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1 John 2:1-2 
 

The Forgiveness of sins 
 

Introduction   
 

1.    Jesus taught us to pray, “Our Father…. Forgive us our debts, as we also have 
forgiven our debtors” (Matt 6:12). If we consider this to be a pattern for prayer, a 
kind of “blue-print” on how we should frame our own praying, it means that there is 
a significant part of the prayer to be devoted to seeking the forgiveness of sin.  

 
2. This then causes me to ask some searching questions. Is sin in the life of the 

Christian a very serious matter? Does God look more favourably on the failings of 
Christians than He does non-Christians? Can we expect God to be more lenient 
towards Christians when they sin? Will God treat the sins of a believer differently 
than a non-believer? Is the seeking for forgiveness of our sins very important? 
 
 

3.  A Church of England had updated its prayer for the forgiveness of sin. It read like 
this, “Forgive us for the sins we have committed of which we are conscious. 
Forgive us for the sins we have committed of which we are unconscious. Forgive 
us for the sins that no longer bother us”.  
 

4. I felt there was a powerful lesson in the third petition; “the sins that no longer 
bother us”. Based on our view of the love of God, and heavily influenced by our 
knowledge of His kindness, we are in danger of developing a view that God turns a 
blind eye to the sins of believers; that because He views us as His children He is 
easy-going and indulgent with us, so He is not troubled by our failings. “The sins 
that no longer bother us”. This represents the sins that are so ingrained into our 
character and behaviour that we have stopped struggling against, given up the 
fight, and have decided to live with. “God will forgive – after all, that’s His job, isn’t 
it?” 
 

5. No! That is not the case. Yes, God does take a very serious view of Christian’s 
sins; yes He does view our sins with the same level of seriousness as He views 
the sins of the world, and no, God does not turn a blind eye to our failings. He is 
not prepared to accept us just as we are with our conscious sins, unconscious sins 
and the sins that no longer bother us.  
 

6. I think it is time that Christians began to take the matter of sin seriously. Instead of 
a hurried short sentence in our prayers asking God to “forgive our every sin”, we 
need to develop a more biblical attitude towards sin. We need to adopt an attitude 
similar to that expressed by David in the penitential Psalms culminating in Psalm 
51. We need to adopt the same attitude as the Apostle Paul in Romans 7. 
 

7. Furthermore, we need to come to terms with the teaching found in 1 John 1:5-2:2. 
It is here that John raises awareness of the serious of sin and draws attention to 
the need for true repentance and the recognition that forgiveness does not come 
cheap. 
 

8. My main objective is to expound and apply the teaching found in 1 John 2:1-2, but I 
am compelled to first consider the context and how the writer leads up to this grand 
statement.  
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1. The Context – Sin and Forgiveness:  1 John 1:5-1 0 
 

1:1 John opens his subject first by pointing to the holiness of God – “God is light” 
(vs 5). The seriousness of his subject is built upon the theology of God. Unless 
we have a clear understanding of God and the one attribute that we often do 
not like to consider – namely, His utter holiness – we will never take a serious 
view of our sins. If we are content to consider God as having only one attribute, 
namely “love” then we will never understand John’s teaching and we will never 
understand the significance of sin. Our doctrine of God is essential. 

 
1:2 In view of the holiness of God John says you cannot say that you are having 

fellowship with God – prayer, praise, worship – if you are practicing a known 
sin. His language is blunt and harsh, “If we say we have fellowship with Him 
while we walk in darkness we lie….” (vs 6). There it is in stark reality. We are 
fooling ourselves if we think we have direct access to God in prayer and 
worship if we are treasuring any known sin, or if we have failed to bring our sins 
to the mercy seat in repentance for forgiveness. He says we are all liars!  

 
1:3 If someone deceives us and we fall for some sham or other, it can be 

dangerous and we become annoyed. But if we deceive ourselves it is even 
worse. John says that if we “say we have no sin we deceive ourselves” (vs 8). 
We are fooling ourselves if we think we are right with God; we are fooling 
ourselves if we think we are Christians! It is as bad as that. Serious! 

 
1:4  Indeed, in vs 10 he reiterates this issue by stating boldly, “If we say we have 

not sinned” we are in a serious condition because it means we are insulting 
God and making out that He is a complete “liar”. If we dismiss our sin; treat it 
lightly; persist in a superficial attitude towards our sin, then we are in danger of 
committing an even worse sin by attributing sin to God. We are arguing with 
God and telling Him He is wrong when He says that we have sinned “and fallen 
short of His glory”.  

 
1:5 The result of not taking sin seriously brings upon us three dreadful conditions. 

First, we are plain liars if we think we are enjoying a relationship with God (vs 
6). Secondly, we are deceiving ourselves (vs 8). Thirdly, and worst of all, we 
commit an even greater sin but saying that God is a liar (vs 10). 

 
1:6 Yet, there is forgiveness! Praise God for this. But, notice this in verse 9 “If we 

confess our sin…..” This is not some vague “I am sorry God”. No, that is not 
true “confession”. The Greek word ὁµολογῶµεν  means to “openly admit that 
you are a sinner and that you have sinned grievously; agree with what God 
says about your sin and how serious it is”. Within this word is concealed 
David’s confession in Psalm 51; Paul’s confession in Romans 7; Job’s 
confession in Job 42, and Peter’s confession and weeping at the cross 
following his denials. The heart, soul and emotional are all bound up with the 
acknowledgement of one’s sin against God.  

 
1:7 “…he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins…..” (vs 9). When God forgives 

He does so on the basis of His Covenant with us. It is a legal matter of clearing 
the debts against God. He does not forgive merely out of love or kindness. That 
is involved, but He forgives because of His promise to forgive. It is His justice 
and faithfulness that leads to His forgiveness.  

 
1:8 This now brings us to consider how the divine forgiveness works.  
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2. The Statement – Forgiveness and how it works:  1  John 2:1-2 
 

2:1 I have a computer in my study; a PC. I know very little about what goes on 
within the box. I know that there is a motherboard; four processors; graphics 
card; audio card; fan etc. But that is about the limit of my understanding. I just 
know – for my purposes – that when I press keys on the keyboard certain 
actions take place in the computer. Perhaps one day I will begin to 
understand what goes on inside the box.  

 
2:2 The forgiveness of sins is a very complex matter. It is not merely that God 

sighs, and then simply wipes the slate clean yet again! It is not as simple and 
easy as that. Here in 1 John 2:1-2 we open the box and as we peer inside we 
are given some insight into what actually happens when God forgives sin. It is 
within these two verses we begin to see just how serious a matter is sin within 
the Christian. Whilst the fact that God forgives sin is stated in chapter one, it 
is in the opening verses of chapter two that we delve deeper and begin to see 
just how God forgives our sin and how complex it really is. What do we see as 
we open the box? How does it work when God forgives our sin? 

 
(1) Verse 1  “...but if any does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our 

defence – Jesus Christ, the Righteous One”. 
 
2:3 First, we see that when we apply to God for forgiveness we need and have an 

“advocate”. It is “Jesus Christ the Righteous One” (vs 1). Notice how the NIV 
calls Him, “One who speaks to the Father in our defence”. This presents an 
accurate picture of the words that are used in the Greek.  The Greek is 
παράκλητον. It is a noun which, in classical Greek means a lawyer; barrister 
or solicitor. The AV, NKJV, ESV all have “advocate”. The meaning is the 
same, as the translators have introduced us to the Court room. 

 
2:4 “One who speaks in our defence”. Why do we, as Christians, who can call 

God “father” (vs 1) still need Jesus to become our advocate to speak in our 
defence? Such an expression smacks of criminal proceedings where an 
individual is accused of some crime and needs a lawyer to plead his cause 
before a Judge. Has God then become our Judge? Are we in danger? Have 
our sins caused us to stand before God once more as guilty?  

 
2:5 The answer is “yes”. God, because He is “light”, meaning that He is holy, 

cannot look upon sin; He cannot treat sin lightly; He cannot dismiss sins even 
if they are committed by one of His children. He must exercise His wrath and 
anger. Now, we may find this very difficult to accept because we are 
conditioned to believe that because God is “love” He will accept us just as we 
are and will not be too concerned about our sins. After all, we are now 
justified and made right with God, having our sin and sins entirely forgiven in 
the blood of Christ.  

 
2:6 But, have you forgotten the teaching found in Hebrews 12:5-11? Have you 

forgotten that, as a wise parent disciplines his own children, so, out of love, 
God disciplines His own? Look at verse 6 where there are two important 
words in use. The first is the word, “disciplines” which refers to any kind of 
parental discipline that has an educational element. In other words, God 
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sometimes needs to give us a “wake up call” when we are slipping into sin. 
He can be very harsh and it hurts but He is “teaching us a lesson”. 

 
2:7 Then in Hebrews 12:6b we have a different word. It is rendered in some 

versions as “chastises; scourge; punish”. It is the same word used in Matthew 
20:19 when Jesus spoke of His coming death, “and (they) will turn him over to 
the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified”. It is the word “flogged” 
which others render as, “whipped; scourged”. This is the word that is used 
where God disciplines His children. We may not like it as the writer to the 
Hebrews points out in vs 11 when he says, “it is painful rather than pleasant”. 
However, God is treating us as sons and daughters; it is a sign that He truly 
loves us.  

 
2:8 As an example, look at what was happening in the Corinthian Church. The 

Christians has been abusing the Lord’s Supper and so Paul has to point out 
to them, “That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of 
you have fallen asleep” (1 Cor 11:30). He then goes on to add this, “But if we 
judged ourselves, we would not come under judgment.  When we are judged 
by the Lord, we are being disciplined so that we will not be condemned with 
the world” (1 Cor 11:31-32). Of course, this is not a passage of scripture that 
we like to turn to, but we must because this is how God acts towards us. It is 
His discipline; it is His wrath against us because of our sin; we can be 
“judged” by God.  Sin must be taken seriously – because God does! 

 
 
2:9 Therefore, when we sin and plead for forgiveness we do need “one to speak 

in our defence”. This is why we call upon Jesus. He has the authority to be 
our legal representative because he is the “Righteous One”. He is sinless, 
holy, undefiled and pure. He can act as our Mediator; He has the right and 
power to act on our behalf. We have nothing to plead. We cannot argue that 
we are weak and so ours sins should be overlooked, or that there are 
mitigating circumstances that should move God to allow our sins. No, we are 
guilty. We have sinned. We need an Advocate to come between us guilty 
sinners and a holy God. Jesus is the One. He will act in our defence.  

 
(2) Verse 2  “And He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only, but also 

for the sins of the whole world”. 
 
2:10 But there is more to it than even this. As we open the box and take a look 

inside we see that there is something else here. In the second verse we see a 
little conjunction word “and”. Jesus is more than our Advocate. It is here in the 
next words, “he is a propitiation concerning our sins” (my own translation of 
the Greek text).  

 
2:11 Many of us have a problem with the NIV translation of a very important Greek 

word. Here it is translated as “the atoning sacrifice for our sin”. Whilst this 
Greek word does carry this concept, it means more than that. The word in the 
Greek should be translated as “propitiation”. This is how the original AV 
translated it and carried over into the NKV, but also the ESV.  

 
2:12 What does “propitiation” mean? It is not a word that we use in every day 

speech. The word means to appease the wrath, or placate the anger of a 
person. What lies behind this word is the biblical teaching on the “wrath of 
God”. Something that is very plainly taught and seen in the OT. It was also 
used by John the Baptist when he said, “Who warned you to flee from the 
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coming wrath?” (Matt 3:7). The teaching appears in Romans ten times (1:18, 
2:5, 8, 3:5, 4:15, 5:9, 92, 12:19, 13:4). John uses this term in his Gospel 
writing whilst explaining the Gospel, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal 
life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God's wrath remains on 
him” (John 3:36). 

 
 
2:13 Let us be clear that the “wrath of God” does not mean that God loses His 

temper, or gets out of control with rage. It is not that. Rather, the “wrath of 
God” is the recoil of a holy God in the face of sin. Because God is “light” He 
cannot tolerate sin; He has to act against it with a negative response. 
Holiness and sin; light and darkness cannot co-exist. Holiness demands 
punishment for sin. God is holy – justice must be seen to be done. This is why 
God says, “The soul that sins shall die”.  

 
2:14 Where then does Jesus come in here? He is the “propitiation”. He becomes 

the One who placates the wrath of God. His death on the cross was the result 
of the out-pouring of the wrath of God on sin. On that cross Jesus, the sinless 
one, was made to be sin (2 Cor 5:21). He not only carried sin; He was made 
sin. This means He was made as if He was a sinner; as if He had broken the 
law of God. He came as the second Adam; the substitute for sinners, and had 
to bear the punishment of a holy God; He paid the wages of sin which is 
death. Paul says in Galatians 33 “He became a curse”. The curse of a holy 
God fell upon Him. It is important that we see the cross as an objective event 
– satisfying the wrath of a holy God.  

 
2:15 Now this does not mean that Jesus was bearing punishment, as in a pagan 

sense, trying to win over the favour of an angry God. Some people have 
misunderstood this teaching by saying that this presents Jesus as the victim 
of some “cosmic child abuse”. That is the innocent being punished for sins He 
has not committed. They say it is immoral and should not be taught.  

 
2:16 No, we do not teach that. Why not? Because there was no element in the NT 

of Jesus attempting to win over the favours of an angry God. The NT does not 
present the Father and Son opposed to each other – Jesus the loving One 
and the Father the angry One. On the contrary, the cross was planned and 
purposed by the Father and Son. Indeed, it was God the Father who sent His 
Son into the world for this very purpose. As Paul puts it in 2 Cor 5:19 “God 
was reconciling the world to Himself in Christ”. It was a joint effort. 

 
2:17 As we return to 1 John 1:2 we find that Jesus as our “propitiation” is still 

needed as we seek on-going forgiveness of sins. It all makes sense when we 
remember that “God is light and in Him is no darkness at all”. God has not 
changed even when we became Christians. He is still as holy as ever. 
Therefore, He still hates sin and His holiness still recoils against sin. There is 
a divine and holy reaction in the Godhead when we sin. God cannot pretend 
sin does not exist even in the believer. It has to be dealt with.  

 
2:18 Hence, when we sin Jesus Christ presents Himself as the “Righteous One” to 

be our “advocate” and speak in our defence, and to still be for us our 
“propitiation”. God is God and He does not change. His love for us does not 
negate His wrath against sin. As our High Priest in heaven, Jesus presents to 
the Father the merits of His death on our behalf. He has to show again His 
propitiation for our sins.  
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2:19 This is what is in the box when we come to God and confess our sin seeking 
His forgiveness.  This is what happens. 

 
Conclusion  
 

1. First, in the light of all this let us, therefore, take a more serious view of sin. 
This passage demands that we no longer entertain sin as if it did not matter. 
We cannot say, “Oh, I am saved, justified, so it does not matter anymore, I 
will be saved anyway”. That is dangerous talk. It shows that you do not know 
God and have probably never known Him. In the words of 1 John 1:6 “you are 
a liar” if you claim to belong to God having fellowship with him whilst you 
continue to harbour sin un-confessed. Indeed, you are deceiving yourself (8). 
Your sin is made even greater because you are making out that God Himself 
is a liar (vs 10). You are placing yourself in a very serious and dangerous 
position. 

 
2. When we seek God asking for forgiveness let us not be superficial, shallow 

and flippant about our sin. Do not make it a mere adjunct to your praying; a 
kind of brief appendix. Sin is a serious matter. Get it confessed with all your 
heart. Do not be vague or indistinct about your sin. Name your sin even at the 
risk of shaming yourself – name and shame! Face your sin for what it really is 
and see it as God sees it. Do not make excuses; do not blame your 
environment; up-bring; parents; personality weaknesses. Accept the blame 
yourself. Learn to use the words of David when he said, “For I know my 
transgression, and my sin is ever before me. Against you and you only have I 
sinned…” (Psalm 51:3-4). 

 
3. Secondly, notice something here about the “fatherhood of God” from this 

scripture. I fear that many people have misunderstood this description of God. 
Being “father” does not mean that God is like some kind of benevolent easy-
going grandfather. There is a tendency to see God as father in terms of being 
sloppy, laid-back, casual individual. I call it the “teddy-bear” image; God is 
cuddly and soft; He can be manipulated; He can be made to serve our own 
ends. 

 
4. I suggest that this passage changes all that. John will call God “father” in the 

words of verse 1, “We have an advocate with the Father”, but He is a Father 
who requires that there be a Mediator between Himself and us. He is a Father 
who still requires the “propitiation” of Christ because, being holy, He still hates 
sin and recoils in wrath. Can we learn to take the Fatherhood of God and join 
it with the fact that “God is light”? Can we give the Fatherhood of God its 
biblical content?  

 
5. Remember how Jesus referred to God. He called Him “holy father” (John 

17:11); and then “righteous father” (John 17:25). Was it for this reason that 
when Jesus taught us to pray He said pray like this, “Our Father” and then 
added the words, “Who is in heaven”? Was Jesus showing right from the 
beginning that God as Father is not like any earthly father? Do not equate 
Him with your father or yourself as a father. He is totally different.  

 
6. Thirdly, observe how brilliantly shines the love of God. I believe that it is only 

against the background of the holiness of God and His subsequent wrath that 
we can begin to appreciate the depth of the love of God. It has been rightly 
stated, “If we spoke more about the wrath of God we would mean more when 
we spoke about the love of God”. 
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7. This is what I mean. Given the sin of man and his deserving of God’s wrath 

and judgement due to sin and rebellion, how amazing it is to read the words 
with which we are so familiar, “For God so loved the world…..” My question is 
this, `How can a holy God love such a fallen sinful world`? When Adam 
transgressed in the Garden of Eden and fell into sin, why did God bother any 
more with man? Why did He not wash His hands of humanity saying, “Well, I 
gave it a try and did all this for man, but look at what he does in return. I have 
had enough. I will now destroy mankind from the face of the planet and have 
nothing more to do with him”. If God had taken that course of action it is 
something I could understand. But, God did not. He formed the plan of 
salvation and over many years He persisted with Israel as He later brought 
redemption to a completion. What did He do? He sent is only Son into this evil 
world; made Him a man; brought him face to face with fallen man for thirty-
three years. And then brought Him to the cross where He was made to be sin 
and received in His own person the full divine curse and wrath against sin. On 
the third day he raised Him from the dead and now He performs the service of 
Priest and Advocate in glory.  

 
8. “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his 

Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (1 John 4:10). It is against this 
backcloth that we see the full brilliance of the love of God. It is against the 
teaching of Jesus being the “propitiation for our sins” that we begin to see the 
quality and depth of God’s love. I have spoken much about the wrath of God 
– but now that I speak of the love of God I find that it has much more 
significance. “If we spoke more about the wrath of God we would mean more 
when we spoke about the love of God”. 

 
  
9. Fourthly, let us learn something about evangelism from this passage. When 

we invite non Christian people to accept Christ what should be our reason? 
Some would suggest that in this world of unhappiness we should say “come 
to Christ because He will cheer you up; make you happy and deal with all of 
your problems”. Or others would say that we should call people to Christ 
because He will give them a reason for living. Here we are, living in a 
meaningless world in which so many are drawn into drugs and alcohol abuse 
because of their misery. Christ can give them hope, a purpose for living. 
Christianity has the answer. 

 
10. Now, whilst much of that is true in the Christian life, these are not the biblical 

reasons why people should come to Christ. Jesus did not come into the world 
principally to make people happy or help them to cope with their problems like 
some heavenly Social Worker. He came to deal with the sin issue, and 
because of this thing called “the wrath of God”. He came because men and 
women are under judgement; they are in a wrong standing before God. Think 
of man in criminal proceedings. He stands in the dock because he is accused 
of a terrible crime. He may have many problems in his personal life, perhaps 
with his wife and children, or difficulties at work with his boss, or he is 
struggling with difficult neighbours, or his car needs repairing. But as he 
stands in court he does not think of any of these things. The primary issue 
before him is whether or not he is found guilty and sentenced for this crime. 
All of his personal and domestic issues are swept to one side as faces the 
most important of all questions – his legal standing.  
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11. We call people to Christ because of their current legal standing before God. 
Whatever may be happening in their personal lives is not the issue. What they 
need is a right legal standing before God. Christ died to be the “propitiation”; 
to appease the wrath of God. This is what is needed – “to flee from the wrath 
to come”. They need “One who will speak to the Father in their defence”.  

 
12. Finally, notice the words in the rest of our text from 1 John 2:2, He is the 

propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole 
world”. Did you notice the words, “….for the sins of the whole world”. Here 
John is showing us that Jesus as the “propitiation” died in this condition for 
the sins of “the whole world”.  

 
13. This expression, “the whole world” indicates the universal element in His 

death. It signifies every kind of person; any person in any culture; with any 
upbringing, or education or background. This is a salvation in which anyone 
can find complete forgiveness of their sins. This Jesus is a universal Saviour, 
meaning that the call is for everyone to repent and believe. He is not the 
Saviour of the Jews only, or Western society, or the middle classes, or the 
educated and refined. You can be from any background, any lineage, whether 
poor or rich, educated or not, it does not matter. You are included if you will 
repent and trust Christ for Salvation.  

 
14. Listen to Paul’s explanation from Romans 1:14 “I am bound both to Greeks 

and non-Greeks, both to the wise and the foolish”. It is what I would call the 
“Clint Eastwood” approach, “The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly”. Or, to put it in 
a politically correct manner suited to our present generation, “Equal 
Opportunities”, anyone may apply. 

 
 

 
Richard Lee.   23 March 2012.  

 
 

 


