B. 3rd Sunday of Easter #2                                                                                   1Jn 2: 1-5

Background

At this point in the epistle the author states that the baptized Christian should not sin, but if he or she  does, Jesus stands as his or her heavenly advocate or “paraclete.”

Text

v. 2 my children: Jesus himself used this kind of language. It is a typical way for a wisdom teacher to address his pupils. It connotes an affectionate, tender relationship. Clearly, the author felt he has such a relationship with his addressees.

I am writing this to keep you from sin: The author gives the purpose of his letter: to keep them from sinning. Instruction, as the author sees it is a major aid in preventing sin. The Christian never outgrows this need to keep informed about the mystery of Christ. Nor does the Christian ever escape the specific command of Christ: “Stop sinning” (Jn 5:14)

But, if anyone does sin: The author is not referring to the continuous habit or state of sin which exists before  Baptism, but to acts of sin after Baptism. These are single acts that go against the general tenor of the Christian’s life. Once the sinner (in the habitual state of sin) has been justified by God, he or she has entered into a new relationship with God, into his family with God as Father. If the Christian should sin, he or she does not need another justification. As God’s child, the person needs forgiveness.

we have an intercessor: The word used here is parakletos, “paraclete,” “advocate,” “helper.” It is used in the NT only in John’s gospel where it refers to the Holy Spirit and here where it refers to Jesus. In Jn 14: 16 Jesus speaks of sending “another paraclete” which implies that Jesus is the first. There we find the basis for its use here. Jesus, then, is our advocate in heaven as the Holy Spirit is our advocate on earth. Literally, the word paracletos means “one called alongside” or “one present alongside.” The idea is of one who lends his presence to a friend, one who seeks to gain good will for his friend by his mere presence and reputation. It is variously translated as mediator, intercessor, helper, supporter, sponsor, and patron. It is also used for what we mean by “lawyer,” “attorney,” or “counsel for the defense.”

The point here is that forgiveness for sins committed after Baptism is assured because we have an advocate before the Father, Jesus himself, who intercedes for us Christ pleads our case or cause  to the Father.

This is one way of expressing the remedy for sin. Now, the author expresses the same point in another way using the idea, not of advocacy, but of expiation.

v. 2 He is expiation for our sins: In an attempt to avoid a misunderstanding some translate the word used here, hilasmos, as “offering.” Hilasmos does mean  the appeasement of an angry God. In pagan usage the word is used with a god as object. It is seldom used in the OT with this meaning (Zech 7:2; 8:22; Mal 1:9) and never used in the NT in the sense of appeasement. Here, it refers to the atoning sacrifice of Christ, his death, as continually applied to our salvation. It is not God but our sins which are the barrier. Christ removed the sins and so the barrier, thereby “appeasing” God’s holy and righteous antagonism to all evil. The initiative  is from God, not from some sort of bribe sinners offer to him

v. 3 the way we can be sure we know him is to keep his commandments: In other words, by not sinning we come to “know” God, i.e., enter into an ever-deepening personal relationship with him. Sin, or not keeping his commandments, destroys this relationship, or, in the case of what we would call “venial” sins, weakens it and prevents it from deepening. (Last week’s second reading showed the three tests of authenticity as faith, love and obedience. These are three aspects of the same reality.) Here, the author uses “know God” instead of “love God.” The two expressions are synonymous.

v. 4 a liar: The condition for knowing (intellectually) that we know (personally) God is that we obey him. This means that we act like him, i.e. we love and love everyone. Moral conduct is the criterion. It combines faith, love and obedience. Words are tested by works. Conduct can contradict our claims to be Christian.

 In such a one there is no truth: Truth is a matter of both perception (intellectual) and practice (moral). Anyone who fails to practice, while claiming Christian perception, is a liar. The author wants to distinguish between truth from plausible and sincerely held falsehood.

v. 5 the love of God made perfect: The decisive test at this point is whether they keep his commandments or his word. Nowhere in the epistle does the author specify what “commandments” means. It is taken for granted that the addressees know what he means. Recall that John’s gospel would use “commandment” and “commandments” interchangeably. For John it all came down to “love.” By that he meant moral behavior, not good feeling, motivated by the love God has for us.  “Commandment(s)”, like “word” mean any and all behavior that is consistent with God’s character as revealed in the teaching of Jesus and passed on by the disciples.

truly: This is not merely for emphasis or effect. This word is used to mark a statement as an authoritative declaration. It is used in John’s gospel to indicate the equivalent of a direct quote from Jesus. Probably, here we have preserved a statement of Jesus preserved in as exact a form as we can get.

perfect: The word means “full’ or “fulfilled.”
Reflection

The traditional Catholic division of sin into mortal and venial is helpful here. Of course, the ideal is to not sin at all, mortally or venially. It is not that venial sin is unimportant. Any sin, light or serious, adversely affects our ability to relate to God with ease and, given God’s absolute abhorrence of evil, for God to relate easily to us. Yet, not very act or attitude breaks off a communion of love and reciprocity.

Mortal sin, however, is a conscious decision to go against God’s manifest prohibitions in a serious way.

Besides requiring “serious matter” one must do something knowingly (with “sufficient reflection”) and willingly (with “full consent of the will”). For a Christian who is serious about his or her relationship with God, it is difficult, but not impossible, to commit mortal sin. Thus, mortal sin, i.e. deadly sin, sin that kills the relationship, would also be quite infrequent, if not totally absent after Baptism. It is not easy to meet all three requirements.

Unfortunately, many Christians, especially Catholics, Catholics taught their faith as little children, equate the one requirement for mortal sin with the sin itself. They erroneously conclude that if they have done the serious deed they have automatically and ipso facto committed a mortal sin. Usually, this error is rooted in both the way sin was taught to them and the young age at which it was taught. In the past the idea of “serious matter” was shouted, while the other two conditions were whispered. 

People often will ask a moralist, i.e. a priest whether a particular action, e.g. premarital intercourse, is a sin. What they should be asking is whether a particular action would qualify as “serious matter,” the kind of action that would be a prime candidate for breaking off with God, the kind of action God has made clear through his commandments that does break off the loving and living communion with him. This is not really a legal question, but an interpersonal one. However, it is very helpful to use legal analogies in order to understand it. Thus, the author casts what Jesus continues to do for us now that he is in heaven in terms of a lawyer, an advocate, an intercessor. Nonetheless, it is clear from Jesus’ teaching while he was here on earth that we should not reduce our relationship with God to a merely legalistic one. The Pharisees did that and the consequences were truly lethal  or “mortal.”

 If one considers only the question whether it is serious matter, the answer might  be “yes.” However, strictly speaking, one can only really say an action is “sinful,” meaning it is serious matter. The other two conditions are much more subjective and the question can only be answered by the one doing the action. For instance, a person suffering from an addiction cannot give “full consent of the will.” Hence, even though an action committed under compulsion is wrong, it may not be mortally sinful. We shouldn’t use “wrong” and “mortal sin” as synonyms. They are not. Wrong actions are certainly candidates or material for beings sins, but not necessarily so.

On the other hand, just because an action is not a “mortal sin” does not mean it is nothing to be concerned about. The author here is speaking of a very common situation for committed baptized Christians. We do sin, often, after Baptism. He says the best way to avoid sin or reduce its frequency and severity is to grow in consciousness of what Christ has done for us, i.e. pray, meditate, contemplate and study the word of God. There is great power in being ever conscious of the presence of the Lord in us.

 Should we sin we have an intercessor for us in heaven, not only for mortal sins, but venial as well. We need to be conscious of his ever present and ever interceding love. Careful not to take it for granted or to be presumptuous, we can depend on the Lord’s forgiveness if sincerely requested. In fact, the more conscious we become of the presence of the Lord, the more conscious and sensitive we become to our sinning against him. And the more frequently we ask for forgiveness. In a relationship we care little for measuring “seriousness” or “gravity” of matter. We care about the person, in this case, God, and the relationship.

Key Notions

Food For Thought

1. Legalities: When a loving relationship between a man and woman, a relationship sealed by the public and solemn commitment of marriage, goes sour the couple begins to think in terms of legalities. Up to that point everything they did was done by personal decision, willingly (if not always happily or eagerly) because they loved each other and cared far more about continuing and strengthening the relationship than about their legal rights. Enter divorce proceedings, complete with a lawyer advocating for them, and everything changes. Nitpicking, line drawing, barriers, etc. all enter the picture. So it is with our relationship with God. When we even start asking whether something is a mortal sin we are in trouble in the relationship. Something is seriously wrong all right, but it is more serious than a particular action. When people who learned as youngsters that mortal sin and serious matter were the same thing learn as adults that they are not, some erroneously conclude that if an action or attitude is only considered “venial” matter then it’s really okay to do. It’s like a person who will commit a civil or criminal misdemeanor and justify it because it is only a misdemeanor and not a felony! They will only get a fine or a short jail sentence, so they pretend not to be worried. In fact, they are gambling that they won’t get caught at all and, if caught, will get off with a slap on the wrist. To think that a relationship with God is like that is to totally miss the point and the privilege/pleasure of communing with him. When Christians start thinking about their relationship with God in legalistic terms- mortal or venial- there is cause for concern regarding its quality, health and even life. To ponder “How far can I go without committing a mortal sin?” is like a husband or wife asking the same question regarding infidelity. In both cases the relationship is in trouble long before the act is committed.

2. Jesus as Advocate: When we ascribe certain roles to God, like Jesus being our Advocate, we can see the wisdom of God in revealing himself to us as the Triune God. As we try to picture just what Jesus is doing in heaven acting as our advocate we realize that the reality we refer to as God is on both ends of this process. Strictly speaking God is pleading our cause with himself. In order to better understand that we must split his many roles in our mind (for God is not split or divided either in reality or in his own mind) in order to grasp better the many facets of his relating to us. Even the term “advocate” (Gk paracletos) has non-legal connotations, like “counselor.” Jesus not only pleads our cause before the bar of divine justice, but he counsels us regarding our relationship with God (i.e. himself). He tells us that behavior matters in any relationship and that we cannot continue to behave badly and expect that our relationship with God will be unaffected simply because God is kind and merciful. Behaving as though we did not have a relationship with God and at the same time claiming we do makes us out to be liars. It is no different from a spouse cheating on his/her partner, all the while professing to be faithfully married.

3. Mortal vs. venial sin: Many couples manage to stay together for life even though they do many small things on a daily basis that keeps them from fully enjoying each other. Venial sins do the same with us. They keep us from the fullest possible enjoyment of life here and now with God. They may never add up to a break up, but the relationship is cool, unaffectionate, and often legalistic rather than enthusiastic. In effect, being careless about the seemingly minor infractions of fidelity says, “ God I really don’t want to get too close to you, but at the same time I don’t want to break off with you. So I will keep the rules, laws and commandments to the point where I don’t mortally sin, but that’s all.” It is good that Jesus is our advocate, but it is even better that he is much more than that. Otherwise, we could easily get stuck in this stance with God and have a dull and emotionally distant relationship with him.
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