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Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate” (1959:47) – The Cost of Discipleship, Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Lifestyle of the Living or the Living Dead – 1 John 2:1-8
If I had to answer the question, “What is the focus of the New Testament writers outside of the Gospels?” I would answer, “What does it mean to be saved?”  Paul likes to use the phrase “in Christ” a total of 87 times (with Peter and the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews using it another 4X).  This is not some throw away line, but speaks to how we are to live out the life of a follower of Jesus.  For Paul, and later to Martin Luther, it means to live life literally from the reality of Jesus Christ, “in Christ.”  It is that foundation that causes Paul to write that great statement in Romans 8:1, “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  If we truly have given ourselves over to Jesus, aligned our loyalty and our very life to the person of the Triune God through the Son, well, then Paul, Peter, James and, most importantly for our discussion, John know things should change.
But like you, the people to whom John is writing are struggling with this reality.  “Wow, I love Jesus, he is my Lord, I do believe I have been born again, but…well, I keep behaving and living in ways I know do not bring make God happy.  Am I really a Christian?”  Yes, that was a major concern for the Christians in the 1st century, and it remains so today.  And this isn’t just a matter of our own personal struggle. We also know that the lives of Christians often bring the name of Jesus Christ into disrepute (we here in Colorado Springs know that quite well after the past year). So what do we do?

This is what John takes up in the beginning of Chapter 2.  Note that this section begins with John’s encouragement that we not sin.  Yes, we are saved by grace and we can do nothing to warrant our status as children of God.  But no, that is not an excuse to say, “how I live really doesn’t matter!”  That attitude is straight out the pit of hell and smells like smoke (sorry, one of my favourite phrases, but it is the way to read the idiom that Paul gives in response to the “shall we go on sinning that grace may abound?).  
You may have heard of Martin Luther’s famous phrase, “Sin bodly!”  A lot of people are taken aback by that statement, largely because they are unaware of what comes next out of Luther’s mouth, “but believe and rejoice in Christ even more boldly.”  What Luther was getting at is that people who live in fear that they might sin do not understand the power of grace.  Subconsciously they are still keeping track of the sins and their good deeds, and thus when they sin they try and make it tidy and small.  Nonsense said Luther, we are saved by grace and there are no debits and credits.  So if you sin, do it with gusto and not as someone trying to living out of fear that their sin will doom them to hell.  
I write all this because John is telling us the same thing in verses 1-2:

But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. 2 He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for﻿ ﻿ the sins of the whole world.

This is a great statement of the work of Jesus Christ (and remember from 1:1-2, Jesus is the Gospel, he is the Word of Life).  If and when we do sin, Jesus speaks to the Father on our behalf.  He is the one who mediates our relationship with the Father. What does this look like?  Well, through the centuries different parts of the Church have seen different images.  Some that you might have heard:
· God the Father as the judge and Jesus moving into the docket for us.

· The sentence for sin (which is death) and Jesus showing his hands and feet and side as proof it has been carried out.

And of course there are others.  But if we go into the larger context of 1 John, I want to propose a different image.  The Father looking at us and saying, “Are you sure they are really for us, that they really love us and want to be my children.” And Jesus responding, “Yes, their rebellion (sin) is bad, but I have paid the price to break them from their slavery to sin, and now they are your children.”  Again, the image always falls short…after all, how do we really capture all that Jesus Christ did for in the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection?  

In the going deeper section, think about how you would explain to someone who does not know Jesus personally about what he has done for you.  What would you say if the person is one of those who doesn’t understand being sinful?

Having addressed the point of whether sin still has a deathly grip on us John returns to that question I raised earlier. So how do I know I am in Christ?  

3 We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. 4 The man who says, “I know him,” but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. 5 But if anyone obeys his word, God’s love﻿ is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: 6 Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did.

John’s words here are hard for some people because they seem to argue against the fact that we are saved by grace.  They sound much closer to Letter of James:
2:18 But someone will say, “You have faith; I have deeds.”

Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what I do. 19 You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.

20 You foolish man, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless﻿?

So, are we saved by our works/obedience, or are we saved by grace?  Not to be cute about it, but the answer is both and your asking the wrong question.  How do you know what you really believe?  What does it mean to believe?  We so often, especially in the past two centuries, have made belief a mental aspect. It is (anyone who tells you otherwise is trying to detach faith from the mind), but it is not just mental.  Belief (or trust or faith) is about totally trusting ourselves with something.  I can say that I totally believe in the efficacy of modern airlines, but if I am not willing to step on to an airplane for fear of a crash, is that really what I believe?
Belief and faith are both nouns and verbs, they are meant to be enacted through our lives.  We act based on what we really believe to be true (Luther’s “Sin Boldly”). Satan brought rebellion into the face of Adam and Eve and challenged them on whether they really believed that God had their best interests at heart.  He placed first doubt into their minds and then an alternate belief structure (“eat the fruit, it is good”).  The result is sin.  

And that is the point that both John and James are getting at.  It is not a matter of that we are saved by our obedience or our deeds.  It is that our deeds, our obedience, our walking out of faith show us (God knows our hearts) what we truly believe in! That is why obedience, good deeds, and a “fruitful” life are so emphasized in the New Testament and in the Old. They are not asking the question, “Am I saved by deeds or grace?” but “How can I tell what I really believe?”  

Now, before you start going back and looking at the last weeks events and beating yourselves up for “believing wrongly,” John, Paul, James and the others want you to know that God knows that perfect belief in this life is not possible:
1 Corinthians 13:11-13: When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me. 12 Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 13 And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.

James 4:7-10: Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8 Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. 9 Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. 10 Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.

We live in a world that is mixed still with evil, wheat and weeds growing alongside.  We will fail and not belief perfectly in this world. As Wolfhart Pannenberg, the German theologian says so powerfully: 

In its openness, which goes beyond everything that tangibly exists, trust always reckons with still invisible and unavailable reality. For that reason trust can also be disappointed, and therefore trust and faith are always accompanied and threatened by doubt. Faith and doubt are not exclusive, doubt is the shadow which everywhere follows faith and trust.

We are called to obedience, and we are called to live out what we believe. When we fail, we must be honest with ourselves and with God.  We blew it. We trusted in ourselves or in something other than God (which is the meaning of idolatry).  And the great news – if we confess our sins, we reset our loyalties (confessing our sins is admitting that we really do believe in God first and foremost). Thus John and James can say:
1 John 1:9: If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.

James 5:16: Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.

All this John says to help focus the Church on the main thing – living out what we believe in God’s amazing grace and love and thus, “its truth is seen in him and you, because the darkness is passing and the true light is already shining.”  If we live from this grace we are truly alive. Knowing this grace but living from a different set of beliefs is like being a member of the living dead – so close to life, but trapped by death.
Growing up in the Faith – 1 John 2:9-14
What is interesting is that John does not then repeat all the Levitical laws or anything like that but as a follower of Jesus focuses our attention on love. 

Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in the darkness. 10 Whoever loves his brother lives in the light, and there is nothing in him﻿﻿ to make him stumble. 11 But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness and walks around in the darkness; he does not know where he is going, because the darkness has blinded him.

Of course love has become an almost empty word in our culture today (sort of like sin).  We say we love people and think that this means embracing all of the things in their lives.  There is great statement made by a Christian ethicists, “Love without justice is sentimentality.”  Loving people never means excusing their sin. In fact, as long as it comes from love and not a desire to be right or self-justified, confronting the sin of those we love is probably the most loving thing we can do.  Remember, sin is death – metaphorically, emotionally, spiritually, and in some cases physically.  We are called to love our brothers and sister as proof of what we believe, and that means committing ourselves to their ultimate best.  Sorry for the hackneyed analogy but it really does work: if you friend has cancer it is not judgmental to say, “Hey, you have to deal with that, not just pretend it isn’t cancer.”  Likewise, it is not loving to say, “I’m okay, your okay.”  

This is very hard to do in a culture of tolerance, at least as defined today. Tolerance in our culture means you can never say that what I am doing or trying to become is bad. That is not tolerance.  That is acquiescence.  Tolerance is, “Look that is wrong, I do not believe it is best for you, I will stand by you as you work to bring repentance to your life, but I am not going to forcibly stop you from doing it because that would not change who you are, only temporarily stop whatever it is and drive it underground.”  If you saw me verbally attacking my children and wife, I pray that you would love me enough to tell me I am being a jerk.  To do otherwise would be to hate me, and as John as pointed out, that says something about what you really believe. Yes, loving me thusly could mean you lose me as a friend, but not because you have stopped loving me, but because I have given myself to darkness.  Loving me may mean continuing to be present in my life, shining light into my darkness. Love is costly.  Following Jesus is meant to be costly, at least in the sense of risk. But without risking that cost, are we really becoming disciples of Jesus?
It is that call to discipleship that leads John to use the ancient form of talking about the stages of life to further express what it means to follow Jesus. Mostly likely John is pointing to this in his encouragement to people at different ages and life stages:
· Children: your sins are forgiven and you have known the Father.

· Young men: you have overcome the evil one and should be strong and let the word of God dwell in you.

· Fathers: you have known and know Jesus intimately.

Warning Against Unfaithfulness – 2 John 2:15-17
The relationship between believing Christians and the world around us has always been difficult.  Are we supposed to disregard the cares of this world and focus only on spiritual things?  No, that is Gnosticism, as we discussed last week. However, that has largely been the case for believing Christians, at least in the 20th century.  But isn’t that what John is saying here?  Here John is referring to the beliefs and practices of those whose belief is not in the Triune God, what he calls “the world” or “worldly system.”   
We know it cannot be the world per se because the earth and everything in it is the Lord’s.  We also know that Jesus came became “God so loved the world.”  Hatred of “the world” has led Christians to avoid movies, not get involved in politics, and abuse the created realm.  I totally understand the notion.  I have seen my own movie and television viewing drop a lot over the past years since I became a Christian. On my website I wrote a post about whether or not Christians can be involved in politics. And I drive an SUV and fly a lot, both of which groups in the United Kingdom are trying to ban in order to save the earth.  

Loving the world though is a heart attitude. It is about seeking one’s identity and hope in the things that the powers and the systems of the world offer.  Last week I included a quote from an interview with Tom Wright, Bishop of Durham, and he made a great case for our gods really being war, mammon, and sex. Of course, war, money and sex all have appropriate uses – God is a warrior God in the Old Testament and in Revelation, he gifts people with the ability to make money for his purposes, and sex appears in the Bible even before cities!  It is about allegiance, not the actions per se.  Of course, how do we check our actions?  How do we know what we really believe and in whom?  This is the challenge of being “in the world but not of the world.”  And sorry, there are not quick and easy answers (well there are some, but most of life is not covered by it).  That is why we are called to pray, to live in community, to open ourselves up to each other so we can walk faithfully, trusting in God for our identities, our future, and our hope.  
Think missionally about the challenge this presents.  Next time you are in the line at the supermarket, look at the magazines. What identity are the selling to people?  Next time you watch a television show think about where the hope lies for those characters and what people who don’t know Christ are thinking when they watch the show and its commercials.  How does the Gospel offer hope to people in bondage to the “world” and its hope and beliefs?

Living in the Last Days with the Anti-Christ – 1 John 2:18-29
Doesn’t this whole passage kind of go out the window since John obviously wasn’t living in the last days?  Isnt that part of the problem with Christianity, that is keeps promising the end of this world and the coming of the next and doesn’t deliver?  I certainly understand that sentiment, but it is a misunderstanding of what the biblical authors meant.

The last days, biblically and theologically speaking, broke on Easter and got their first sunshine with Pentecost, with the coming of the Spirit of God. In the Old Testament there is an important phrase, “The Day of the Lord” that speaks to a changed reality that will break forth into our world and in the end totally transform it.  This is what happened in the resurrection of Christ (the end of the power of death) and the coming of new creation (through the Spirit).  John could speak about the last days because the plans of God have entered their last stage.  How long with the “Day of the Lord” last?  Wouldn’t you like to know?  Actually, so would I!  At this point, we do not know.  What we do know is that the usurper lord of the earth has been dethroned and that the Kingdom of God has began its entry into the world. Someday there will be total experience of God’s kingdom, but he hasn’t seen fit to tell us when that will be quite yet.  

It is in that vein that John warns the Church about the challenge of living where the usurper is in active warfare against God, his Kingdom and his people:

Revelation 12:12 Therefore rejoice, you heavens and you who dwell in them! But woe to the earth and the sea, because the devil has gone down to you! He is filled with fury, because he knows that his time is short.”

A quick word about antichrists.  Books have been written aplenty about this person or that being the antichrist.  Who is he? Well, as John notes, there have been many (and will be many more).  These are people who align themselves to closely to the opposition of God’s kingdom that they are not mere tools of evil but active agents of it.  What John appears to be pointing to is that history is fairly cyclical.  Evil always tries to reassert its control, and God always defeats it. There is coming one day a finish to this story, but each generation of Christians has faced it in their own day (hence the reason to read Revelation as a story of what all of us go through, even if we are not living at midnight on the Day of the Lord). 

The faithful do not have to fall victim to these antichrists. We have been given the Spirit of Truth from Jesus Christ, and we must only trust in the Spirit of Truth, in God’s word, and in the person of Christ to avoid being deceived.  As a student of the history of the Church in Germany, there is a definite connection between the rise of liberalism in the Church in the years leading up to Hitler and to the Church’s acquiesce to Hitler.  When they departed from the truth they were not able to discern the crimes they were participating in.  Their trust was in nationalism, not in the Kingdom of God. 

The Church raises us false prophets all the time, people who have some new scheme that always in the end diminishes the work of Jesus, does away with the God who reveals himself and replaces him with God in his own image.  Worldwide the Church is both growing and getting stronger and at the same time broken and damaging the Gospel because of the fact that, even in the Church, there are wheat and there are weeds.  For some reason the weeds always seem to take hold.  In our own denomination (and in the other mainline groups) the idea that Jesus is the Saviour, the only path to the Father, and that in him alone is salvation has become, well, passé. Many of these people sound like the truth, “You know, God is love, we should all just love each other” but their words to not lead to life but to nothingness. This does not mean that we are called to be violent zealots, hate mongers, or anything else.  The funny thing is that I know so few people who truly believe and trust in Jesus Christ as the way to life with the Triune God who are that way.  But, we have let that become the caricature of the followers of Jesus.  One of two primary challenges in being missional is to lead those who have “gone out from among us” back to the truth of Jesus Christ and second to help reintroduce people who do not know anything about the Gospel except the “hateful followers” motif to see what following Jesus really means.  
When Dr. Singleton first came to First Presbyterian a lot of people were worried that we were going to become “Seeker Sensitive,” a phrase that, for better or worse, has become about teaching as little of the Bible as possible to make it easier for people to grasp the basics.  However, as Dr. Singleton and others like him around town know, the power to present a powerful expression of the Gospel to the world comes not from less of the Gospel but more of it. Here they understand the words of John:

See that what you have heard from the beginning remains in you. If it does, you also will remain in the Son and in the Father. 25 And this is what he promised us—even eternal life. 26 I am writing these things to you about those who are trying to lead you astray.

We remain a people of the Scriptures, studying them and knowing God through them, through prayer and each other because that is where life and power are found.  One of the things I often am asked is, “Do we need to keep growing in our relationship with God or is it okay to just, you know, live with the basics.”  Let John answer that question himself:
28 And now, dear children, continue in him, so that when he appears we may be confident and unashamed before him at his coming. 29 If you know that he is righteous, you know that everyone who does what is right has been born of him.

John wants us to continue to grow be confident in him and unashamed of what we put our trust in.  It is for our good and for the good of the whole world.

Going Deeper
· What would you tell a non-Christian about why you are a Christian and what Jesus has done for you?

· As you engage with the “world” this week, what values and beliefs do you see?  How would you answer the world?  What would you offer in its place to the millions of non-Christians in our own country?

· What does it mean to grow stronger and more confident in your faith?  Journal about some of those things.  Try some of them out.  

· In worship this week, reflect on how the songs we sing and the prayers we offer are reflective of the confidence we have in Christ.  Reflect also on our lack of faith and how these prayer and songs build us back up in faith. 
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