Liturgy:

Reading:  1 John 2, 15 – 23

                      “     4, 7-20

Text         1 John 5, 1-5

Ps.    122 : 1,2

Ps.    112 : 1

Ps.    138 : 4

Ps.    121 : 4 (after profession of faith)

Hy.    41 : 2,3,4 (collection + concluding song)

Ps.     27 : 1,6 (after the handing out of books)

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This morning, once again we may witness the public profession faith of a number of young members. Professing their faith, these young members declare as their heartfelt desire to serve the Lord God according to His Word and to commit their whole life to the Lord’s service as living members of His church. Quite a promise, especially when it is given at a still relatively young age. 
On the day of one’s public profession of faith it might be easy to say to the questions that are asked, “I do”, but how will it go later on. Will these young people indeed be able to keep the vows they will make this morning, especially in a life full of temptations in a world, in which the devil prowls around like a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour?  Considering all these dangers, should this not cause young people to be a bit more cautious in their speaking? Do we perhaps have to consider it as youthful presumptuousness when young people at this age say so firmly, “I do?”

From a spiritual point of view, Br. & Sr., the answer to this question is a definite ‘No’. For even though we are young, we still are allowed to speak firm language, assured that He who through His grace began a good work in us will also bring it to completion.
 God, as the God of all grace, who called these young people to His eternal glory in Christ, will Himself strengthen and establish them. To that promise they may cling.

Therefore, what counts is to believe this promise firmly. In practical terms this mean in faith we may cling to Christ, who is the Redeemer of our life. On that foundation a believer stand firm always.

Phrasing this somewhat differently, I could say, in faith we may live a life of victory, not boasting of ourselves, but of Jesus Christ, in whom this victory is founded; victory – when indeed we do live by faith in Jesus Christ. 
The apostle John writes in the verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, “And this is the victory that has overcome the world – our faith.”  In faith we can face the temptations, the trials of life, the hardships and the difficulties, finding our strength in the Lord. Faith thus is the key to victory. That’s the gospel, I may proclaim to you this morning.

FAITH IS THE KEY TO VICTORY

We will have a closer look at

1) how we receive this faith
2) the effect of this faith on our life
3) the comfort we derive from it

I
Faith, Br. & Sr., is a gift of God, given to us by the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit. If the Holy Spirit had not worked new life in us, we would still be dead in sin, and we would not have faith either. John highlights this, when he writes in Ch. 5, 1, “…” 
The love of which John speaks here is much more than just a certain feeling in your heart. Instead, it is a directive for life, both in our relationship with God as well as in our relationship with fellow man. True faith produces this love. It shows that we have indeed been born anew. 

I like indeed to highlight, Br. & Sr., when speaking about faith Scripture never means some kind of subjective experience from the side of the believer, as it is often spoken about in evangelical circles. The testimony of such an experience does nothing else but placing man in the centre. Instead, Scripture speaking about faith always refers to the object of our faith, placing God in the centre. 
It’s indeed good to highlight this, especially since at present we live in a society in which the vast majority of people want to accept as true only those things to which they can personally relate. Something makes sense, and therefore I’m willing to accept it is true. Today we live in a world without absolutes. True is only that what I can accept as true. The result is, a certain truth might be fine for one individual, but it does not necessarily have any relevance for another individual. I’m free to believe what I like and to behave as I wish within a wide framework of tolerance, but I’m not free to require someone else to believe what I believe. I cannot say to that other person who disagrees with me, “This is the truth!” 
That’s the climate we live in today, a climate of tolerance without any absolutes; a climate, in which also faith in God is considered as how you feel about it. It thus relates to the experience of the believer.
Yet when Scripture speaks about faith, it’s not first of all a matter of feeling, a matter of what we experience of the truth, but instead putting your complete trust in something, more specifically in someone, namely in Jesus Christ. The apostle John makes this quite clear in the last verse of the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, vs. 5, “…”

John refers here to the content of our faith. Christians believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. This is not just an article of faith, but it is the faith. What John writes here makes clear, whatever else an individual may claim or whatever position may be held, if a person does not believe that Jesus is the Son of God, he or she cannot have been born anew, cannot not be called a Christian. This is indeed the central message of all preaching of the gospel. 
Thus, Christians must believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. They must believe in Him as the One sent by the Father into this world, who assumed our flesh, so that in that nature He could suffer and die for us, sinful children of God. Jesus Christ, true man and true God, so that as the only true Mediator He could cleanse us from all sins, and make us righteous before God. Yes, God’s love for sinners was expressed in its fullest measure by sending His Son, so that whoever believes in Jesus Christ as God’s Son, would not perish but have everlasting life. We receive this life when in faith we embrace Jesus Christ as our Saviour; and this – as I said it before – not simply as a personal experience, but as a directive for all of life. True faith permeates our life in all that we do, since it causes us to be born anew and this by power from above. As John writes it in vs. 1a, “Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God.”
These words make very clear, being born anew, living a new life, is not something that comes from us in changing our lifestyle or something like that. Instead, God Himself works it in us. It’s a gift from above, in a similar way as the forgiveness of sins. Gifts we received when we were baptized into the blood and the Sprit of Christ > explain! 
All this highlights our personal total inability, as the apostle Paul also makes it clear in his letter to the Ephesians. Says Paul, “But God … even when we were dead in trespasses, made us alive together with Christ … For by grace you have been saved, through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God.”

Salvation thus is entirely God’s work. God is the One who creates new life in those who were dead in sin. God does so by the power of His Word, i.e. the life-giving Word, which renews our life. We become new creatures, who want to die to sin and live for the LORD. The first evidence of this new life is faith in Jesus Christ as the only true Saviour.

Beloved, that’s how God takes possession of sinners, took possession also of us, possession also of these young members who this morning will confess this faith publicly. That’s not their doing, nor the doing of their parents, but it is from beginning to end God’s work. He gave them a place within His covenant, when they were born into a Christian family. Within this family, they were raised around an open Bible, God using the parents as His instruments. Yet – as I said before – in the end it is not something parents can boast of, when children make a positive choice for the Lord. This is God’s hidden work in the hearts of children, for which we can only thank Him. Faith is a gift, a gift from above. 
Yet having given us this wonderful gift, God now wants us also to use it, to make the most of it to His glory and our own comfort. Faith is more than just saying God’s Word is true, it’s more than just formally acknowledging Jesus as your Saviour. It is – as I have said before – something that gives direction to our life, it renews us completely. Well, that brings me to my second thought: the evidence of faith.

II
In the verses 1-3 John mentions three aspects of true faith; three aspects, which are inseparably connected with one another. John mentions faith in Jesus Christ as the Son of God, love for the brethren, and obedience to God’s commandments. We have already spoken about the first aspect: faith in Jesus Christ as a gift of God. Let us now turn to the other two aspects. In vs. 2 John writes, “…”
Being born anew by the Sprit of God, beloved, we also received a place into new family, the family of God, to whom belong all who together with us share in being born of God. Now it is quite natural, when you love your parents, you love your brothers and sisters as well. Love is a family affair. 
The same applies to the spiritual family we live in. Christ created this spiritual family, the communion of saints. In Ch. 4, 20 + 21, John wrote, “…”
With these words, John stresses love for our fellow brother and sister in the church is part of our love and obedience to God. You cannot separate the one from the other. That was Ch. 4. In Ch. 5, he starts from the other end of the spectrum saying this love flows from that prior and dominating love relationship we have with God. This means neither of these aspects of our love can exist without the other. Those who walk in the light with God have fellowship with one another, and will also practice this fellowship not just in words but also in deeds.

I like to stress that in saying this, the apostle John is not charging us with a duty we have to strive to fulfill. Rather, he is describing a characteristic of true faith in Jesus Christ without no one can claim to be truly regenerated.
The next aspect of true faith mentioned by John is obedience to God’s commandments, Ch. 5, 2, “…” From this verse we learn, love and obedience belong together. It’s good to note this, since so often love towards God is separated from keeping His commandments. For example when wayward members of the church are addressed about their wrongdoings, so often you hear the response, “But I still love the Lord.” Within in this concept of thinking it does not matter when you go out with a girl or a boy outside the church, start dating, and making plans for the future, as long as you still love the Lord. Then it does not matter either, in what church you serve the Lord, what kind of book you read, what sort of music you listen to, or what program you watch on TV, as long as you love the Lord. After all, that’s what matters, isn’t it?
It is indeed true love towards the Lord is what matters. However, says John, “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 want to take His commandments serious. It means concerning every decision we have to 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.
One can easily say, “I love the LORD.” Yet the question is what a person means when he says this. After all, beloved, love is 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 also some personal sacrifices.
Well, beloved, the same applies to 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 when we publicly profess our faith, namely that we firmly resolve to commit our whole life to the Lord’s service as a living member of His church. Well, that’s exactly what we read in the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, to love God means keeping His commandments.

Sometimes God’s commandments are seen as burdensome. Yet as John says in our text, they are not, not 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’s loves us in Christ? It’s sin, that makes life burdensome.

Let me just try to make this clear with a few example. 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 becomes disobedient. Then all of sudden that 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. That 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. 

It’s sad that so many Christians today have relegated love to an emotional level alone and have caricatured any emphasis on the law of God as legalism. It is a false dichotomy, which can actually unbalance the whole of our spiritual exercise.
Turning the coin for a moment, I realize it is surely not always easy to keep God’s commandments, since through our sinful nature we all retain an inbuilt bias away from God. Yet this does not excuse us to dismiss keeping these commandments as legalistic, at the same time claiming freedom to do what we want. Today’s prevailing fashion is, “if it feels good, it is good.” Yet we as children of God have other criteria by which to judge our behavior. God wants us to show our love towards Him by keeping His commandments. I realize, time and again we fall short in doing this perfectly, due to the evil desires of our sinful flesh. However, renewed by the Spirit of God we will confess these sins, and make a new start to live with love and delight not just according to some but all the commandments of God. That’s what true faith in God and true love of God means.

This love also shows itself in love towards the neighbour, in particular towards our fellow brother and sister within the communion of saints, since by rebirth we are members of the same family, the Family with a capital F. This love will show itself not only in caring for and helping one another, but if necessary also in warning each other. From a scriptural point of view, loving one another involves much more than just being nice towards each other. True love becomes evident when together with all the other children of God you want to direct your life in accordance with God’s commandments. Then it becomes our sincere desire to stay together in sincere love towards God.
III
In the concluding part of our text John writes, vss. 4 + 5, “…” Believing in Jesus Christ as the Redeemer of our life connects us with Him. Well, there lies our strength in the choices we have to make and the battle we have to fight, our strength to overcome the world.
The world – what John means with this word he had already made clear in Ch. 2, 16, “…” In nutshell, a life whereby everything revolves around oneself, a satisfying of our own sinful desires. How are we to fight these desires? John says in faith! Faith gives us victory, because it joins us with Christ, who already has won the victory over the world, the flesh, and the devil.

Ever since the serpent’s doom was pronounced – I now think of what God spoke to Adam and Eve after the fall into sin, namely that the serpent’s head would be crushed by the woman’s offspring – ever since that time the enemy’s tactics were to thwart this plan of God, to prevent the deliverer from coming into the world. Yet he failed. Christ was born, died and in this way conquered Satan. Yet, this did not cause Satan to give up. His relentless efforts were now directed towards the further offspring of the woman, the NT church trying to cause people to deny that Christ had won the victory, to deny that the Son of God assumed human flesh to redeem sinners lost in guilt.
Beloved, wherever people fall for this lie, the devil laughs. For he knows, this person is now mine. I have him in my devilish grip. Yet on the other hand, whoever in faith keeps clinging to Christ Satan’s hold on that person is broken forever. Thus, faith in Jesus Christ is the key that opens the prison in which Satan had locked us, the key to set us free to be our redeemed self in Christ.
For, beloved, what can touch us in Christ? Can Sin? But Christ has paid the penalty for sin. Can sickness? Yes, but Christ has the power to heal if He so chooses. Can death? Yes, but Christ has overcome death. Can Satan? Yes, but he is a defeated ‘foe’. In Ch. 4, 4 of this letter John writes, “…” Can hell? No, since Christ has endured the equivalent of hell on behalf of His people. As the apostle Paul writes it in his letter to the Romans, Ch. 8, 37-39, “…” Christ has overcome all these things, and He is victor, and He will share this victory with all who have faith in Him.
See there, beloved, how faith in Jesus Christ overcomes the world. True, this involves a constant battle. Yet he who in faith clings to Christ will stand strong in this battle, in principle such a person is a conqueror, today already. That’s what John says in our text. For it should be noted, when speaking about victory John is not simply referring to what is to come one day in the future, but he is referring to a reality in the believer’s life today. The victory spoken about we possess today already in Christ. Is is the substance of our faith. Thus, he who lives by faith indeed has overcome the world. When faith is central in our life and active, there is victory, every day anew.

No, this does not mean that we no longer have to fight the battle. Yet, the outcome is settled. I think here of what the Lord Jesus Himself once said. “In the world you will have tribulations,” He told His disciples during the last night He was with them. “But be of good cheer,” so Jesus said, “for I have overcome the world.”
 And those who are in faith united with Christ have overcome the world with Him.

What a glorious gospel this is, beloved. Living in world where the temptations are many and the attacks of the evil one are fierce, we may take refuge in Christ. Then we might go through trying times and face challenging situations, nevertheless we will find our peace and refuge in God’s presence, who will give us the victory in the midst of conflicts, peace in the midst of turmoil. Thus in faith we may count on God, and He is faithful.
That’s how also this morning these young people may speak there ‘I do’, not boasting of themselves, but looking on high, expecting all help from above, and this help never fails. In his first letter to the Corinthians the apostle Paul writes, Ch. 10, 13b, “…” And Paul knew what he was writing about, for He himself had faced many ordeals. He speaks about these ordeals in his second letter to the Corinthians, Ch. 11, 23-28, “…” Yet despite all these tribulations, the apostle Paul did not lose sight of his victory. To these same Corinthians he also wrote, Ch. 4, 8 + 9 of this same letter, “…” Paul’s life and ministry were filled with many hardships, but his attitude remained confident and he resisted defeat, since he knew the victory is ours through faith in Jesus Christ. 
Thus in the heat of battle we may take courage in Christ, in whom the victory is ours. Beloved, never let yourselves be robbed of these riches. Instead, daily draw strength from it, when you go through trying times or when you face challenging situations. Trust in God, who has promised never to leave nor forsake you.
 

The victory is ours, today already, whilst we also have the promise that one day all wickedness will be removed from this earth. This will be when together with Christ we will share the complete victory. This will be on the day when together with all the saints we will be standing at the sea of glass  and sing the song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb.

Beloved, may the Lord provide all of us, old and young alike, including you young people who will say “I do” this morning – may the Lord provide all of us with perseverance in the battle we have to fight, so that on the last day  of world history we all may join in singing this beautiful song, glorifying God for all He has done.

Amen.
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