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All Saints Sunday ~ Series C ~ November 4, 2007

God’s Children Now & Forever

The text for today is 1 John 3:2: “Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when He appears we shall be like Him, because we shall see Him as He is.”  Here ends the text.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Have you noticed how big a holiday that Halloween has become?  Consumer researchers estimated that over $5 billion were spent just on costumes this year in the United States; that’s up 50% from just two years ago.  Now, I didn’t bring this up to warn about the pagan origins of Halloween or to rail against the commercialization of our holidays, but only to bring up a point about us.

Halloween used to be a fun time for children to dress up as their favorite hero or ghoul and go out and collect a pail full of candy.  But now more and more adults are getting in on the action.  Surveys show that one-third of all adults were planning on wearing a costume or mask for Halloween this year.    

Dressing up seems to fill some psychological need to be someone different than who we really are—at least for a few hours.  But this isn’t anything new, is it?  The methods may have changed, but each of us has, from time to time, pretended to be someone we really aren’t.  Each of us has tried to mask or cover up who we really are.  God’s Word makes that clear.

According to God’s Law, you’re not who you appear to be.

If you want to be technical about it, we teach that God’s Law operates in part as a curb: it discourages evil from happening.  It holds sin in check, from running totally rampant.  In other words, you know better than to say some of the things that you want to say and do some of the things you want to do.  You don’t always act on your thoughts or appetites or impulses. 

 Why?  Because they’re wrong?  No, more likely because doing so would damage you.  It would lead to punishment or harm your reputation.  So even when you want to talk back to your parents, you know better: you’re going to pay for it if you do.  Even if you bear a grudge against someone, you know better than to act on it.  Even when you want to slug somebody, you keep your hands to yourself.  Even when you want to indulge sexual temptation, you don’t.  Even when you want to take your neighbor’s new truck, you leave it where it is.  Even when you want to lie to get out of a bad situation, you know that it’s right to tell the truth.

Right?  Well, maybe.  Maybe you do talk back, act on grudges, slug people, gratify your lust, steal your neighbor’s truck, or lie.  When you do, it’s wrong.  Sins like that will work to kill your faith, rob you of life and salvation.  Repent.  Confess those sins.  Be forgiven, because Christ has died to set you free.

But most of the time, you know better, I’m guessing.  Otherwise, I might be preaching this sermon to you over a greasy phone through thick glass while you do your time.  You know better than to act on all those sinful temptations and impulses that lurk around your mind, that crawl out of your heart.  You know better than to say the first thing that comes to your mind because chances are that it will come back to you.  So you follow that great theologian Thumper’s advice: “If you can’t say something nice... don’t say nothing at all.”  Because of the consequences, you suppress these sinful urges as much as possible.  

On behalf of society, let me say, “Thank you.”  Thanks for not acting on every sinful impulse that runs around your brain.  Some would say you’re hypocritical, but hypocrisy beats lawlessness any day of the week.  Some do say that you should do whatever feels right to you, which I believe is also the worldview of sociopaths.  If everybody did whatever they felt like doing to gratify themselves, this world would be a whole lot uglier than it already is.  So thanks for suppressing a lot of the temptations floating around in your mind.

At the same time, remember what Jesus said: “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander.  These are what defile a person” (Matthew 15:19-20).  

Before you do anything sinful, you’ve already thought about it.  You’re already guilty before God.  You’re already defiled and sinful.  You’re not righteous before Him because you’ve managed to quell a lot of temptations inside.  

That was what the Pharisees believed: they thought that as long as their actions were law-abiding, they must be righteous before God.  In response, Jesus called them whitewashed tombs: they looked very nice and clean on the outside, but inside they were dead and rotting away.  

Whitewashed tombs.  That’s what I mean when I say that you’re not who you appear to be.  According to God’s Law, you’re worse.  Far worse.  You’re guilty of all the sin that you’ve held inside: even though you haven’t acted on it, it’s death and decay to your soul.  You may not feel that bad about it: but then again, Jeremiah tells us that the heart is deceitful and desperately wicked (17:9).  We can’t even begin to comprehend the depth of our sin: rather, we believe what God says about us in His Word.  

But here’s where the Law really crushes: Jesus is coming back to judge in glory.  You haven’t seen Him revealed in His holiness and glory yet.  But you will.  On that day, if your sins still cling to you, you’ll be exposed for who you truly are: and according to the Law, that deserves only God’s wrath and punishment.

According to the Law, you’re not who you appear to be.  You’re worse.

If the sermon ended there, we would all have reason to fall into despair (at least if we take God’s Word seriously and apply it to our own lives).  Thank God there’s better news according to the Gospel.  

According to the Gospel, you’re not who you appear to be.

What with keeping all those bad thoughts and behaviors in check, you come across as a pretty nice person, all in all.  But according to the Gospel, you’re not a pretty nice person.  You’re far, far better than that!

“See what kind of love the Father has given to us,” begins our epistle.  And what kind of love is that?  We find it in the chapter before: in His love for us, God the Father has given His only begotten Son.  He’s given Him up to death in your place.  He’s declared, “I so love you and desire your salvation that I have judged My Son in Your place.  I do not ask you to earn your salvation by your works and efforts and sacrifices; instead, I have given My Son to work and sacrifice and die.  And I have raised Him up again!”

What does this mean to you?  It means that by the grace of God, you’re a child of God.  You’re not the lawless lost one looking in from the outside, nor the hypocrite who pretending to be good and hoping the Lord doesn’t get wise; you’re a child of God.  You’re not a slave who has to earn his keep and keep the Master’s favor, nor are you an employee who has to get a good performance review in order to make the cut.  You’re a child of God.  

For Jesus’ sake, He says, “At your Baptism, I made you My own.  I put My name on you, made you a member of My household—and My household lasts forever.”  For Jesus’ sake, you’re a child of God.  Not, “you will be a child of God,” but “you are.”  Heaven is yours.  You are an heir of the kingdom of God.  The only way, dear believers, that you could not inherit heaven now would be for you to embrace sin and death and run away from home.

Furthermore, you’re pure.  Your sins are gone, because Jesus has taken them all away.  He’s died for them all.  Again, since you’re forgiven, God doesn’t see you as an okay person trying hard to do the right thing.  He sees you as righteous because Jesus has given you His righteousness.  He doesn’t see you as hypocritical, hiding your sins: because Jesus has taken them away, you have no sins left to hide. 

You’re a child of God—now.  You’re pure before Him—now.  That’s what the Gospel declares.  You just don’t appear that way right now.  If the world seriously acknowledged that you were a child of God, do you think it would hassle you at all for being a Christian?  Bullies don’t pick on kids with really big brothers, so why would the world choose to dismiss Christianity and mock it?  

The text tells you: “The reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know Him.”  The world didn’t recognize Jesus as the Son of God—instead, the world crucified Him.   Don’t expect any praise or favors from the world for being a Christian.  Expect the world to say, “You don’t look like a child of God, so you’re getting no respect from us.”

Furthermore, you don’t appear pure, either.  People will see and remember your mistakes, not the grace that God gives.  You’ll remember them, too, especially those sins along the way where the Law has especially crushed you, where the regret still feels fresh.  Sin still clings to you in this life, and will try to persuade you that you’re not pure and never could be.  

But that’s just the appearance; the Gospel declares that you’re far better than you appear.  Now, don’t get a big head—you’re not pure before God because you never sinned, you’re pure because Jesus has taken those sins away.  Once you were defiled.  Once you were unclean.  But Jesus has made you pure by taking those sins on Himself and dying in your place. 

No, you don’t appear to be a pure child of God—to the world or to yourself.  But you’ve got Jesus’ Word on it; and that makes it so.  In Holy Baptism, God has placed His triune name on you, cleansed you of your sin, and adopted you as His beloved child.  Today, through His called and ordained servant, He’s already declared to you His powerful, effective words: “I forgive you all of your sins.”  In His Supper, He visits you in, with and under bread and wine, with His body and blood, for the forgiveness of sins.  

Do you see?  Do you understand?  More to the point… do you believe?  

If your sins are forgiven, you’re pure.  If your sins are forgiven, you’re a child of God.  On this Sunday of All Saints, you are numbered among them.  

Oh, you don’t see it yet—you don’t appear that way.  Neither do you see Jesus yet in all of His glory—rather, He cloaks Himself in His Word and Supper to give you forgiveness and purity again.  For now, this is something that cannot be visibly observed or measured, but only seen through the eyes of faith.

It won’t always be like this.  Jesus is coming back in glory for all to see.  You haven’t seen Him revealed in His holiness and glory yet.  But you will.  You will see Him as He is, the glorious Son of God who took on flesh and died for you. And then, as one redeemed and forgiven, you’ll be exposed for who you truly are even now for Jesus’ sake.

You’re pure.

You’re a saint.

You’ve washed your robe and made it white in the blood of the Lamb.

You’re one of God’s children, now and forever.

Because you are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

