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Do you see what kind of love the Father has given you?  You are children of God!

1How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is 

what we are! The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him.  2 Dear friends, now we 

are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he 

appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.  3 Everyone who has this hope in him purifies 

himself, just as he is pure. 4 Everyone who sins breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness.  5 But you know 

that he appeared so that he might take away our sins. And in him is no sin.  6 No one who lives in him 

keeps on sinning. No one who continues to sin has either seen him or known him.  7 Dear children, do not 

let anyone lead you astray. He who does what is right is righteous, just as he is righteous.  8 He who does 

what is sinful is of the devil, because the devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Son 

of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s work.  9 No one who is born of God will continue to sin, because 

God’s seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning, because he has been born of God.  10 This is how we 

know who the children of God are and who the children of the devil are: Anyone who does not do what is 

right is not a child of God; nor is anyone who does not love his brother. 

Celeste Sibley, one-time columnist for the Atlanta (GA) Constitution, took her three children to a diner for breakfast one morning. It was crowded and they had to take separate seats at the counter. Eight-year-old Mary was seated at the far end of the counter and when her food was served she called down to her mother in a loud voice, "Mother, don't people say grace in this place?" A hush came over the entire diner and before Mrs. Sibley could figure out what to say, the man behind the counter said, "Yes, we do, sister. You say it." All the people at the counter bowed their heads. Mary bowed her head and in a clear voice said, "God is great, God is good, let us thank Him for our food." 

From the mouth of babes… kids say the cutest things.  It touches our hearts when we hear stories of honesty perceptiveness on the part of a child.  But perhaps what causes our eyes to well up is when we point to the cross and a child says, “Jesus died on the cross for my sins.”  We point to a picture of the empty tomb and the child responds, “Jesus rose from the dead so I can go to heaven.”  And it’s not just children who know and confess these truths.  What touches my heart personally is when an adult can stand before the congregation, confess their sin and unworthiness, lower their head over the baptismal font and be baptized.  And then the pastor says to this grown, mature individual, “You are a child of God.”  In these short ten verses from chapter three of St. John’s first letter, he calls you and me children.  But if you read his whole letter, you will find that it is saturated with references to children of God.  His purpose is to help us remember who we are and to cherish the relationship we have with our Heavenly Father.  This morning, St. John poses the question to you, “Do you see what kind of love the Father gave to you?”  

How does a child know who his father is?  Sometimes the physical characteristics are undeniable.  If the child is adopted, the father can show the child the adoption papers.  And in the 21st century paternal testing of the DNA is available.  But how do you know who your Heavenly Father is?  He, too, can pull out your adoption papers, which say you became a child of God at your baptism.  Still unsure?  Check out God’s paternal testing process.  In Romans 8:16 Paul says, “The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.”  The Holy Spirit speaks directly to your heart through his Word and assures you that you are his child.  Still uncertain?  I can understand why.  Our physical characteristics certainly do not match those of our Heavenly Father.  He is spirit and we are human flesh.  But more importantly, our image does not match that of our Heavenly Father.

When God first formed Adam and Eve in the garden he made them in his image (Gen 2:26,27), which means they were made perfect and holy, without sin.  When Satan tempted Adam and Eve to fall into sin, their image of holiness and perfect was lost.  In its place entered the Old Adam, the sinful nature.  This is what each of inherited from your parents.  So when you were born, you were not a child of God, but rather a child of the devil.  And St. John in verse 10 says that the distinction between children of God and children of the devil is very obvious, “Everyone who does not practice righteousness is not from God, also the one who does not love his brother.”  In verse 8 he writes, “Anyone who sins is from the devil, because the devil has been sinning from the beginning.”  Quick Greek lesson…the verb tense John uses in these verses is a present tense verb, which gives the verb continuing action.  So let’s retranslate those verses:  Everyone who does not continue to practice righteousness is not from God.  Anyone who continues to practice sin is from the devil.
I think you and I would be quick to point the finger at homosexuals, alcoholics, drug addicts, criminals and murderers as those who continue to practice sinning.  If we are honest with ourselves, the finger should be pointed back at me.  I’m the one who continues to practice sinning when I place God, maybe at third or fourth at best, in my list of priorities.  I am the one who continues not to practice righteousness when I hear God’s Word but do not listen or do it.  When I despise my Father’s will for my life I am the one who continues to sin.  And yet St. John can say, “See what kind of love the Father has given us.”  What is this love that Father would give?

The story is told of a certain medieval monk announced he would be preaching next Sunday evening on "The Love of God." As the shadows fell and the light ceased to come in through the cathedral windows, the congregation gathered. In the darkness of the altar, the monk lighted a candle and carried it to the crucifix. First of all, he illumined the crown of thorns, next, the two wounded hands, then the marks of the spear wound. In the hush that fell, he blew out the candle and left the chancel. There was nothing else to say.

There is nothing more to say about a Father’s love for his children than to point to the cross.  But we do well to remind ourselves over and over again, since we tend to wonder and wander.  The love John talks about here is agape love: where God seeks to love someone without paying attention to who they are or what they have done.  That’s love, especially considering who you are and what you have done.  You were a child of the devil. Yet despite who you once were look at what love the Father gave to you.  Vs5, “But you know that he (Jesus) appeared so that he might take away our sins.”  The Father sent his Son to take away your sins.  At your baptism, it’s as if the Holy Spirit called in the garbage truck of heaven to stop by your soul, wash it out and empty it of all sins, load up that trash, and, haul it to Jesus, who, in turn, carries it to the cross, where he disposed of your sins forever when he died.  That’s love.  Love of a Father, who would sacrifice his only Son, to make you his sons and daughters.  Do you see what kind of love the Father has given to you?

And there are advantages to being a child.  In the first years diapers are changed, bottle is on hand, blankie is always warm and snuggly.  Every physical necessity is provided for.  As our Heavenly Father’s child, you have some very nice benefits.  St. John in verse2, “We know that when he is revealed, we will be like him.”  In other words, when Christ comes again on the Last Day, we will be like him, that means, the image that was lost in paradise will be restored.  Our image will be like Christ’s again, perfect and holy.  And John continues, “We will see him just as he is.”  He echoes the words of Job, “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.  And after my skin has been destroyed yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes – I, and not another.  How my heart yearns within me!” (Job 19:25-27)  What a privilege!  As child of our Heavenly Father you will stand before your Holy God in his throne room as a perfect, holy, blameless, sinful child.  Do you see the love the Father has given you?

That status of holiness and perfection is yours now.  You do not more fully enjoy it because you are not in heaven.  But a second reason is because that sinful child of the devil still lurks around in the shadows of your heart, waiting for that opportune time to cause you to stumble and fall, to get you to continue to practice sinning.  But there’s good news!  Listen to what John says in verse6, “No one who lives in him keeps on sinning.”  Interesting…. Listen to verse 9, “No one who is born of God will continue to sin, because God’s seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning, because he has been born of God.”  Now wait a minute, pastor.  Are you sure you’re reading from the right Bible?  How can John, an apostle of Jesus, a sinner himself, say that a child of God does not sin?

Listen to what 1Peter 2:24 says, “He bore our sins in his body, that so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness.”   According to that new child which was born in you at your baptism you cannot sin.  Your new child is holy and perfect.  He always wants to do God’s will.  This does not mean anyone will ever reach a state of ultimate perfection here on earth.  Remember, we all have that stubborn sinful nature which wars against the new, perfect child, occasionally winning a battle.  But the new child wants to live as a child of God.  The new child is always in harmony with God’s will, cheerfully and willingly listens to God’s Word, always keeps his members in check with God’s commands, joyfully serves God and his people, always wants to learn more about the Father.

You say, “How do I get this child to win over my sinful nature?”  Let’s take the example of a little child.  A child often mimics his parents.  When dad mows the grass the child is right behind with the toy lawnmower.  When mom feeds the baby, the child arrives later with a stuffed animal in the highchair spoon-feeding imaginary puree.  The new child will win when you mimic the Heavenly Father and his Son, their perseverance, right attitude, godliness in action, speech and thought, their righteous and blameless character.  The new child, holy and perfect in God’s sight, also wins with the Father’s help.  He provides strength for his child with this holy meal of the Lord’s Supper.  He encourages you through his holy Words which remind you, “Dear child, the war is won.  Continue to fight the battles.  You will be victorious.”  He asks you to talk to him through the conversation of the heart.  Share your struggles and frustrations with the Father.  He is there to listen and answer.

Do you see what kind of love your Father has given you, that you should be called the children of God?  And that is what you are.  Live as his child.  Amen.

