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2-24-08
The Atonement
Sin in the Christian Life  Part 6
1 John 2:2

Summary: The world’s greatest threat is the wrath of God. The solution is propitiation/atonement, which brings us from wrath to favor. It involves cleansing, but also includes appeasement and reconciliation. The OT background is atonement (sacrifice, forgiveness, cleansing, reconciliation, and redemption. He redeemed us from 1) bondage to the law, 2) condemnation, and 3) enslavement to sin – as well as bondage to the curse that will be redeemed in the future. The price was Jesus’ death and perfect life (for imputed righteousness). Redemption was for the whole world in that Jesus is the Savior of the whole world – a legitimate offer to all people. 

Isaiah 52:13-54:1 See, my servant will act wisely; he will be raised and lifted up and highly exalted. 14 Just as there were many who were appalled at him--his appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any man and his form marred beyond human likeness--  15 so will he sprinkle many nations, and kings will shut their mouths because of him. For what they were not told, they will see, and what they have not heard, they will understand. 53:1 Who has believed our message and to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed?  2 He grew up before him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of dry ground. He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.  3 He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. Like one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.  4 Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted.  5 But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.  6 We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.  7 He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth.  8 By oppression and judgment he was taken away. And who can speak of his descendants? For he was cut off from the land of the living; for the transgression of my people he was stricken.  9 He was assigned a grave with the wicked, and with the rich in his death, though he had done no violence, nor was any deceit in his mouth.  10 Yet it was the LORD's will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and though the LORD makes his life a guilt offering, he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of the LORD will prosper in his hand.  11 After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light of life and be satisfied; by his knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities. 12 Therefore I will give him a portion among the great, and he will divide the spoils with the strong, because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors. For he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.  
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The problem: Wrath
When they interview the Miss America contestants they always ask about their goals and aspirations, and usually they are pretty grandiose.  They want to solve the world’s biggest problems.  They want to put an end to world hunger, or reverse global warming, or eliminate war.  Some of those things really are problems.  Others are more imagined than real.  But it makes you wonder – of all the dangers and threats and crises, which is the biggest of all?  What is the greatest threat to the human race?  Of all the bad things going on – which one is the most pressing emergency?  Is it crime?  Natural disasters?  Pollution?  War?  Terrorism?  Disease?  Poverty?  Starvation?  What is the greatest threat facing mankind right now?  The answer to that question is very easy, because there is one threat – one looming disaster that is far more serious and deadly than all of those others combined.  And it is not chlorofluorocarbons, or rain forest depletion or even SUVs.  The greatest threat facing humanity at this time is the wrath of God.
Romans 1:18 The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men 

Psalm 7:11 God is a righteous judge, a God who is angry every day.

Isaiah 34:2-3 The LORD is angry with all nations … He will totally destroy them, 3 … the mountains will be soaked with their blood. 

Think of a time when you were the angriest you ever remember being.  Something happened that made you so furious that your whole body tensed up, and your pulse doubled, and your face turned red, and every impulse in you was to just lash out at someone.  There is something about anger that drives you to want to pound on something, or destroy something – or someone.  That’s part of the nature of extreme anger.  Try to remember how it felt sometime when you were just livid with anger toward someone.  God is angrier than that right now.  There are impulses inside His heart that make Him feel like tearing sinners to ribbons and pounding them down into the deepest, hottest part of hell.  And those impulses have infinite force behind them.
Judgment Day is not going to be a quiet, calm, courtroom scene.  Blood will be spattering.  In Isa.63:3 God describes Himself on judgment day as having blood spattered all over His clothes from the people He is punishing.  He describes it as being like Him taking a whip or rod and beating the sinner with many blows. (Lk.12:47)   In Jeremiah 21:5 He says He will fight against sinners “in anger and fury and great wrath.”

Revelation 14:10 [the sinner] will drink of the wine of God's fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. He will be tormented with burning sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and of the Lamb.

God is right now experiencing feelings of violent rage that surpass human comprehension.  The most extreme anger feelings you have ever felt are zero compared to the rage that is boiling in the heart of God right now.
Why is that wrath not being poured out on the world right now?  Because of God’s patience.  There is mercy in this life.  There is no mercy in the next life for the lost - none.  People who look around at how much kindness they are receiving from God now and who figure, “I’ll be OK on judgment day  – God will cut be a break,” those people are tragically mistaken.  In fact, every moment of mercy that they experience in this life actually increases the severity of the punishment they deserve and will receive in hell.

Romans 2:4-5 do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God's kindness leads you toward repentance?  5 But because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God's wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed.

Picture a vast bottomless ocean of raging fire.  It is the infinite anger of God multiplied times every single time you have sinned.  It is a place not only of the most agonizing torture imaginable, but much worse than that - worse because the pain is being inflicted by God Himself.  His face is red and His teeth are bared and His nostrils flared and nothing will ever, ever reduce the amount of anger He has toward you once you drop into that ocean.  (They will not be transformed and become righteous when they go to hell, which means all the same evil inclinations and attitudes and sins in their hearts will continue forever, so if anything they will keep making God angrier and angrier.)
And this ocean of fire is bottomless.  You sink forever, and the deeper you sink the worse it gets, and you will never die.  You will never even go unconscious.  You will never pass out. You will never sleep.  You will never have relief even for one second. 
Now – during this life, what is it that is keeping the unbeliever from dropping forever into that ocean of wrath?  Only the hand of the very God who is so angry.  The unbeliever is dangling, suspended by a slender thread over that ocean.  And he looks up and sees that the only thing supporting that thread are the fingers of a God who is infuriated with rage against him.  A God whom he is provoking to greater and greater anger with every sin he commits.  Jonathan Edwards writes: “The God that holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider, or some loathsome insect over the fire, abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked. … you are ten thousand times more abominable in his eyes, than the most hateful venomous serpent is in ours.” Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”   Every wrong action or word or attitude or thought ties another 50 pounds of lead to your feet, and the thread is beginning to fray.  There is absolutely no promise or obligation that would prevent God from letting go at any split second.  He can and will let go.  That is the predicament of every person who is guilty of sin before God.
Edwards: “Almost every natural man that hears of hell, flatters himself that he shall escape it; he depends upon himself for his own security; he flatters himself in what he has done, in what he is now doing, or what he intends to do. Every one lays out matters in his own mind how he shall avoid damnation, and flatters himself … that his schemes will not fail." Ibid.  But their delusion is just that – a delusion.  They will not be able to pull any wool over the eyes of the omniscient One.  They will not be able to overpower omnipotent anger and escape.  They will not be able to argue their way out of justice, as though they could outsmart or out-argue infinite wisdom.  There will be no debate on Judgment Day.  It will be too late.
This world has a serious problem, and it is not political or environmental.  It is the wrath of God.  It is the inevitability of Judgment Day.  Very soon He is going to let go of that thread.  You can look up the statistics – the death rate is still one each – everybody dies.  And after that, the judgment.  And there are no second chances.
And not only is the wrath of God our greatest problem, but it is really the only problem mankind faces because if we could have God’s favor, nothing could threaten us.  The only danger that exists, ultimately, is God’s wrath.  And despite what many want to believe that wrath is real, and for the unforgiven sinner it is absolutely inescapable.  So while the world pours all its energy into re-arranging the deck chairs on this big Titanic called the human race, we are going to look this morning at the one and only life raft that is available.  And that life raft was the costliest rescue effort ever undertaken.

The Solution: Propitiation/Atonement 

2 He Himself is the propitiation John uses the abstract term (hilasmos – propitiation) rather than the concrete term (hilaster – one who offers propitiation) because Jesus is both the priest and the lamb. for our sins

The word translated propitiation is the Greek word hilasmos.  The NIV translates it “atoning sacrifice.”  Some commentators have argued that it should be translated “expiation.”  “Propitiation, atonement, expiation – why all the big words?”  Whenever you look up a Greek word and all you get is a bunch of really obscure English words that usually means it’s a word that just doesn’t translate into our language.  The Hebrew dictionary I read took 30 pages to describe the meaning of this word.  So let’s see if we can sort this term out.
Home base:  Wrath  Atonement  Favor
The really short answer is this – it is the solution to the problem of God’s wrath.  First you are hanging there by a thread in the hands of a furiously angry God, then comes propitiation (or atonement), and now you are in the arms of a happy, loving Father.  We are going to try to cover a lot of rugged theological terrain in the sermon today, and if at any point you get lost in the discussion, just remember – all I am saying in this sermon is – you start out with God really angry, then comes atonement, and now God is delighted in you.  You go from dangling by the thread held by a furious Judge to resting in the mighty and tender arms of a happy, delighted Father only because of atonement.  That thought is home base for this sermon – just run back to that any time you get lost.
Expiation vs. Propitiation
OK, so let’s put on some boots and see if we can make our way up to some mountain peaks of doctrine.  I want to go back to the Old Testament and show you the roots of this concept, but first, let me just define the English words propitiation and expiation.  
Propitiation: “to turn away wrath.”  If someone is propitious toward you it means he is favorably disposed toward you.  So for Jesus to propitiate God means to bring about a change from God being mad at you to God being favorable toward you.
Expiation: “cleansing”  It just means to wash.
Some of the liberal scholars don’t like to think of God as being angry, so they want to translate this word “expiation” instead of “propitiation.” For an excellent discussion of the debate see Marshall (NICNT 117-119) and especially Brown (217-222).  (Cleansing instead of turning away anger.)  But if you don’t like the idea of God’s wrath then changing this word to mean “cleanse” doesn’t really get you anywhere.  Think about it – why do we need to be cleansed?  The only reason we need to be cleansed is because we can’t approach God while we are defiled and contaminated.  And the reason we can’t approach Him while we are defiled is because defilement is disgusting to Him.  He is not favorably disposed toward the defiled, and will not allow them into His presence until they are cleansed.  And so if we define the word as cleansing we are right back to fact that God is not favorably disposed toward us and something needs to happen to make Him favorably disposed toward us.  So even if you re-define the word here, there is no getting around the reality of God’s wrath.

John 3:36 Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God's wrath remains on him."

So, while cleansing is a key component, propitiation gets more to the heart of the meaning of the Greek word, because it has to do with wrath.  There are two problems, however, with the word “propitiation.”  First, the only people who know what it means are the same people who also know what the Greek word means, so it doesn’t do anybody any good.  The whole point of translating the Greek into English is so that English speaking people can understand what it’s saying.  Secondly, the word propitiation doesn’t convey anything of the rich Old Testament background behind this word.  And so I think the best translation of 1 John 2:2 of all the major translations is the NIV.  They translate the word “atoning sacrifice.”  There is no English word that fully conveys the idea, but I think the one that comes closest is the word atonement. 
Old Testament Background
If you know anything about Jewish holidays you already know the Hebrew word for atonement.  The holiday that the Jews regard as their holiest day of the year is Yom Kippur.  YOM is the Hebrew word for “day” and KIPPUR is the Hebrew word for atonement.  So Yom Kippur is the Day of Atonement.  That’s a holiday that God instituted way back in Lev.23.
The literal, root meaning of the word KIPPUR (or KAFAR) is “to wipe clean.” See the NIDOTT article.   That’s the root idea, but it is used in a lot of other ways as well.  Sometimes it means “to forgive.” Ps.65:4, 78:38, 79:9, Jer.18:23  Other times it means “to consecrate, or make holy.” Ex.29:36.  Other times it refers to that which enables forgiveness – so you make atonement in order to be forgiven. Lv.4:20, 26,31; 19:22, Nm.15:25. It is used as a synonym for GA’AL in Jer.31:11.  Sometimes it refers to the act of offering a sacrifice.  Other times it refers to the actual sacrificial animal itself.  Other times it refers to the place where the animal is offered.  Other times it refers to reconciliation with God – the process of turning His wrath away and gaining favor from Him.  And a very common way this word is used is as a synonym for “redeem” (the purchase of someone’s freedom). Nm.35:29-34, Ex.21:30, 30:11-16.  When you use money to get someone out of trouble - like purchasing the freedom of a slave or criminal, or somehow causing a person to accept money in place of that person, then you made atonement for the person.
And here’s the fascinating thing about this word “atonement.”  The entire sacrificial system was so engrained in the culture of the ancient Jewish people, that when this term was used – all of those meanings were in the background of their thoughts.  For us that sounds like a list of possible definitions.  But for them it was just one giant meaning.  Each time the word was used there would be one part or another that might be emphasized more by the context, but most of the time the word atonement is used it carries most of those meanings.  It is all bound up on one glorious idea.  It encompasses the price that was paid for sin, the act of paying that price, and the results that come from the payment of the price.
Now, the Greek word that John uses in 1 John 2:2 (hilasmos) is a word that was used to translate the OT word atonement.  And since John uses it in such a general, broad way in this verse (referring to all Christ accomplished with regard to our sin), I think it’s best to take it to encompass the entire OT concept of redemption.  So all the elements are involved.  Because of our sin we were in bondage – we owed a debt that we could never pay.  We were guilty, we were defiled and filthy, and we were alienated from God.  And so with His blood shed on the cross Jesus paid our debt and purchased our freedom.  He paid our penalty so that our guilt can be lifted off of us.  He suffered and died in our place so we don’t have to.  He satisfied all of God’s requirements and demands.  He made us holy.  And He did all that to turn God’s wrath away from us so that we could be reconciled to Him.
Redemption
And the one aspect of all that that we didn’t get in to last week was the redemption part – the purchasing part.  So let’s explore that a little.
Our need for redemption: triple bondage
We were in bondage in a number of ways because of our sin.
1) According to Gal.3:13 we were in bondage under the curse of the law.  We were like slaves to the law in the sense that the only way we could get to heaven was by perfectly satisfying the demands of the law, which is impossible.  On the cross Jesus paid a price that bought our way out of that bondage.

Galatians 3:13 Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law. Also Galatians 4:3-5 When we were children, we were in slavery under the basic principles of the world.  4 But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, 5 to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons.  

So we were redeemed (purchased) out from under the bondage of lawkeeping as our means of salvation. 
2) We were on death row because of our sin.  Jesus bailed us out of that.

Romans 3:23-24 All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.

That’s what forgiveness is.

Ephesians 1:7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins

3) The third way we were enslaved was to wickedness.  We were unable to say “no” to ungodly passions.  We were enslaved to the empty, worthless lifestyle of an unbeliever.  And Jesus bought us out of that prison.

Titus 2:14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.

1 Peter 1:18 it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ

So we were enslaved to lawkeeping as our only means of salvation, we were incarcerated on death row because of our guilt before God, and we were enslaved to the domination of sin and evil passions in our lives.  And Jesus died on the cross to pay a price that would redeem us from all three.
Future Redemption
And there is more redemption to come in the future.  Our flesh is still in a kind of bondage to the fallenness of this world.  Even though we are not totally under the control of sin like before, still we can’t avoid sin.  Because of the flesh, and evil in our hearts, we can’t live in perfect righteousness.  We are enslaved to the effects of sin in our lives, enslaved to the human condition – frailty, weakness, sickness, death.  The whole creation is enslaved to the effects of the curse.  Metal rusts, gardens get weedy, transmissions wear out, joints become arthritic.  The ground produces thistles and thorns, life is full of pain and suffering, there are earthquakes, hurricanes, floods, fires, wars, diseases.  Innocent people get unjustly imprisoned, little children are abused, wicked people prosper, everybody dies.  The entire creation groans under the curse that came because of sin.  And someday all that will also be redeemed.  Our flesh as well as the entire creation will be set free from its bondage someday.

Luke 21:28 your redemption is drawing near.

Romans 8:21,23 the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.  
23 Not only so, but we ourselves … groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.

The price
Jesus’ Death
What was the price Jesus had to pay to purchase all that?  He had to drink the cup of God’s wrath.  Earlier I asked you to remember a time when you were the angriest you ever remember being.  Now I want you to think back to the time when someone was really angry with you – someone you loved.  Someone with whom you desired closeness and intimacy.  And that person was furiously, violently angry with you.  (And if you can’t remember a time when that happened, just imagine the person you love the most being furiously, violently angry with you.)
The sufferings of Jesus - all the whippings and beatings and physical torture was really just a tiny illustration of His real suffering.  The real suffering was the wrath of God.  At some point during the crucifixion – or perhaps the entire time, that angry, red face and flared nostrils of the omnipotent Judge and Executioner turned against Jesus.

Isaiah 53:10 it was the LORD's will to crush him and cause him to suffer

That fiery ocean of wrath had been held back behind the dam of God’s mercy.  But at the crucifixion the dam broke and every last drop of God’s eternal wrath was poured out on Jesus.  And Jesus willingly drank every last drop.  That cat-of-nine-tails in the hand of the Roman guard was nothing compared to the whip in God’s hand.  And the Father let loose on Jesus all of His rage and fury over the sin of Adam and Eve in the Garden, and over the murder of Able, and every sin ever committed and that ever would be committed.  No one in hell will ever experience the punishment that Jesus endured.  No one has ever loved the Father as much as Jesus did, and so estrangement from Him could never be as painful for anyone else.  His angry face could never hurt anyone as much as it hurt Jesus.  And the pouring out of that punishment on Jesus went on and on until Jesus screamed out with the words of the Psalmist – “My God, My God! Why have you forsaken me?”  If you read that psalm you see right away that it is not that David thought he was permanently forsaken by God, rather it was a cry of pain because of how long the trial was lasting.  And Jesus felt the same way.  The excruciating, suffocating, maddening pain and anguish of bearing the fury of His beloved Father seemed unbearable, and unending.  Isa.53 says God the Father was striking Him and smiting Him and crushing Him and wounding Him and causing Him to suffer.  The Father laid all our sin upon Jesus and then slaughtered Him like a lamb.  And His appearance was disfigured beyond that of any man and his form marred beyond human likeness (Isa.52:14).  The mighty, omnipotent, angry hand of God just kept pressing down harder and harder, and the blows from His rod became more and more unbearable. 
And then…

John 19:28-30 Later, knowing that all was now completed, and so that the Scripture would be fulfilled, Jesus said, "I am thirsty."  29 A jar of wine vinegar was there, so they soaked a sponge in it, put the sponge on a stalk of the hyssop plant, and lifted it to Jesus' lips.  30 When he had received the drink, Jesus said, "It is finished." 

And Jesus’ last words were a quotation from Ps.31:5 – 

Luke 23:46 Jesus called out with a loud voice, "Father, into your hands I commit my spirit." 

And then John says “He gave up His spirit.”
The word translated “it is finished” was tetelestai.  That’s the word they would stamp on a business receipt that meant “paid in full.”  The price was paid. 

Remember v.7 of ch.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 every sin. The Greek words are singular – “every sin” not “all sin.” He cleanses us not from sin in general, but He cleanses us from each individual sin.  

This is how John can allow for sinful people to be in fellowship with God without violating the logic of vv.5-6, which say that God can have no fellowship with darkness.  Christianity is the only religion that both takes sin seriously and offers an adequate solution. 
So when Jesus breathed His last it was over.  Contrary to what some teach Jesus did not go into hell after that.  He fulfilled his promise to the thief on the cross and met him that same day in Paradise.  And Isaiah 53:11 says that the Father looked, saw what Jesus offered, and was satisfied. 
Jesus’ Life
Was the cross enough?  Was all the Jesus suffered in the crucifixion sufficient to get us to heaven?  No. It wasn’t.  If all Jesus did were pay the debt we owed, all that would do is get us back to innocence.  But innocence isn’t enough.  Hell is a place of punishment for those who deserve punishment.  Heaven is a place of reward for those who deserve reward.  There is no place for those who are just plain innocent and don’t deserve anything.
You see, to go to heaven you need a lot more than just innocence.  You need righteousness – perfect righteousness.  You need merit.  You need to deserve eternal, infinite reward.  You don’t receive infinite, eternal reward just for having a clean slate.  By definition reward requires some good thing that deserves reward.  And so it wouldn’t have been enough for Jesus to just come and die as a spotless, sinless sacrifice.  That much was crucial so His payment for sin could be credited to your account.  But on top of that we need perfect goodness and perfect righteousness and perfect obedience and perfect holiness credited to our account before we can go to a place of infinite reward.

Romans 5:19 For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous.

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.

And so those last two words of 1 John 2:1 (actually – in the Greek it’s just one word.  It says, “Jesus Christ the righteous.”)  That one word is incredibly important.  Jesus had to not only be perfectly innocent and sinless and flawless in order to be an acceptable sacrifice for our sin, but He also had to be perfectly righteous in order to credit righteousness to our account.
During His life on earth Jesus Christ never once committed any kind of sin in thought, word, deed, attitude or any other way.  He never loved something He shouldn’t have loved.  He never had a single sinful thought.  He never once spoke a word that He shouldn’t have spoken.  Even as a child or teenager, never once did He have an attitude that wasn’t exactly what it should be.  He never once did anything that fell short of the glory of God.  He never sinned.  But that’s only half the story.  The other half is He always acted with perfect righteousness.  He always loved perfectly.  There was never a moment when He should have done something and didn’t.  And on top of all that, every good thing He ever did was as good as it could possibly be.  He never did something good that He should have done better.  He never had a little bit of desire for something good when He should have had a lot of desire.  He never had a little bit of zeal when He should have had a lot, or a little bit of disgust toward sin when He should have had a lot.  He never took one step in a wrong direction.  Never missed God’s guidance because of blindness.  Everything He ever did was as good as it could be.
Wouldn’t you love to have a record like that?  You do (if you are truly a Christian).  To go to the place of eternal reward when you die you have to have a righteousness that deserves eternal reward, and the only way for that to happen is for it to be an alien righteousness that is credited to your account.  In Php.3 Paul lists all his own qualifications and efforts toward righteousness as a non-Christian (which were really quite impressive compared to most people), and then says, “I consider all that garbage now.  Not only is it not in my asset column anymore, but it’s in my loss column.  The most righteous things I’ve ever done were tainted with sin, and so they count against me.”

Philippians 3:8-9 What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ  9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ-- the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.

And Jesus Christ purchased that for you with both His death and His perfect life of obedience. 
What Jesus purchased
So in the atonement Jesus purchased a lot more than just your pardon.  He did purchase that, but He also purchased righteousness for you.  He bought you out of the slavery of sin.  He purchased your full salvation and the entire inheritance that comes with it.  And He paid your way into the very household of God, so you could be adopted as a daughter or son.

The extent: Universal
The Problem: Universal salvation? 
Take a look again at v.2.  That last phrase in that verse  Jesus became the atonement for our sins, and not only for ours, but also for those of the whole world.
That is a phrase that has caused a whole lot of confusion and theological debate.  Our time this morning is very short, so I will just give you my conclusions, and if we need some more detail we can look into it some more next time.
We have already established that when John says, “us” in this section he’s talking about Christians, so when he says that Jesus is the atonement – the propitiation for not only our sins but also those of the whole world, what on earth does that mean?  It is obvious from the rest of the book that John isn’t trying to teach that all people are saved.  Not all people are forgiven, not all people are cleansed, not all people are reconciled to God, not all people are freed from bondage to the law and sin and condemnation.
Solution: Universal Savior 
So how are we going to solve this problem?  The short answer is this: You were not forgiven or cleansed or saved or reconciled when Jesus died on the cross.

Hebrews 9:11-14 When Christ came as high priest … he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption.

So Jesus obtained redemption in order that He might cleanse us, but the cleansing does not happen until the moment you place your faith in Jesus Christ and His payment is credited to your account.
Whatever you do, don’t try to solve the difficulty by re-defining the term “world.”  So there is no reason to do any gymnastics with the words “us” and “world.”  Let world mean world.  We don’t want to destroy John’s emphasis on the universal aspect of Jesus’ atonement.  That’s a crucially important theme – especially in John.

John 1:9 The true light, who gives light to all men.

29 Here is the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!

3:16 For God loved the world in this way: He gave His One and Only Son, so that whoever who believes in Him will not perish but have eternal life.

17 For God did not send His Son into the world that He might judge the world, but that the world might be saved through Him.

4:42 this really is the Savior of the world.

6:33 the One who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.

 51The bread that I will give for the life of the world is My flesh."

8:12 Then Jesus spoke to them again: "I am the light of the world. 

12:47 I did not come to judge the world but to save the world.

1 John 4:14 the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world.

When He died on the cross He became the Savior of the whole world.  That doesn’t mean every person in the world is saved – it means Jesus is everyone’s Savior.  No person anywhere in the world has any other Savior besides Jesus.  Jesus died for the whole, wide world so that He could legitimately offer real salvation to every last soul in this world.  He is the life raft for the entire Titanic (which is fine, because He is bigger than 1000 Titanics).

1 Timothy 4:10  God, who is the Savior of all men, and especially of those who believe.

He is their Savior in the sense that He has provided for their redemption and is offering it to them, and is the means by which they can be saved, and He is especially our Savior because all of that has been applied to our account.

1 Timothy 2:1-6 I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone…3 This is good, and pleases God our Savior,  4 who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.  5 For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave himself as a ransom for all men

Jesus purchased the right to make a real, legitimate offer of salvation to every last human being on the earth.  His death on the cross enabled Him to be able to say to all of humanity – whosoever will may come!  The provision is for everyone.  That’s why God can legitimately tell sinners that their doom is unnecessary. 

Ezekiel 18:30-32  Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall.  31 Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel?  32 For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent and live!

When God asks them, “Why will you die?” the answer is not, “Because nobody died for my sin.”  When God says, “Why will you die? I want you to live” the point is their dying is unnecessary.  It is unnecessary because Jesus paid the price for the whole world.
When were your sins actually paid for?  Some passages about redemption seem to point to the cross; Mt.20:28, Ro.3:24, Heb.9:15.  others seem to point to the day of conversion. Tit.2:14, 1 Pe.1:18, 1 Cor.1:30, Heb.9:14.  On the cross Jesus purchased the right to be the Savior of everybody, including you and me.  But when was the payment of that price credited to my account?  2000 years ago?  Was I forgiven and cleansed and set free and reconciled to God 2000 years ago?  No.  None of that happened until I become a Christian.  Jesus made the purchase 2000 years ago, but what was purchased is not applied to anyone’s account until that person places his faith in the Lord Jesus Christ alone.  And until His death is credited to your account you remain responsible for your own sin, you bear all your own guilt, and the wrath of God remains on you.
Salvation a matter of righteousness
Remember back in v.8 of ch.1 when it said that if we confess our sins He is faithful and righteous to forgive us?  Now that the price has been paid, once we come to Jesus Christ in true repentance so that His righteousness is credited to our account and our sin is credited to His account, the result is that our salvation becomes a matter of justice.  Salvation is not just a matter of mercy.  It is a matter of justice.  It would actually be unjust for God not to forgive you if Jesus’ payment is credited to your account.

Today is the day of salvation!
Maybe there is someone here this morning who is still dangling over hell by that thread held by the fingers of a God who is incensed with you, and who is becoming more provoked with every sin you commit.  You are literally a heartbeat away from eternity in hell.  Why will you die?  Why plunge forever into the fiery wrath of God?  It is not necessary.  Jesus bore that wrath for you already.  He faced the fury and angry rage on the face of the Father, and did what you couldn’t do even with an eternity in the hottest hell – He drank the cup of God’s wrath dry – every last drop.  And when He had done that He said “It is finished – paid in full,” and then He said, “Father, into Your hands I commit My spirit,” and then He went immediately into paradise and was welcomed by the Father with the greatest, tightest, most emotion-filled Father-Son embrace that has ever taken place.  And He now has infinite favor with God, and everyone who is in Him has that exact same favor with God.  The moment you entrust your life to Christ the God who was about to let go of your thread takes His other massive hand and puts it under you.  And no one can pluck you out of that great hand if you are in Christ.
You have an extraordinary opportunity now.  This is a day wherein Christ has thrown the door of mercy wide open, and stands in calling and crying with a loud voice to poor sinners – “Why will you die?”  This day will not last forever.  Seize upon it while it is still here.  You say, “How do I know if I have God’s favor or if I’m still hanging by the thread over hell?”  Just read v.3.  You know that you have come to know Him if you obey His commands.  Bow the knee to Christ in faith.  Submit to Him as your Lord and God and Owner and Master.  And trust Him as your atonement – your only Savior and Redeemer and Righteousness-giver.  And you will live with Him forever.

Benediction: Heb.10:19-22  Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus…21 and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith.


