Liturgy:
Reading : 1 John 3, 11 – 24

Text       : 1 John 3, 18

Ps.   101 : 1,2,4
Ps.      6 : 1, 6

Hy    47 : 4,10
Ps.    15 :1,2,3

Hy.    54 : 1,3,5

Beloved Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

In Answer 21, HC, we find a beautiful definition about true faith. It also reads there that this true faith is worked in the hearts of the believers by the life-renewing work of the Holy Spirit, who uses as means the preaching of the gospel. This true faith stands in opposition to a lot of untrue faith. Hence we all have to examine ourselves whether our faith is indeed a true faith. The question, however, is: how am I to do this. How can I become completely sure that my faith is true indeed!
In an series of articles about true self-examination
 , which I read recently, the author makes the following distinction with respect to the definition of true faith and also in what way the truth of this faith can come under attack in the lives of God’s children.
First, there is the content of our faith, as we spoke about it last week in a sermon on the C of confessing. Whenever we speak about Christ, confessing His Name before men, it is very important how we speak about Him. When confessing the Name of our Saviour, do we indeed always do so in accordance with Scripture, i.e. as Scripture reveals Him, or are we at times inclined to water down the truth of the gospel to make it more consumer-friendly so to speak? In Answer 21 HC it reads, “True faith is a sure knowledge whereby I accept as true all that God has revealed to us in His Word.” This section of the definition speaks about faith in relation to what we believe: the content of our faith, which is always under attack, as it was pointed out in last week’s sermon, in particular with respect to the influence of evangelicalism.
Secondly, faith can also become untrue, when it no longer comes from the heart. I think here of what we read in Psalm 15, 1 + 2, “...”  Speaking the truth in your heart – these words refer to the sincerity of faith. Are we simply going through the motions or does it really come from the heart?

Thirdly, true faith also stands in opposition to what Scripture calls dead faith. I think here of what James writes in the second chapter of his letter, saying “faith without works is dead,” vs. 26 of this chapter. In his letter to the Galatians the apostle Paul writes, true faith works through sincere love, Gal. 5, 6. The same we read in the first letter of the apostle John, from which also the text for this morning’s sermon is taken. In Ch. 1, 6 the apostle John speaks about practicing the truth.  In Ch. 2, 4 he writes, when we don’t keep God’s commandments the truth is no longer in us. Finally, in the text chosen for this morning John writes, Ch. 3, 18, “...” These words refer to the fruits of faith, by which we as God’s children may become assured of the truth of our faith, as it reads in Answer 86 HC and as also the apostle John points this out in the verses following our text.
Summarizing these three aspects, we can conclude true faith is
· confessed in accordance with what Scripture teaches

· comes from the heart

· is visible by its deeds

This morning in the preaching we will deal in particular on the third aspect, namely that true faith ‘is visible in deeds’, visible by practicing the truth. We do so by continuing our series of sermons on the ABC of faith, focussing on the letter D, the D of doing.  I have summarized the message of the text chosen for this morning as follows,
LIVING FAITH PROVES ITSELF

BY PRACTICING THE TRUTH IN DEEDS OF LOVE
(THE D OF DOING)
We will look at

1) What motivates God’s children to do these deeds

2) What are these deeds
3) The importance of these deeds

I
The passage of John’s first letter, which we read this morning, Br. & Sr., is embraced and determined by the command ‘to love one another’. The passage both starts and concludes with this command. It starts with it, vs. 11, “...” It also ends with this same command, vs. 23, “...” Embraced by these two verses, this section also tells us how to practise this command. As one author wrote it in his commentary, this section in John’s letter is “a masterpiece in showing the significance, nature, and fruit of practical Christian love.” I like to highlight the word ‘practical’ in this quote – practical love! That’s why I have chosen this passage for the letter D in the series of the ABC on faith. D for Doing – practical love, as John writes it in Ch. 1, 6 – as I mentioned it already – as children of God we are to practice the truth. 
This is of crucial importance, since Ch. 2, 4, if we do not keep God’s commandments the truth is not in us. Then we may say that we love God and love our neighbour, but if we do not practice it, we are liars. That’s why the apostle John writes in the text for this morning’s sermon, Ch. 3, 18, “...” 
Is this difficult to do? Is it difficult to love in deeds, to always do this, whatever the circumstances are? The apostle John says, this is not difficult at all, as long as you keep the example of Christ in mind. Well that brings us to the question we want to deal with in the first point of this morning’s sermon, what should motivate us to practice the truth in deeds of love.

The answer to this question, beloved, we find in vs. 16a, where John writes the following, “...” In other words we can only truly love in deeds through Christ. As I read it somewhere, humanistic love is not enough. In vs. 16 John is saying the example of Christ should motivate us. The example of Christ, who loved us so much, that He laid down His life for us and this to save us from eternal perdition. In Christ’s death on the cross, God revealed His love towards us sinners, i.e. towards people who were totally undeserving of this love. Beloved, could we ever receive greater motivation now also to practice the truth in deeds of love from our side?
That’s why I often say, unless one has understood what grace is all about, you will never get it. What I mean is this, unless we are truly motivated by God’s love in Christ shown to us, unless we are truly motivated by this great love, it will never come to any true self-denying love in our personal life; self-denying love given not to earn anything, but of out thankfulness of this miracle of God’s love towards us.
In the first chapter of his gospel narrative John speaks about Christ as ‘the Word’. Well, beloved, God’s speaking about love became flesh and blood in Christ, in whom – John 1, 14 – the Word became flesh, which text refers to Christ’s birth. In other words, Jesus is God’s promised word in deeds. 
Beloved, whoever in truth embraces this gospel will be motivated not to just to say all the right things, but to put those words also into deeds. To love, not just in word and tongue, but in deed and in truth. Truly embracing the gospel of Jesus Christ and Him crucified for us sinners will change one’s life. When we are truly overwhelmed by God’s love towards us sinners it will also bear as fruit that we too start to love in deeds. Then we want to reflect in our life the love Christ has shown to us, as John writes it in vs. 16b, “...”
When reading this, we should realize that Christ laid down His life as atonement for our sins. It was the supreme act of love for sinful people. Of course, we can’t do this laying down our life to pay the penalty for someone’s sin. Yet what John means is, in our life we are to imitate the love of Christ, as the apostle Paul writes it in Eph. 5, 2, “...” In this same chapter he addresses husbands as follows, vs. 25, “...”
Back to I John 3, 16b, “...” Taken literally, this is obviously not an everyday event – in fact, we could only do this once! But it shows how serious John is about love. Somewhere I read,
 “When the playboy tells the girl, ‘I love you’, what he actually means is ‘I love you and I want you.’ True love, as contrast, takes self-giving to the point, if necessary, of dying for the one who is beloved.” Many examples could be given of this, for example in times of War, like WO II. In addition, over the centuries, many missionaries have paid with their lives – either through martyrdom or sickness – in order to bring the gospel to other people. They paid with their life to give life to other people, true life, i.e. true life in Christ. True love is always self-denying, as Christ showed it to us in His own life, laying it down for us.
In vs. 17 John writes, “...” The same author, whom I quoted before writes,
 “We are rarely called upon to die for someone; we are constantly called upon to live for someone.” We are called to reach out to those who are in need, in a very practical way. James in his letter writes, Ch. 2, 15 – 17, “...” Well, the apostle John writes the same in the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, I John 3, 18, “...” Having considered that these deeds will only become visible in our life, when being truly motivated by Christ’s love for us, next in the second point of the sermon we will look in more detail at of what deeds John is speaking here.

II
In the first point of the sermon I quoted someone who characterized the section of John’s first letter on which we are focussing this morning as “a masterpiece in showing the significance, nature, and fruit of practical Christian love.” You find this also back in summary I gave of this morning text, saying that living faith proves itself by practicing the truth in deeds of love. Deeds of love – the apostle John is speaking about the Christian life of sanctification, i.e. the life of thankfulness and service to God, which we live out of appreciation for what God has done and continues to do for us. In our text John is saying with respect to living a life in thankfulness to God: actions speak louder than words!
After all, beloved, what do we actually mean when we say, ‘I love the LORD’? Using the word ‘love’, do you realize that true love is more than just some nice feeling, instead love is a verb that actually requires us to do something: the D of doing! We can never underscore enough the fact that the Biblical concept of love is something entirely different than the worldly definition of love. I mentioned this also already in the first point of the sermon. Generally speaking, the world sees love only as an emotion, whereas Scripture defines love as an action. It’s something we do, rather than something we merely feel.
Let me try to make this clear with a quotation from that beautiful chapter about love in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, Ch. 13. It reads there in the verses   4 – 7 of this chapter, “...” This clearly shows how much true love is to be considered as a verb, something we have to do, rather than what we feel.

Well, that’s what we also read in our text, back to vs. 18, “...” When John writes, “let us not love in word and tongue...,” we should realize that even though we only might speak words of love, they still can be considered as deeds of love. We should be careful not the play off the one against the other. Let me try to make this clear with two examples.
Say there is brother in the congregation about whom you know that somehow he is living a double life. He comes to the church, attends occasionally the meetings of the Bible Study Club, yet in his business dealings he is not always honest or there might be other matters in which he lives a life contrary to God’s commandments. To show our love, in a humble way we may have a talk with this brother to help him in fighting these sins in his life. Such speaking is not the love in words John is referring to in our text, but it is in a very concrete way love in deeds. The same applies when visiting a member who is sick, or grieves about the loss of a loved one. When going there to comfort with the words of Scripture, again it is not just speaking words, but an act of love.

The point the apostle John wants to make in our text is – also with respect to the two examples mentioned above – so often we speak a lot about people, how concerned we are about the lifestyle of a certain brother or sister. Or in another case – as we often phrase it – we feel for the brother or sister, since he or she is going through a rough time. We talk about them, but never with them. We are too busy with ourselves, perhaps still saying all the right things, expressing our concerns, expressing our sympathy, but do we also translate this in deeds of love? See, beloved, that’s what this morning’s text is all about.

Thus far I only spoken about deeds of love towards the neighbour. But, beloved the same applies to our love towards God. In Ch. 5, 2 + 3 of this same letter John writes, “...” Also these verses make clear that love is a verb. It has everything to do with living a life of active faith and this not as a burden but as a result of true love! John writes, “This is the love of God, that we keep His commandments.” You can’t separate these two, they belong together. Love towards God never gives us a license simply to do what we want. In fact, this is sin against the second commandment, whereby we still think we serve the Lord, but we do it in our own manner. Yet loving God means we take His commandments serious. It means concerning every decision we make in life, first we ask this question, what does the Lord want me to do. Why? The simple answer is, since we love the Lord so dearly, we don’t want to do anything that would grieve our great Father in heaven. See, beloved, that’s true love! Then we submit ourselves to God’s guidance as we find it in Scripture. Then we obey God’s commandments joyfully, realizing that God has given these commandments to cause our life to flourish.
True love is indeed a commitment. Just take the example of marriage, or love within the family. When one says I love my wife or I love my child, it means much more than just having good feelings about your wife or your child. Instead, it means a heart commitment, which has its impact on many of the daily choices. At times, it may involve even personal sacrifices.
Well, beloved, the same applies when we say, “I love the LORD.” Remember God’s love towards us. God loved us so much that He gave His Son for us, even though we did not deserve this at all. Well, to respond to so great a love for us sinners cannot be done in any other way than to give our heart to the Lord, our life, and this completely. With less the LORD is not satisfied, and rightly so. Moreover, this is also one of the promises we made when we publicly professed our faith, that we had made the firm resolve to commit our whole life to the Lord’s service as a living member of His church. 
And this not as a burden, as I said before, but out of thankfulness. Just remember the first point of the sermon in which we spoke about what should motivate us to practice deeds of love. It is the love Christ has shown to us. As mentioned it the first point of the sermon, greater motivation we don’t need, do we?

Sometimes God’s commandments are seen as burdensome. Yet as John says it in Ch. 5, 3, they are not. God’s commandments are not burdensome for those who are born of God, i.e. for those who as fruit of Christ’s redeeming work have received the Holy Spirit, who will help us to obey these commandments with joy. Beloved, God’s way with our life is never burdensome. How could this ever be, since God loves us in Christ? It’s sin that makes life burdensome.

Let me just try to make this clear with a few examples. The commandment says, “Honor your father and your mother.” If children do so, it makes for a relaxed and harmonious relationship at home, a relationship dominated by love for each other. Yet, when does stress arise? This happens when children rebel and become disobedient. Then all of sudden this wonderful harmony is gone. The same applies to marriage. If there is loyalty within marriage, self-denying love for each other, husband and wife can cope also when difficulties arise, or when there is difference of opinion. Yet when self-interest takes center stage or self-pity, conflicts arise. The will to fight for a good marriage relationship diminishes. In the end, it leads to marriage breakdown, where at times divorce seems to be the only solution. This happens, when God’s commandments are no longer considered wholesome for life.
Beloved, God’s commandments are not burdensome. Instead, they are given for our benefit. As I read somewhere, “God’s commandments are no more burdensome than wings are to a bird. They are the means by which we live in freedom as fulfillment, as God intended us to do.”
 I also think of what the Lord Jesus said, “My yoke is easy, My burden is light.”
 Speaking these words, the Lord Jesus was contrasting His commands with the heavy load of legalism, with which the Pharisees burdened the people’s conscience. All they could do was crippling and paralyzing those who submitted to the traditions of the religious leaders in those days. Yet, beloved, God’s commands are for our good. They are the ‘maker’s instructions’ perfectly designed to meet His creatures’ needs.

III
I come to the third and final point of this morning’s sermon in which we will speak about the importance of doing these deeds of love. The apostle John speaks about this in the verses following our text. Let us read these verses once more, vss. 19 + 20, “…” With these words the apostle John wants to give peace to consciences that at times keep worrying about sins of the past. In faith, beloved, we may know that Christ’s death cleanses us not only from the penalty of sin, but it equally wants to cleanse the sinner’s conscience.

Think of your baptism and what the apostle Peter writes in Ch. 3, 21 of his first letter, “…”  Our baptism serves as a sign and seal of God’s grace towards us, to which we may cling when our conscience wrongly accuses us. In this context I also think of what it reads in Heb. 10, 22, “…”

Let me try to make this more practical. Sometimes we keep wrestling in our mind with feelings of guilt concerning certain sins of the past. They keep haunting us, so to speak, even though we have asked for forgiveness. Yet, beloved, where we indeed in true repentance have confessed our sins, have made amendment of life and in the process have also apologized to people whom we may have hurt by our wrongdoings, we may feel free. Those sins no longer need haunt us.
In case they still do, think of the cross. It is by clinging to the cross, where   Christ died for our sins, where we may find forgiveness and the blessed assurance that the LORD for Christ’s sake will no longer hold these sins against us. He has forgiven them. He has blotted them out, says David in Psalm 51. This assurance, beloved, will also strengthen us in our resolve not to sin again.

So what is the solution for dealing with a troubled conscience and an accusing heart? In vs. 20 John says, “…” What does this mean? It means God, who is greater than our heart, looks at us not in our sins, but in Christ, in whom there is abundant pardon and mercy. In Romans 8, 1, the apostle Paul writes, “There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus.” He writes these words after he had cried out in Ch. 7, 24, “…,” Where after he writes, vs. 25/ Yes, therefore, Ch. 8. 1, “…”
One cannot deny the fact that we are sinners. However, we are forgiven sinners; forgiven totally and completely through Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, who took away the sins of the world. This confidence in faith not only may put our troubled conscience at peace, but it will also help us to move forward. There is no longer any need to dwell on the past, since in Christ through the power of His Spirit we may make a new start.

Moving forward – i.e. motivated by Christ’s love, we respond by practicing this love also from our side, imitating and radiating this love of Christ in deeds of love from our side, the D of doing, which bears as added fruit that we will become more and more assured of the truth that it is good between God and us. I think here of what we confess in Answer 86 of the HC, which mention as one of the reasons for doing deeds of love is also that we may be assured of our faith indeed being a true faith. The same we read in Ch. 5, Art 10, CoD, “…”

“My little children, let us not love in word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth.” Beloved, may these words on which we focused this morning encourage us daily to truly live our faith in deeds of love, the D of Doing, and this in such a way that as fruit we enjoy more and more the blessed assurance of being children of God.

Amen
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