has done everything He can to keep us from going to Hell…short of taking away our freedom to choose. We can choose to hold on to our life of sin and ultimately pay the price for our sin, or we can choose to let go of our sin and allow Jesus’ death to pay the price for our sin.

The choice is ours.
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