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How to Experience God More Fully:

Understanding God’s Grace
A Study of 1 John 2:1-2
Characteristic of Completeness:  Salvation by Grace
Big Idea:  Understanding grace discourages sin.
Related Scriptures: Psalm 7:11; Ezekiel 8:17-18; Romans 1:18; 1 John 4:10; Romans 3:25; John 3:36; Ephesians 4:30; Romans 8:1; John 14:16; Hebrews 7:25-26; Romans 8:34; Revelation 12:10; Hebrews 2:17; 4:15; Luke 22:31-32; 1 Peter 3:18
Introduction:

A.
If you’ve been attending Moon Valley for a while, you probably know that we are a church family that emphasizes grace.

1.
From one standpoint, our emphasis on grace means that we believe that Jesus Christ offers the gift of eternal life absolutely free to all who simply believe Him for it.  You don’t have to earn it; you simply receive it by faith.  This is the message of salvation by grace.  Salvation by grace is our key characteristic this morning.
2.
From another standpoint, our emphasis on grace means that we try to accept people for who they are, warts and all.  Our grace orientation features the availability of forgiveness.  We recognize that we’ve all got sin issues, and we try to deal with them in a gracious, loving way, making this a safe place to be real about our struggles.
B.
We emphasize grace because we believe God is a God of grace and that He emphasizes grace in His word to us in the Bible.  But the message of grace can be misunderstood and misapplied.  For example, sometimes we confuse grace with permissiveness.  Permissiveness underestimates our sin by ignoring it, tolerating it, or even winking at it.  When we associate grace with permissiveness, it can encourage us to sin.
C.
Last Sunday, someone asked me a good question:  What is sin?  Noted theologian, Charles Ryrie has defined sin this way:  Sin is “defection from any of God’s standards,” including, “missing the mark, badness, rebellion, iniquity, going astray, wickedness, wandering, ungodliness, crime, lawlessness, transgression, ignorance, and a falling away . . . all sin is ultimately against God” (Ryrie, Basic Theology, 212). 

D.
I want to show you that the truth about grace does not encourage sin.  In fact, just the opposite is true.  I want to show you that the more we understand grace, the less we’ll yield to sin.  A growing comprehension of God’s grace actually discourages permissiveness.  When we fully recognize God’s grace to us, we will fight harder to resist sin, not less.  The big idea of my message is this:  Understanding God’s grace discourages sin.
D.
We’ve been studying our way through the First Epistle of John.  Last Sunday, we wrapped up the first chapter and discovered that, as believers, we all sin, and that God, in His amazing grace, forgives and cleanses those of us who will simply be honest with Him about our sin.
This grace is wonderful.  But we can mistake this grace for permissiveness.  When we face a strong temptation to sin—whether it’s a temptation to lust, or to vent anger, or to gossip, or to be lazy, or to show off, or to eat what we have resolved not to eat, or to buy what we can’t afford—who of us in this room has not thought something like this:  “Well, I might as well go ahead and enjoy this sin.  After all, my sin is inevitable, and I can confess it afterwards and get it all cleaned up.”
This is common thinking.  But it misunderstands grace.

I.
The Apostle John wants to avoid such misunderstanding.  So, in 1 John 2:1, he writes a kind of disclaimer.  He says,
NKJ 1 John 2:1 My little children, these things I write to you, so that you may not sin.
A.
The phrase, “My little children” is the affectionate address of a spiritual shepherd toward his sheep.  As we have seen previously, these are believers to whom John is writing.

B.
When John says, “these things I write,” to what is he referring?  He’s referring to the grace message he just wrote in the concluding verses of Chapter 1.  The heart of “these things” includes 1 John 1:8-9, where John writes,
NKJ 1 John 1:8 If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

We believers often use these verses to rationalize our sin, based on the misunderstanding of grace I mentioned earlier.  We think, “Well, I might as well go ahead and enjoy sin.  After all, this says my sin is inevitable, and I can confess it afterwards and get it all cleaned up.”

I suspect John knew that some of his readers might think this way, so he says he writes “these things” not to provide us with a rationalization for sin, but to discourage sin.  He says, “these things I write to you, so that you may not sin.”
II.
How is it that John’s grace theology discourages sin?  How does it actually encourage us to walk in the light of righteousness, instead of hiding in the darkness of sin?  If we are to understand God’s grace, we must understand two roles that Jesus plays in our lives.  John explains it in the last part of Verse 1 and in Verse 2.  He says,
NKJ 1 John 2:1 . . . And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. 2 And He Himself is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the whole world.

A.
One role that Jesus plays in our lives is that He is the propitiation for our sins.  What does that mean and why is it important?
1.
According to theologian, Charles Ryrie, “. . . propitiation means placating or satisfying the wrath of God by the atoning sacrifice of Christ” (Ryrie, 294).  So one of the roles that Jesus plays is to satisfy the wrath of God toward our sin.
2.
The wrath of God is something that is not talked about much these days.  But we must understand God’s wrath in order to understand His grace.  God hates sin.  Theologian Arthur Pink explains, “there are more references in Scripture to the anger, fury, and wrath of God, than there are to His love and tenderness.  Because God is holy, He hates all sin; and because He hates all sin, His anger burns against the sinner” (Pink, The Attributes of God, 83).  Let me provide some scriptural support.
Psalm 7:11 says,

NKJ Psalm 7:11 God is a just judge, And God is angry with the wicked every day.

In Ezekiel 8:17-18, God says,

NLT Ezekiel 8:17 . . . “Is it nothing to the people of Judah that they commit these terrible sins, leading the whole nation into violence, thumbing their noses at me, and rousing my fury against them? 18 Therefore, I will deal with them in fury. . . .”

Romans 1:18 says,

NKJ Romans 1:18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness,

Wrath toward sin is one of God’s attributes.  And because God is infinite, whatever attributes He has, He possesses infinitely.  Therefore, God’s wrath is infinitely great—greater than we’ve ever imagined.

3.
The wrath of God is very biblical, very real, and it can be a very bothersome idea to us.
a.
It can be bothersome because we may associate God’s wrath with the temper tantrums and fits of rage we have seen in people.  Human tantrums and fits are almost always pathetic and sinful.
But God’s wrath is perfect.  It stems from His holiness.  Remember, God is light and in Him is no darkness at all (1 John 1:5).  Just as light cannot tolerate darkness, so God cannot tolerate sin.  God’s anger is pure and righteous and altogether good.  God hates sin the way a mother hates the cancer that takes the life of her child.
b.
The wrath of God can also be bothersome because its expression can seem so cruel.  Cruelty implies a punishment that is disproportionate and undeserved.  Sometimes we think that our sin is not that bad.
But God’s wrath is perfectly fair.  His anger is just.  The objects of His wrath deserve it in the exact measure He gives.  No more.  No less.
Perhaps we entertain thoughts of God’s cruelty because we’ve never come to grips with how bad all sin really is.  We have our own subjective ways of categorizing sin.  Adultery seems a lot worse than pilfering a pack of gum.  Murder seems a whole lot worse than a white lie.  We gasp at some sins; we laugh at others.  But, maybe we’re missing the big picture.

(1)
How bad must sin be in order to contaminate the whole world?  Sin must be really bad.

(2)
The very first man, Adam, sets in motion death for all on the basis of eating one forbidden fruit.  Sin must be really bad.

(3)
The mere inheritance of sin brings disease and suffering to people who seem innocent.  Sin must be really bad.

(4)
Because we are all sinners, we can’t gain an appreciation for how bad sin is by looking at each other.  We can only gain an appreciation for how bad sin is by comparing ourselves to someone without it.  There is only one person who has ever been without sin:  Jesus Christ who is God in the flesh.  How do we stack up to Jesus?  God is infinitely good; therefore, sin must be infinitely bad by comparison.

(5)
Sin is so bad it took an infinitely strong medicine to overcome it.  The only begotten, sinless, Son of God had to die a horrible death in order to free us from the penalty of sin.  A higher price cannot be imagined.  Sin must be really bad—worse than we’ve ever imagined.
4.
How does this relate to God’s grace?  Let’s think about this.  If sin is worse than we’ve ever imagined; and if God’s anger against sin is, therefore, greater than we’ve ever imagined, then God’s love and grace must be greater than we’ve ever imagined.  God’s love and grace must be greater than we’ve ever imagined to overcome the unimaginably great sin of ours and His anger toward it.  All the wrath we deserve God took upon Himself in the Person of Jesus Christ to satisfy the dictates of His holiness and the desires of His heart.  First John 4:10 explains it this way:
NKJ 1 John 4:10 In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.

5.
In light of this, to be greatly disturbed by God’s wrath is not a bad thing.  It’s merely a step in the direction of understanding the infinitely high cost of God’s amazing grace toward us.  The punishment of Jesus Christ on the cross satisfied the wrath of God toward us.  The price of that satisfaction is greater than we’ve ever imagined.  As the propitiation for our sins, Christ paved the way for eternal life.  By His love and grace, He simply asks that we believe Him for it.  John 3:36 says,
NKJ John 3:36 “He who believes in the Son has everlasting life; and he who does not believe the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him.”
This is salvation by grace.  Once you believe in Jesus, you will never be the object of God’s wrath.  As a believer, your continued sin can still grieve or sadden God.  This possibility is clear in Ephesians 4:30, where it says to believers,

NKJ Ephesians 4:30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.

So, as believers, we can still grieve God, but His wrath toward us has been satisfied once and for all.  Romans 8:1 confirms it, saying,
NKJ Romans 8:1 There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus . . .
6.
In spite of all the biblical evidence of God’s grace, sometimes we can have lingering doubts about the sufficiency of Christ’s work for us.  Feelings of guilt over our sin can linger within us, and Satan can actually encourage us to doubt that Christ’s propitiation was sufficient.  Perhaps in anticipation of this thinking, John assures us that’s Christ’s propitiation was not only sufficient for our sins, but also for the whole world.
7.
If you are a believer, how does an understanding of this grace discourage continued sin?  Well, let’s just review the truths we’ve covered.  You see, when you realize just how bad sin is; and when you realize just how angry God feels about sin; and when you realize just how much it cost Him to pay for sin; and when you realize just how much your continued sin grieves Him; and when you realize just how much He loves you, it’s a deterrent to sin.  Understanding grace discourages sin.
B.
There is a second role that we must appreciate if we are to understand grace.  In Verse 1, John says, “if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous.”  When we do sin, Christ is our Advocate.  What does that mean and why is it important?
1.
The Greek word for “advocate” means “one called alongside to help” (Friberg).  It’s “one who appears in another’s behalf, [a] mediator, intercessor, [or] helper” (BDAG).
It’s the very same word used to describe the Holy Spirit in the Bible.  For example, Jesus uses the word in John 14:16 in reference to the Holy Spirit, when He says,
NKJ John 14:16 “And I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may abide with you forever”
The word, “Helper” is the very same word translated, “Advocate” in our text.  Also, I noticed something in this verse that I’ve never noticed before.  Jesus actually alludes to Himself as an advocate or helper also.  Notice He refers to the coming Holy Spirit as “another Helper,” which raises the question, who is the first one?  It’s Jesus Himself.  As believers, the Holy Spirit will always be with us as our Helper on earth, while Jesus Himself will always be with the Father as our Helper in heaven.  The bases are covered.
2.
Other Scriptures describe Christ’s role as our Advocate or Intercessor.

a.
For example, Hebrews 7:25 says,

NKJ Hebrews 7:25 Therefore He is also able to save to the uttermost those who come to God through Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them.
b.
Romans 8:34 says,
NKJ Romans 8:34 . . . It is Christ who died, and furthermore is also risen, who is even at the right hand of God, who also makes intercession for us.

3.
Why does Jesus have to intercede for us as our Defender?  One reason we need a Defender is because we have an accuser.  Satan is our accuser.  The book of Revelation describes a day when Satan will be thrown out of heaven, but for now, Satan is actually in heaven accusing us before God.  Revelation 12:10 says,
NKJ Revelation 12:10 Then I heard a loud voice saying in heaven, “Now salvation, and strength, and the kingdom of our God, and the power of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our brethren, who accused them before our God day and night, has been cast down.”

Satan is our accuser, and he’s accusing us day and night before God.

4.
What is the nature of Satan’s accusing and Christ’s defending?  I don’t understand it completely.  But a courtroom provides a helpful illustration.

a.
God the Father presides as Judge.  Satan brings my case before the Judge.  He says, “Look how easily my associates and I have been able to entice Bob to stumble.  He’s supposedly your man, but He’s still a derelict.  He has denied your authority.  He has sinned once again.  He is guilty.  So write him off.  Punish him.  Condemn him.  He’s guilty, guilty, guilty.  There’s hell to pay!  I rest my case.”
b.
Then Jesus comes forward.  Our text describes Him as “the righteous,” indicating that He is supremely qualified to be my Advocate or High Priest.  How so?

(1)
Hebrews 7:26 says,
NLT Hebrews 7:26 He is the kind of high priest [or Advocate] we need because he is holy and blameless, unstained by sin.
(2)
Although He is unstained by sin, at the same time, Jesus knows exactly how hard it is to struggle with temptation.  He became a man to experience temptation just as I do.  This makes Him the perfect Advocate for me.  Hebrews 4:15 says,
NKJ Hebrews 4:15 For we do not have a High Priest [or Advocate] who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as we are, yet without sin.

Jesus felt the full force of temptation.  I often succumb to temptation before experiencing the full force of it.  But because Jesus never succumbed, He felt the full force of temptation every time.  He knows what it’s like for me to struggle.
Hebrews 2:17 adds this:
NKJ Hebrews 2:17 Therefore, in all things He had to be made like His brethren, that He might be a merciful and faithful High Priest [or Advocate] . . .
Jesus is my perfect Defender:  righteous, merciful, faithful, sympathetic.  
c.
But, unlike the other famous JC defender, Johnny Cochran, Jesus Christ does not plead my innocence.  He does not try to conceal my guilt or argue against my accuser.  In fact, He agrees that I am guilty.

How, then, does Jesus defend me?  Jesus defends me with just two words.  Just two words from Jesus dismiss the case against me.  Jesus says, “I paid.”  Jesus paid.  My guilt was charged to Him, and His righteousness was credited to my account.  And on that basis, the Judge says, “Case dismissed; I declare my child to be righteous before Me.”
Moreover, upon dismissal, Jesus approaches the bench with three requests concerning me, the defendant.  He prays to the Father that my faith would not fail, that I would return to fellowship with Him, and that I would strengthen my brothers.  He’s always praying for us that way.
How do we know He prays that way for us?  Because He prayed that way for Simon Peter.  On the eve of His arrest and trials, Jesus knew that Satan would attack His followers, including Simon Peter, for the purpose of accusing them before God.  In Luke 22:31, Jesus says,
NKJ Luke 22:31 . . . “Simon, Simon! Indeed, Satan has asked for you, that he may sift you as wheat.”
Sifting wheat is a figure of speech for the testing and revealing of character.  Sifting wheat literally involves separating the outer chaff from the inner grain of wheat.  Satan wanted to show that following Jesus was just chaff, just an outer facade for Peter.  Satan wanted to reveal Peter’s sinful core, so that he could accuse him and put him out of commission.

Jesus knew that Simon Peter would sin.  Jesus knew Simon would deny Him repeatedly.  But, Jesus had already prayed for Peter.  In Luke 22:32, Jesus says,
NKJ Luke 22:32 “But I have prayed for you, that your faith should not fail; and when you have returned to Me, strengthen your brethren.”
As his Advocate, Jesus prayed for Peter, asking that his faith would not fail, that he would return to fellowship with Him, and that he would strengthen his brothers.  And that’s exactly what Peter did.  Looking back on his failure, Peter makes this proclamation in 1 Peter 3:18:
NKJ 1 Peter 3:18 For Christ also suffered once for sins, the just for the unjust, that He might bring us to God . . .
5.
If you are a believer, how does the knowledge of such grace based on Christ’s work as our Advocate discourage sin?  Well, let’s just review the truths we’ve covered.  You see, when you realize that Satan and his emissaries are real spiritual forces in this world out to entice you to sin so they can accuse you and challenge God; and when you realize that, in the face of your accuser, Jesus is your personal Advocate, a righteous, merciful, faithful, and sympathetic Defender; and when you realize that Jesus knows exactly how hard it is for you to resist temptation because He experienced it Himself; and when you realize that Jesus continually pleads your case before the Father based on His sacrifice; and when you realize that Jesus is continually praying for you personally and specifically, it’s a deterrent to sin.  Understanding grace discourages sin.
It is in a way ironic.  The reasons we can be forgiven for our ongoing sin are the very reasons we should not continue to sin.

III.
How can you apply all this to your life this week?  Let’s take a step toward application together.
A.
Let me begin by asking you a question:  What temptations to sin are you likely to face this week?  Will you prayerfully consider this question?  Ask God to bring to your mind an area of personal weakness—a part of your life where you are particularly prone to stumble.
This week is Thanksgiving.  Perhaps Thanksgiving typically brings a unique set of challenges for you that add to the temptations you usually face.  Maybe your temptation will be to worry excessively about what people will think about your meal and your home.  Maybe your temptation will be to rip off your employer by giving less than your best this week.  Maybe your temptation will be to respond vengefully in retaliation against family member.  Maybe your temptation will be to lust, or to be selfish, or to procrastinate, or to be thanklessly bitter about your lot in life, or to covet someone else’s home, or to be materialistic and overspend the day after Thanksgiving.
B.
In the face of such temptation to sin, here’s what I challenge you to do:  Turn your temptation into thanksgiving.  That’s what I want you to do:  Turn your temptation into thanksgiving.  The moment you feel temptation brewing, turn your temptation into thanksgiving by telling yourself the truth about God’s grace—the truth that we’ve studied this morning.  And pray through that truth to God with thanks.  Look up at the screen where I have summarized the truth of God’s grace we’ve covered this morning.  Let me give you an example of how you could pray through this with thanks this week.
Lord, You know how I struggle with this temptation.  I know the sin is bad, and I know how strongly you feel about it, and I know the price you had to pay to save me from it.  I don’t want to grieve You, and I don’t want to give Satan an opportunity to celebrate over my failure.  Thank you for loving me so much that you died for me.  Thank you for being on my side.  Thank you for praying for me always.  Help me to stay in your light.  Amen.
See how that can work?  Turn temptation into thanksgiving.  For those of you who would like a hard copy of the ledger that’s up on the screen, I’ve included it on the last page of the sermon transcript which will be posted on our website this afternoon.
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