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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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First of all, I need to give you the backstory to the first lesson,
since the opening line leaves us wondering what just happened–
“And when Peter saw it, he addressed the people...” Here’s what he
saw: There was a disabled man who was carried by his friends to
the temple gate every day so that he could beg for alms. As Peter
and John were on their way in for the afternoon prayer service, he
asked them for help. They looked at him intently, then Peter said,
“Look at us.” So he thought they were going to give him money,
but Peter said to him, “I have no silver and gold, but what I do have
I give to you. In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and
walk!” Then they helped him up, his feet and ankles suddenly
became strong, and he jumped up and started walking around. 

As he walked with them into the temple, he began leaping and
praising God. And all the regulars who recognized him, Luke says,
“were filled with wonder and amazement at what had happened to
him. While he clung to Peter and John, all the people, utterly
astounded, ran together toward them” (Acts 3:1-11). That’s when
Peter says to them all, “why do you wonder at this, or why do you
stare at us, as though by our own power or piety we have made him
walk?” Then he launches into this mini-sermon of which we just
read the first half. In the second half Peter goes on to show how
Moses and the prophets all pointed toward Jesus. He and John
would have gone longer, but the Sadducees called security on them
because they didn’t like what they were hearing. The Sadducees
didn’t believe in resurrection at all (Acts 4:1-2), and they certainly
didn’t like anything they’d been hearing about Jesus being raised
from the dead. That’s why the Sunday school song says, “They’re

so sad, you see.”

“The God of our fathers, glorified his servant Jesus, whom you
delivered over and denied,” Peter says to the crowd. It’s pretty
likely that a lot of those people were present at Jesus’ trial, and
followed the lead of the religious leaders in calling for his death. 
“You killed the Author of life,” Peter says to them, clearly
implying that Jesus is God, since they all know that God alone is
the Author of life. “You all killed him, but God raised him from the
dead.” And his resurrection vindicates, verifies, everything Jesus
did and said prior to that, including the fact that he is the Son of
God who came to rescue us all from the clutches of sin. 

So what Peter is telling this crowd, though not in so many words,
is that what they see in this man standing before them, who until a
few minutes ago had been unable to stand on his own, is the power
of God at work renewing his creation. The God who raised Jesus
from the dead had just exercised that same power in order to raise
up this creature of his, to restore what he was robbed of by the
sinful condition of the fallen world. And the fact that he’s standing
up, walking and leaping like a little kid testifies to the promise that
Jesus will eventually eradicate all sin, and restore the whole
creation to the way God intended it to be from the beginning.
That’s what Peter calls “the restoration of all things” in the part of
this sermon that we didn’t read (Acts 3:21), and that St John speaks
of in the second lesson.

John makes that wonderfully reassuring declaration, “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.” There’s a lot of stuff to unpack there!
First, what does he mean when he says “we are God’s children
now”?  Who is he talking about? Who’s included in this family?
Well, since he wrote this letter to the whole Church, he’s speaking
of all the baptized. By the language he uses in his gospel, he’s
pretty emphatic that that’s how we become God’s children. It’s in
John’s gospel where we hear Jesus saying, “Truly, truly, I say to



you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the
kingdom of God” (Jn 3:5). That kind of birth happens in baptism. So
the “we” that he speaks of in his first epistle are no other than those
who have been “born of water and the Spirit.” 

I know that sounds awfully exclusive to our modern liberal
consciences, but it’s not meant to be, simply because the duty of all
God’s children, second only to worship, is to draw all people into
God’s family by way of this new birth. “Go into all the world,”
Jesus said to the disciples just before he ascended into heaven, “and
make disciples of all nations, and baptize them” (Mt 28:19). So even
though the Church is often accused of being highly exclusive, it’s
supposed to be the most inclusive body on earth, since it’s mission
is to proclaim Christ crucified and risen in all the world and to
draw all people to him. And the way that’s done is by responding
to the love of God ourselves and enfolding others in it. The
problem is the exclusive attitude of a lot of God’s children, who
may only be interested in inviting “the right sort of people,” or not
inviting anybody at all. As St John intimates elsewhere in this
letter, woe to us who fail, or even neglect, to love our neighbors
that much. Real love, agapé, God’s kind of love wants others to
have what we have. And the greatest treasure we have is the
kingdom of God. Therefore, the greatest act of Christian love is to
extend to others the invitation to enter the kingdom of God.

1 John is one of my favorite books of the Bible, along with John’s
gospel and the letter to the Hebrews, because those are where the
really deep things of God are to be found. And yet most of what
they have to say is profoundly simple. A prime example of that is
today’s second lesson. The first sentence alone is a statement of
deep theology. The thrust of the whole letter is that everything God
has done for us in Jesus, was done out of love– absolutely selfless,
self-sacrificing love– and that the way we return that love, apart
from worship, is by pouring it out on others the way he pours it out
on us.  

John’s writings, including the gospel, the three letters and

Revelation were the last books of the Bible to be written, and the
letters were the very last. It was right around the end of the first
century and the beginning of the second. All the other books had
been written decades earlier, and all their writers were long gone,
having been martyred by the Romans. Of all the apostles, only
John  died of natural causes. He was well into his nineties when he
wrote his gospel and his letters, and by then he was the elder
statesman of the Church. It’s been said that when he was no longer
able to preside over worship, the bishops in Ephesus, where he
lived out his days, would still invite him to preach on occasion, and
that he only ever had one thing to say: “Little children, love one
another.” Just as Jesus had said that all the law and the prophets
hang on the two commandments to love God above all and to love
one another, so for John the whole of the Gospel hung on the
commandment to love one another, because that is how we
demonstrate our love for God. So just as the two great
commandments are called the Summary of the Law, John’s letters,
which are the last words of the New Testament, and especially his
first letter, can be seen in a way as the summary of the Gospel–
Love one another.

In the opening line of today’s lesson John says, “See what kind of
love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children
of God; and so we are.”  As I said, it’s a statement of deep
theology. What kind of love has the Father given us? Jesus
described it to Nicodemus, and it’s been popping up on billboards
ever since, in this way: God’s love for us is so great that he
sacrificed his only Son in order to give us eternal life (Jn 3:16). But
he went beyond that– far greater than just giving us eternal life, he
also makes us his children. The Church can’t overemphasize the
point that this isn’t just a metaphor, a figure of speech, it’s a fact. 

In the language of the Bible, when God gives someone a new
name, he isn’t simply conferring a title, he’s making that person to
be what the name indicates. He changed the name of Abram
(=exalted father) to Abraham (=father of many), and subsequently



gave Abraham “as many descendants as there are stars in the sky”
(Gen 22:17). He also told Mary to name their son Jesus (= God
saves), because he would save his people from their sins (Mt 1:21; Lk

1:31). And Jesus gave Simon the new name Peter (= rock) with the
promise that he would build his Church on the rock solid faith of
Peter and the rest of the apostles (Mt 16:18). All of this because the
word of God does what he says it will do. So when he joins us to
Jesus in baptism, Jesus’ Father then becomes our Father. The way
St Paul puts it is to say that in baptism the Holy Spirit causes us to
be adopted by God the Father so that we can now call him Abba,
which is what children back then called their earthly fathers. That’s
how intimate God wants to be with his children. 

That’s the kind of love the Father has given to us, that he now calls
us his children; “for that is what we are,” John says. It’s not a
metaphor. And even though it’s similar to the legal adoption of a
child, it’s much more than that, because when God makes us his
children he gives us a supernatural dignity. Just as when the
Church offers up bread and wine and God gives it back to us filled
with the life of his Son, an extraordinary change, a supernatural
change has taken place. That explains the tone of amazement and
joy with which John explains this. 

We can use all sorts of words and images to give a sense of the
love that God has for us, and of what God has done for us, but they
can only take us so far, because it’s ultimately beyond our limited
human understanding. Besides, no human can fully experience the
depth of God’s love in this life, because the seeds of divine life that
God has sown in us won’t come to their full flowering in this life. 
“What we will be has not yet appeared,” John says, “but we know
that when he appears,” when Christ returns in glory, “we shall be
like him, because we shall see him as he is.” In other words, when
the new life that we were born into in baptism reaches it’s full
maturity in the kingdom of God, then we’ll understand how
Christlike we will have become at that point. 

You can see when you read this letter how, even near the end of his

mortal life, John continues to marvel at everything God has done
and at the immensity of his love for us. John is bursting to tell the
world about it. And he’s telling us, his “little children,” that we
need to nurse that same zeal for the Gospel within ourselves, and
to allow the immense love that God has for us so to fill us that it
spills onto our neighbors, because they need to know the depth of
love that God has for them. And they need to know that he wants
them to become his children too. It’s been God’s plan from all
eternity to restore all things to the way he intended them to be. And
the centerpiece of that plan was to send his Son into the world, and
be lifted up on the cross, in order to draw all people to himself as
the perfect offering for all our sin, and then to destroy the power of
sin and death by rising from the dead, unlocking the gate of
heaven. He did all that for all people, not just a select group. 

So the demand that his resurrection places on us who believe is that
we open ourselves to being deployed by him in whatever way he
chooses to make his love, and his sacrifice, and his victory known
to everyone who’s willing to listen. But words aren’t always
enough, or they’re not always the appropriate way to spread the
Good News. Miraculous healings, like the man in the temple, speak
louder than words. So do ordinary acts of love– caring for the poor,
the sick, the helpless, the oppressed; interacting with one another
as if we were interacting with Jesus himself; ministering to others
the way Jesus ministered to the ten lepers, the woman caught in the
act of adultery, and to the man dying on the cross next to him. John
warns his “little children” that if we don’t treat others with that
kind of love and dignity, then we’re really just liars who don’t have
the love of God in us at all. “For those who don’t love a brother or
sister whom they have seen,” John says, “cannot love God whom
they have not seen” (1Jn 4:20). We’ll read more about that in a
couple of weeks. Meanwhile, “little children, let no one deceive
you. Whoever practices righteousness is righteous, as [Jesus] is
righteous.” In the Name of ...
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