Liturgy:

Reading : 1 John 2, 18-27

Text       : 1 John 2, 20 + 27a

Ps.   108 : 1,2

Ps.     52 : 6

Hy.   36 : 3,4

Ps.    37 : 12,15,16

Hy.   41 : 3,4
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
As regards the apostolic era, I’m afraid that at times we have too rosy a picture in mind of church life in those days, forgetting that even in those early days already, antichristian doctrine threatened the church. Yes, it did not take long before wolves entered the sheepfold of Christ. When the apostle Paul said farewell to the elders of the church in Ephesus, he already warned them, “Take heed of the flock…For I know that after my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock. Also from among yourselves men will rise up, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after themselves.”
 In his second letter the apostle Peter warns in a similar way that scoffers will come walking according to their own lust, scorning the return of Christ by saying that year of year things continue as they were from the beginning. Nothing changes.

Well, a similar warning we read in the first letter of the apostle John, namely in Ch. 2, 18 of this letter, where John writes, “…” When this letter was sent, these false teachers had already left the congregations, of which they had never been really part, vs. 19, “…” Yet although these false teachers had left, their teaching still affected church life. That’s why in this letter the apostle John warns so strongly against them, against those forces of false doctrine, which try to rob the church of its strength.

It’s the last hour, John writes. This expression is similar to a phrase we read more often in the NT, namely the phrase ‘the last days’, which refers to the period between Pentecost and Christ’s return, the final period of redemptive history, during which Satan is working with intensified activity, knowing that time is running out for him. We too live in this same period, during which Satan often attacks the church in very cunning way, in a way that appeals to the flesh, but at the same time disputes the truth of the gospel, e.g. by saying, “It’s fine that you believe in God, yet don’t propagate that what you believe is the only truth.” There should also be room for other beliefs. There should be tolerance also for Muslims, Buddhists and Jews, or for whatever a person may believe. Today the Christian belief is considered as just one of the many packages on the shelves of the ideological supermarket, often considered also to be old fashioned, out of date. If you like it, you buy it, but don’t trouble me with it, we have our own belief. That’s the climate, we live in today. It’s a climate without absolutes, even within the Christian belief. As long as you love the Lord, true doctrine is no longer important.
Yet, beloved, this is a very dangerous way of thinking. After all, whatever one believes, no matter how sincerely you believe it, it’s either true or false. Let me try to make this clear with an example I read somewhere.
 Suppose you are on a family outing somewhere in the bush. At the place where you have your picnic, one of your younger children discovers some juicy, inviting, red berries. However, they are poisoned. Yet your little daughter firmly believes they would taste nice and that such beautiful things could not possibly harm her. Beloved, would you encourage your child to act on the basis of the sincerity of her belief?  I think none of us would do so. Well, that’s exactly the reason why we ought to distinguish between true and false, between what is a lie and what is the truth.
How can we do this, especially with a lot of false doctrine making its impact at times also on church members? I think of the influence of the evangelical movement, for example. At the surface, it looks as if there is nothing wrong with it, it’s even appealing when you hear people speak so openly about their faith. Yet what’s the content of this faith, is it true or false. After all that’s what counts. How are we to discern all this?

In the text chosen for this afternoon’s sermon, the apostle John points us to the anointing from the Holy One. It’s in this anointing that we, both as church as a whole as well as individual members, may find our strength in the battle against all false prophecy and also the wisdom to discern the truth. This afternoon in the preaching, we will focus on the riches of this anointing. I have summarized the message of the text as follows,
THE NT CHURCH FINDS ITS STRENGTH AND WISDOM

IN THE ANOINTING FROM THE HOLY ONE

With respect to this theme, we will address the following two questions

1) What is this anointing

2) How do we benefit from it

I
When reading the apostolic letters, beloved, what strikes every time again is that the apostles managed to convey severe warnings with tender affection. The text chosen for this afternoon’s sermon is a clear example of this, when John addresses the readers of this letter with the words “Little children,” where after he warns them against false prophecy endangering the congregations. In this context John speaks about ‘antichrists’ – plural. Why does John use this word, this title for these false prophets? The reason is that they brought a teaching, which proclaimed a Christ not being the Christ of the Bible. This heresy, which was mentioned also in an earlier sermon, denied in an emphatic way the gospel that Jesus Christ is the Son of God. According to these false teachers, Jesus of Nazareth, no matter how special He had been, was no more than merely a human being. They considered the notion that the eternal Word had become flesh blasphemous. According to them, Jesus who died on Calvary was not the only begotten Son of God. That’s why John calls these false prophets ‘antichrists’, since they attacked the very core of the gospel, namely that God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.

In addition, some of these false prophets also looked down upon the ordinary church members, whom they considered to have less knowledge than they had. They said that by special revelation they had received further knowledge in the secrets of the kingdom of God. According to vs. 19, these false teachers had already left the congregation, yet the effect of their teaching was still there. Therefore, so John says, be on guard. Don’t get confused by this teaching. Instead, keep clinging to the apostolic preaching, as you have heard it in the beginning.
This is a timely warning, beloved, also for this day and age, since also today many false prophets are out there who come with a teaching that is not fully based on Scripture; appealing at times, yet not the full truth. Therefore, we too should be on guard and not get confused by the warmth we might meet somewhere else, especially in evangelical circles, where on the surface people sometimes seem to speak quite openly about Christ. Yet is it truly the Christ, as Scripture speaks about Him, in its full truth? Or is this truth watered down to accommodate man, and to make the gospel more acceptable?
You may wonder how are we to discern all this, since at times one may get confused. In our text, the apostle John refers to the anointing of the Holy One. He says, vs. 20, “…” These words refer to the redemptive event of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit was poured out.  Regarding this gift of the Holy Spirit, the Lord Jesus, when He was still with His disciples on earth, had said, “He will guide you in all the truth.”
 Thus having received the gift of the Holy Spirit, as God’s children, we have all we need to understand the gospel and to discern all that opposes the true gospel. Ascending into heaven, Christ did not leave His congregation here on earth helpless, but He returned to His congregation in His Spirit. Yes, the Holy Spirit is there to guide us in all that we face in life, i.e. also when confronted with false prophecy.
Vs. 20 thus refers to the gift of the Holy Spirit, through whom Christ has anointed also us. What is the meaning of this word ‘anointing’? To make this clear, I would like to refer to the time of the OT, during which kings, prophets, and priests were anointed with special oil. This oil was symbol of the Holy Spirit. The anointing with oil made clear not only that God Himself had called this specific person to a certain office, but also that God Himself would give this person all he needed to fulfill the task to which he had been called. For an example, I may refer to when Samuel anointed David as king, 1 Sam. 16, 13, “…” For another example, I may refer to that special Servant of the LORD, mentioned by the prophet Isaiah, who was not anointed with oil, but with what the oil symbolized: the Holy Spirit, Isa. 61, 1, “…” Isaiah speaks here about the coming Christ, who was indeed anointed with the Holy Spirit, when baptized by John in the river Jordan.
 Well, being    Christ’s we share in His anointing, LD 12 HC, where it is explained what it means to be called Christians. This means, in the same was as during the time of the OT God through the anointing enabled prophets, priest, and kings to carry out their task, likewise He has given us all that we need to understand the truth of the gospel and also to distinguish this truth from all false doctrine. John writes, “You know all things.” In vs. 14 of this same chapter we read that because of this anointing the congregations to which John writes had been strong enough to overcome the wicked one, which again is a reference to false prophecy. Well, beloved, likewise will we be able as God’s children to stay on course, since we have received the same anointing.
However, – and this brings me to a next point – all this does not happen just automatically. We will only be able to do so, when – as John writes in vs. 24 – we let abide in us that what we have heard from the beginning. This means we are to abide in the truth, even more specific: we are to abide in Christ.

Now, what does this mean ‘to abide in Christ’? Let me refer here to that well-known parable about the vine and the branches, recorded in John 15. Going to a vineyard, you see those small low-standing trees. You see stems and small branches with grapes on it. Yet if these branches were not connected to the stem of the tree, they would die and you could forget to find any grapes on these branches. Well, so the Lord Jesus says in John 15, “I am the true vine.”
 I have suffered for you. I have died for you. In all this, I have shown my hearty love and faithfulness towards you. Well, when you abide in Me like branches in a vine, life will remain in you and you will bear fruit. Abiding in Me you will be able to cope, whatever you may face in life.
In many of his letters the apostle Paul speaks in a similar way about ‘being in     Christ’. It points to the bond we have with Christ. Being in Christ means this bond determines all our thoughts, words, and deeds. As I mentioned it in earlier sermons as well, then we live Christ focused in all that we do and wherever we are. Only then we are able to cope, not only when confronted with false teaching, but also when other difficulties arise in this often so broken life. In Christ, we have been adopted again as children of God, who may be assured of Father’s care for them. Because of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross – as we heard it today again – God will not deal with us according to our sins, nor requite us according to our iniquities.

Beloved, Jesus as a mere human being could never have achieved this. That’s why the apostle John warns so strongly against those false prophets, who came with a pseudo gospel denying that Jesus was the eternal Son of God. Yet this is a lie, says John. Only as the eternal life, which was with the Father before all ages and who in the fullness of the time assumed human flesh – only in this way Jesus could become our Saviour and grant us life again, i.e. true life through the Holy Spirit, who after Christ ascension was sent from above to guide us in all the truth.

Beloved, this is in a nutshell the riches of being anointed with the Holy One. This anointing will help us to stay on course, i.e. the course set out for us in the Holy Scriptures, which have been inspired by this same Spirit.

II
Having seen, Br. & Sr. what this anointing from the Holy One consists of, secondly we will now answer the question how we benefit from this anointing. In vs. 20b, the apostle John says, because of this anointing you know all things. Likewise, in vs. 27 he writes, “You do not need that anyone teaches you.” What does the apostle mean with these words? Does it mean that when anointed with Holy Spirit there is nothing to learn anymore? Of course not, otherwise there had been no need either for John to write this letter either. Daily we have to grow in the truth, no matter how old we are. This never stops. To grow in the truth, we need spiritual food, i.e. God’s Word as well as proper explanation of God’s Word, which do not lead us away from God but brings us closer to God. Yet, what then does John mean when he writes, “You know all things.”
I like to come back here, Br. & Sr., on what I mentioned in the beginning of the sermon, namely that today we live in a climate where nothing is absolute. Even the truth is considered but to be relative. The result is that we should allow each person to believe in God in His own way, as long as that person loves God. Don’t bother us too much with doctrine, for that only divides. Moreover, who are you saying that you know what is really true? Don’t think that the truth is exclusively yours. At the same time, all these people use the same Bible. However, even though using the same Bible, the one comes to this conclusion and the other to a different conclusion. The one rejects infant baptism, the other using the same Bible defends infant baptism. The one believes that Christ died for all men, the other says Scripture teaches Christ died only for the elect, and so I could mention many more things. Who is right? Catechism students struggle with this at times and perhaps adults as well. How do we know that what we believe is really true and why do others have it wrong?
The point in all this is, beloved, whether we truly want to study Scripture and also want to submit to it. In addition, as the apostle Paul wrote it already to the Corinthians, we should not think that the truth originated with us.
 We have to read the Scriptures together with all the saints.
 We may learn from church battles fought before and from which we have inherit confessions. True these confessions are man made, yet since they are based on God’s Word, we may thankfully use them. At times, it is remarkable that those who come with different doctrines have but a very superficial knowledge of Scripture. Also, they often base their belief on isolated text, without looking at the connections between the various texts. It often misses the covenantal concept of which Scripture speaks so clearly together with the redemptive historical line as well as the unity between Old and New Testament. It’s Gods grace only that Christ gathers us in a church which wants to stand up for this truth. I say this in a very humble way and not in a haughty way, since it is indeed by grace alone.
You know all things – then John doesn’t mean that for us there is nothing to learn anymore, that we know everything, understand everything, etc. Instead, John refers to the insight we will receive when daily we live close to God’s Word, when we make God’s Word the only norm for our life. In this context, I think of the OT expression, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge.”
 This is the knowledge John is referring to, knowledge that gives insight in the truth, also over against all worldly wisdom. Let me just try to make this clear with a few examples.

Then I think of the question, “Where does this world come from?” Man in his unbelief says from one cell, the first kernel of life. However, when asked where this first kernel came from, he shrugs his shoulders because he does not know. Yet we know that in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

Another example, when confronted with all the misery in this world, unbelievers often ask ‘why?”.  They try to come to terms with it, but they receive no answers. No, then we don’t know always the answers either. Yet in faith we have the sure knowledge that nothing happens by chance, but that all things come from God’s fatherly hand, even sorrow, hardship, and grief. God causes it to work together for good for those who love Him.

Yes, then even standing around an open grave, we still have hope. Standing at the graveside an unbeliever will look down and perhaps murmur a few words about a life that quickly passes. To him death is the end. Yet we know, even though the life of man is fleeting like the grasses, like a flower when the storm wind passes, God’s unfailing love shall never perish. For everlastingly, the LORD will cherish those who revere Him and His Name adore.
 Thus having knowledge in faith, we may look on high beyond the grave.
Thus living close to God’s Word, we receive wisdom, true wisdom! Well, that’s what the apostle John means when he writes, “You know all things.” Again, this does not mean that for us there is nothing to learn anymore. Yet the truth we have received in Scripture. There is nothing to add to that truth. That’s why John writes in vs. 24, “…”

You know all things – one may ask what then is the task of a minister or an elder is? Their first task is, beloved, to remind the congregation of the riches of the truth they are already familiar with. I think here of what the apostle Peter writes in his second letter, “For this reason I will not be negligent to remind you always of these things, though you know and established in the present truth.”

Yet we also live amidst a crooked and perverse generation.
 Daily we are surrounded by lies, which often do not leave us unaffected. Let us be honest, we are not immune to lies that try to lure us away from the Lord and His service, lies that at times twist the truth. That’s why it is so good to start every week with the Lord, here in His House around God’s open Word. The task of the minister is to point the congregation to the riches of the truth in Christ, riches you already have. It is like a pearl you have in your possession, but all of sudden you see the full beauty of it when you hold it in the light. Well, that’s the task of the minister to let that light shine. Then he doesn’t come with anything new as such, but hopefully the preaching is instrumental to see again how rich we are.
This is necessary, beloved, also for reasons that so often we live below our means. We do not always live on the level of Pentecost, i.e. as mature Christians in whose live it is also visible that they have received the anointing from the Holy One. That’s why time and again we have to be reminded of it. True, we all have the Bible, yet with all of us there is room for deepening our knowledge of God’s Word, so that more and more we may see how rich we are. That’s why through the week we meet together to study God’s Word and that why our young people attend the Catechism Classes. When there is true love towards God, we will also be eager to make the most of these means by attending the weekly meetings of the Bible Study Clubs as well as the Catechism Classes faithfully and by preparing ourselves for them as well. I said, then we will do this out of love for God. After all, beloved, when you truly love a person, you want to get to know that person better and better. Well, this also applies to our love towards God. The church, the bride, wants to know what her Bridegroom, Christ, has done for her. The result of all this will also be that we grow in thankfulness and want to live our life accordingly. 
Then also on a daily basis – by reading God’s Word faithfully, as family together as well as personally – then also on a daily basis we will rejoice in the light, by which God wants to dispel the darkness from our life. Only by walking this light, we will travel safely and be able – as I said it before – to stay on course.

For note well, beloved, we indeed do live in dangerous times. Many antichrists are busy also today to confuse us and to draw us away from the truth. Many churches have accommodated the gospel to what people like to hear. It’s exactly what the apostle Paul already wrote to Timothy, 2 Tim. 4, 3 + 4, “…”  How are we to withstand all this? The simple answer is: by clinging to the promise of our text, namely that we have the anointing from the Holy One. Through His Spirit Christ Himself will help us to fight this battle, the battle also against all kind of false teaching, whereby I think in particular of the influence of today’s evangelical movement, since it is so subtle and often appealing. Beloved, study God’s Word faithfully and read the confessions again, which are so deeply rooted in the Bible. I think of the Canons of Dort, which show so clearly – using God’s Word as guideline – the danger of Arminianism, and that’s what the evangelical movement is all about. There are other dangers as well. Yet at bottom, all these heresies come back to this: the gospel must be accommodated to man, instead of man submitting himself to the gospel fully. Beloved, let us indeed make time to study God’s Word, so that more and more it may take root in our life. Yes, only then we can remain standing in the battle we have to fight also today, only by abiding in Christ and in His Word. Somewhere I read, “The dynamic is all Christ’s, but the availability is all ours, provided we draw on His limitless resources, day by day.” Beloved, if in this way, we indeed abide in Christ and in His Word, we can have every confidence that, by the grace of God, we shall stay on course, persevering to the very end, not in own strength but by the anointing we have received from the Holy One.
Amen.
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