Roadmap for the Journey: A Pleasing Walk

September 23, 2007

1 John 2:3-2:11

This week, Kathy and I took part in an annual fall ritual, along with countless thousands of parents across the country. We went to “Back to School” night.  Some things never change – the PTO fund raising talk, the principle’s explanation of the student drop-off rules, the guided tours of our children’s classrooms, and the explanation of why homework really is important. But recently there has been a new element. It’s called the “NJ ASK” test – the test that every third, fourth, and 5th grader must take to measure whether schools are meeting state and national educational standards.  Just about every speaker had something to say about how our children were being prepared for “ASK” – which is a good thing, I think. It’s good to have standards, and tests are often the only way to know if we’re achieving them.  

But, on the other hand, just about nobody I know likes to take tests.  And I think I know why. Recently I ran across some impossible test questions that are sure to strike fear into the heart of any test taker.

How about this question: Define the universe; give three examples.

Ok. Here are some real test questions for you, and they seem pretty simple:  "How long did the Hundred Years War last?’ seems obvious, but the answer is 116 years. When a test asks, "Which country manufactures Panama hats?" the correct answer is Ecuador. Here’s another: From what animal do we get cat gut? From sheep and horses of course. In which month do Russians celebrate the October Revolution? November. Ah yes...many test takers are glad to be out of school...far away from trick questions like that thought up in some teacher’s lounge.

But is there a test to determine whether a person is on the right track spiritually? Today we’re going to look at three tests we can use to determine whether our spiritual walk is pleasing to God. 

John says, 

1.  Test One:  Loving Obedience 

We can be sure that we know him if we obey his commandments. (verse 3)

Now this word "obey" is a very interesting word, because in Greek, the language John originally wrote this letter in, the emphasis is on doing something over and over again.  In other words, a more accurate translation of this verse would be “if we keep on obeying his commandments.”

Now John doesn’t specify which of God’s commands we’re supposed to live lives of obedience to. Is it the detailed Jewish food laws of the Old Testament, or the laws about what’s ceremonial clean or unclean? Are these commands of God a lengthy list of religious rules and rituals, detailed ceremonies, and religious hoops to jump through? It’s important to know which rules to follow…
In 2001, Gordon Zwicky earned top honors in the annual Burlington Liars Club contest. Zwicky's claim? After winning the lottery, he and his wife, Dorothy, decided to drive to Florida. Their neighbor advised them to pay careful attention to the road signs. Thirty miles from home they saw a sign reading: 'Clean Restrooms Ahead.' Two months later they arrived in Florida - having supposedly cleaned 450 restrooms using 267 rolls of paper towels, three boxes of bowl cleaner, and 86 bottles of Windex!  You have to be careful which instructions you obey, don’t you!
People in Jesus Christ’s generation often debated the question of which of God’s commands were the most important. Jesus himself was asked this question. Jesus’ answer was:

Jesus: “The most important commandment is this: ‘Listen, O Israel! The Lord our God is the one and only Lord.  And you must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind, and all your strength.’  The second is equally important: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”   Mark 12:29-31 (NLT)

These are the commands John is referring to here, love for God and love for people.

John tells us that if someone claims to have an intimate knowledge of God yet lives a lifestyle characterized by disobedience to God’s commands, that person’s doing a snow job on you. A person might say with his or her lips, "I have the inside track with God, God and I are on one-on-one terms" but if that person is half-hearted in their love for God or hateful toward other Christians, that person’s lying. Their actions are speaking so loud, that you can’t hear their words anymore. 

Yet a lifestyle characterized by obedience to God’s commands demonstrates that God’s love has had its proper effect on us. That’s what John means in v. 5 when he says,  “But those who obey God’s word truly show how completely they love him.” (verse 5)

What does this obedient life look like?  

Those who say they live in God should live their lives as Jesus did. (verse 6)

It looks like the life of Jesus. You see, Jesus isn’t only our Savior and our Lord, but he’s also our example, our model of what an obedient lifestyle looks like. When we read about the way he conducted his life, the way he ordered his world, the decisions he made, the priorities he treasured, the habits he cultivated, the company he kept, this is a model for us of what an obedient life looks like. Obviously we’re not going to be able to do that exactly like Jesus since he never sinned and we sin every day—ok, pretty much every hour--yet Jesus Christ is the pattern, the model we’re to pattern our lives after.

Now remember, John’s already told us that the no matter how spiritually mature we become, we’ll still struggle with sin in our lives. What this test is describing is our overall direction. If you’re here today and your lifestyle isn’t characterized by obedience to God’s commands, John would challenge you to evaluate the direction you’re going in your walk with God.
2.  Test Two:  A Commitment to Truth 

Now talking about God’s commands makes John think some more about the greatest command, the command for Christians to love each other in the same way Jesus Christ loves us. It was certainly on Jesus’ mind when he spoke with his disciples the night before his crucifixion:
John 13:34-35--"A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another."

John 15:12-- My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.
Thinking of these words, look at what John writes in vv. 7-8.  

Dear friends, I am not writing a new commandment for you; rather it is an old one you have had from the very beginning. This old commandment—to love one another—is the same message you heard before. Yet it is also new. Jesus lived the truth of this commandment, and you also are living it. For the darkness is disappearing, and the true light is already shining. 1 John 2:7-8 (NLT)

What in the world can it mean that this is not a new command but an old one--but on the other hand it is a new command?

Listen to Leviticus 19:18: "’Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your neighbor as yourself. I am the LORD."
This command was repeated throughout the Old Testament, so there’s nothing especially new or novel about the substance of the command. But when Jesus Christ came to this earth he demonstrated visibly and publicly--in a way never before imagined--what it meant to love. The cross was God’s public demonstration of his love, and no one had every seen God’s love demonstrated in such an incredible, sacrificial, and wonderful way before Jesus Christ went to the cross. 

Jesus’ command is for us to love each other in the way we saw him love us by going to the cross, and that’s what made this command new when he told his friends at the last supper to "love each other, just as I have loved you." 
 Just like today, in John’s day there were lots of spiritual fads and weird ideas floating around about God and Jesus.  In contrast to the latest fashionable ideas about Jesus, John is simply calling them back to what they already know, what they’d already read in his gospel. 

What was true with God yesterday is true today. It will be true tomorrow. It was true at creation, and will be true for eternity.  By the time John writes this letter, decades after Jesus had given that command, he wants to make sure that his friends know that he’s not advocating something new or novel, but he’s simply telling them what they’ve already been taught. 

Is your spiritual journey characterized by a commitment to God’s eternal truth?  How do you score?

Now talking about this command to love brings John to the third test in vv. 9-11.  

3.  Test Three:  Sacrificial Love (1 John 2:9-11)

How many people have been driven out of the Christian community by hatred they’ve experienced from other Christians?  When we fail to love each other through Christ, we actually set a trap for each other, a snare that ultimately drives people out of our churches, broken, hurting and disillusioned. 
How many church fights have made people stumble and fall? I mean, is it really that important what color the building is painted or the style of music we worship God with? Is it worth adding to the growing population of unchurched Christians, men and women who want to walk with Jesus Christ but who’ve given up on the church? Certainly we shouldn’t compromise God’s truth or our commitment to fulfilling God’s purposes, but some of the disagreements in the Christian community can be downright petty. 
These kinds of divisions betray the fact that our spiritual journey has gotten off track, we’re walking in darkness now, blind to the terrible damage we’re causing to the faith of those around us.

If anyone claims, “I am living in the light,” but hates a Christian brother or sister, that person is still living in darkness. Anyone who loves another brother or sister is living in the light and does not cause others to stumble. But anyone who hates another brother or sister is still living and walking in darkness. Such a person does not know the way to go, having been blinded by the darkness.  1 John 2:9-11 (NLT)

So here we find our final test. Our spiritual journey is pleasing to God when it is characterized by SACRIFICIAL LOVE FOR OTHERS. 

That means loving other people in the church, even when they are wrong!  And hoping they will do the same for you!

I read the story of a woman who was full of hatred toward her husband. Someone counseled the woman to act as if she really loved her husband, to tell him how much he meant to her, to praise him for every decent trait, to be kind, considerate, and generous whenever possible. Then, when she’d fully convinced him of her undying love, she’d make her move and file for divorce. With revenge in her eyes she said, "That’s perfect, I’ll do it." And so she did...but guess what happened...the more she demonstrated sacrificial love toward her husband, the more she began to actually love him, and at the end of a few months divorce was the furthest thing from her mind.

It’s not easy loving each other, especially loving people you don’t naturally get along with. Sure it’s easy loving my wife, and loving my kids--at least most days--and loving my friends, but loving people I find irritating, people who I think are weird, or loving people who grate me the wrong way...that takes God’s love.

That’s why the word John chooses here is the Greek word agape, which describes God’s kind of love, the kind of love that’s given freely and generously, regardless of the worthiness of the object. 

Conclusion

Is your walk pleasing to God? Does your spiritual life pass these three tests? Is it characterized by loving obedience, a commitment to God’s truth, and sacrificial love?  If not, then don’t condemn yourself, but discover a commitment to Jesus Christ--perhaps for the very first time--and then launch your own spiritual journey that’s not just a wonderful adventure, but that also pleases God.

 
 This week, in order to live a life more pleasing to God, I will….
