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Scripture – I John 5:1-5

All of us have, at some time in our lives, experienced situations that have tested our faith.  Those experiences may have been the death of a loved one, the loss of a job, the loss of a home in a fire or storm, a debilitating disease affecting ourselves or someone we love, a divorce either with us or with people we deeply love.  These and other situations cause us to test our faith.

What is faith?  According to Webster, ‘faith’ is ‘unquestionable belief, complete trust or confidence.”  Hebrews 11:1 says, “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”  I also like James Hewitt’s definition of faith.  He says, “faith is the bird that feels the light and sings to greet the dawn while it is still dark.” Faith is all these things.  But the most important element of faith is the element of it being attached to something unseen.

Our Scripture today starts with an element of the unseen.  Verse 1 of I John 5 says, “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is a child of God, and everyone who loves the parent loves the child.”  Belief that Jesus is the Christ is believing in the unseen.  You and I, and the majority of John’s audience, had never seen or met Jesus when He lived on the earth.  Yet John says we can still believe that He was, that He did live and was a child of God.

The idea of Jesus being a child of God AND being God seems confusing.  However, think of Jesus as He was in human form.  As a human, He related to the God as His Parent much in the same way that we relate to our own parents.  What does this relationship require? 

Going on in verses 1 and 2 we read, “that everyone who loves the Parent loves the child.  By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments.”  Loving God and loving humankind are inseparable for a Christian.  Jesus told us in the Great Commandment in Mark 12:28-31 that we are to love God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength AND to love our neighbor as ourselves.  Jesus said there were no greater commandments than these.  Loving God and loving humankind are inseparable.  Family love is part of natural law.  A child naturally loves their parents and their brothers and sisters. Oh sure, there are times when we want to strangle our brother or sister and there are times that we feel that our parents are ‘out of touch with reality’.  But when it comes down to the ‘nitty gritty’, we would willingly give our lives for all of them.  Why?  Because they are our family.  We love our parents because they gave us life.   Verse 1 in our text is saying just that.  We love God also for the same reason; God created us.

Out of love for our parents, we obey their commands and desires.  When we’re young we obey because if we don’t we will get punished.  All of us can remember times when we were punished.  Some of us were given whippings and some of us were punished by the removal of privileges.  Either way, we learned the importance of obeying.  But as we grew, we hopefully obeyed not only to avoid punishment, but because we loved those whom we were obeying.  It wasn’t a burden to obey.  We did it because we wanted to do it.  John says the same thing here regarding obeying God.  In verse 3 he says, “For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome.”

Why are they not burdensome?  Some of us may think that ANY command from someone of authority would be burdensome because it limits what we want to do.  As a child of God, we do not think like the world.  The world emphasizes freedom and the right to do as you please.  God emphasizes love and service to humankind.  They are different.  By nature, our human flesh will want to please itself therefore anything contrary to that will be burdensome.  But when we are born of God, the Holy Spirit changes that.  We no longer think as the world thinks.  We think as God thinks.

There are three things I would like to share with you to clarify why following God’s commandments is not burdensome.

The first is – they are not burdensome because we have power to do them.  Doing God’s will is not easy.  Christian love is difficult.  It is never easy to love someone whom you don’t like, someone who has hurt your feelings, injured you or someone you don’t love.  Jesus knows that.  In Matthew 11:28-30, Jesus says, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”  Earlier I said that doing God’s will is not easy.  However, Jesus is saying His yoke is easy and the burden is light.  How can this be?  The answer is found in Acts 1:8 when Jesus told His disciples before He ascended into heaven, “But you shall receive POWER when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my witnesses to Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth.”  You see, we can’t follow God’s will on our own.  But we can as children of God because we have been given the power through the Holy Spirit.  If we tap into that power then following Jesus is easy and light.  However, if we try to do it on our own without that power, it is an unbearable burden.

Secondly, they are not burdensome because they’re based on love.  As I said earlier, as Jesus obeyed the God out of love, we too obey God out of love.  Love is not burdensome.  We love one another because it is a joy and privilege to do so.  With God’s love within us, and the Holy Spirit’s power guiding us, we can love all humankind in all circumstances without it being a burden.

And thirdly, they are not burdensome because we have indestructible faith that conquers the world.  I began this sermon by talking about faith.  Faith is the core of who we are as Christians.  Without faith in God and Jesus, we could not witness to the world that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God.  Without faith we could not continue believing when we undergo trials and temptations.  That faith is our rock.  That faith, when grounded in Scripture and experience, is indestructible.  It cannot and will not be moved.  The world can take our belongings and destroy our bodies but if we belong to God, it cannot touch our souls.  Oh, our faith will be tested but, if grounded firmly in Scripture and experience, it will survive. 

Verse 4 of our text says, “For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory that overcomes the world, our faith.”  God gives you, and me, the victory if we have faith and trust in the Creator.  The word used here for victory is “nike”.  Yes, that is where the shoe company got their name, implying that the wearer of their shoe will be 'victorious’ in their athletic competitions.  The usage of the word ‘victory’ in verse 4 of our text is the ONLY time the word ‘victory’ is used in the New Testament.  And what a powerful usage indeed.  For our faith and belief in our unseen Creator and Lord Jesus Christ gives us victory as we overcome the burdens of the world including the uncertainties of the Covid pandemic.
I would like to close with a saying from Francis Bacon from the 18th century.  It says:

It’s not what men eat, but what they digest that makes them strong;


Not what we gain, but what we save that makes us rich;


Not what we read, but what we remember that makes us learned;

Not what we preach or pray, but what we practice and believe that makes us Christians.
In Jesus Name, Amen.

