Sermon for 28th Aug – A Letter to a certain lady – 2 John

Let’s pray… 

So, across the summer we’re looking at New Testament letters in our sermons… I wonder what kind of letter-writer you are? Long and newsy? Or short and to the point? My mother is the former, my father the latter… turn to your neighbour and share with them what kind of letters you write… (It may be that you only use email of course, in which case, talk about that!)

…This is definitely a short and to the point letter! John has something he needs to say but would clearly rather say it face to face… 

Now, just in case you are wondering which John wrote this letter and who the lady mentioned is, let me just begin by saying that there is much scholarly debate around both of those questions – especially whether the lady is a particular individual, or whether in fact, because the Greek is ambiguous, the word in question refers instead to the female descriptor for a small church community. If you want to know more, I would be more than happy to unpick this with you, however these details do not greatly affect the significance of the message of the letter, which remains unchanged. And, although it speaks into a specific situation a long time ago, it remains of great importance for us today. 

John is very concerned with the issues of love and truth. He’s not wanting to get into a philosophical debate … This is not so much about the nature of love or a description of how love feels, rather, he is wanting to make sure that his readers know how important it is that love is put into action and that they ground that love in the Truth – John talks about ‘walking in obedience to God’s commands… his command is that you walk in love.’ He then goes on to talk about people who actively try to deceive others. People who deny that Jesus was ever really flesh and blood, denying that he was who he said he was and is. So, how are these two things connected – loving one another, and holding to the truth about Jesus? 

Last week, as some of you know, I was involved in an ‘Away From It All’ holiday, which is a week-long holiday, run and funded by the Mother’s Union, in order to give families who wouldn’t otherwise get a break, a holiday with activities and fun, as well as extra support. There were over 100 of us in all, with many of the guests on the holiday struggling with very difficult situations. At the beginning of the week, during our team meeting, I spoke of us asking God that we might be Jesus to the people that we encountered, that they would look at us and see something different. One of the wonderful team questioned me immediately – did I actually believe that people would see something different, or would they just think that we were ‘nice people’. I said then, and even more firmly believe now, that there is, and there should be, a difference in the way Christians love. 

As the week wore on, I was privileged to hear a number of the guests on the holiday talking about the way the team cared for them, the way they invested time and energy in their children, the way in which they listened and didn’t judge… They saw there something more than ‘niceness’. They talked about them being different, about a light, a sense of joy in a person or a peace, a compassion that was unusual… and in each of these cases, I believe that that defining attribute about that person, was Jesus… 

I hope that Christians are nice people, but I hope that we are more than that. Colossians 1:27 has the phrase, ‘Christ in you, the hope of Glory’… Because Christ is in us, we are changed… and thank goodness, because I would say that just being nice is not enough… There is very little foundation that holds us if we are just nice… Niceness will not necessarily sustain us or cause us to give sacrificially as I saw people doing last week. Without the love of God, we might care deeply about a particular cause and dig deep, but it might also drain us of our very selves if that giving is not grounded in something bigger and deeper than us. In the first of John’s letters, he says, ‘We love because God loved us first’ (1 John 4:19), and we know the depths of that love. Those well-known philosophers ‘Take That’ once sang, ‘How Deep Is Your Love?’… And it’s a good question… 

How many of you have been on the beach this summer? When I was little, the thing my Father loved to do, was to dam up the streams that flowed down the beach to the sea. Sometimes this was easier than others. If the stream was a trickle there was no problem, it was a little boring, but if it was bigger, that became a real challenge. I seem to remember one occasion in Cornwall, when some irate locals came down the beach to investigate Dad’s lovely damming operation, who with my brother, had taken on a significant stream at the bottom of the beach, only to cause chaos and flooding of the top of the beach further upstream. 

John reminds us to walk in love. As Christians we have the privilege of walking in a love that is God’s, it is not a trickle that is easily dammed up, instead we walk in love that is a river, deep and wide, unstoppable and overflowing, limitless in its capacity. In Ephesians (3:18) Paul prays that his readers ‘may have power… to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ.’ Whilst our love is finite, God’s love is so much more. It is strong, and it is love that led Jesus to earth to die for us, but it is also strong and powerful enough that it raised him from the dead. Love strong enough that it beats death… This is a love that is worth sharing with others.

That’s why John is so cross with people who are misleading others about Jesus, claiming that he was never fully human. Because if Jesus wasn’t God in human flesh, then he didn’t defeat sin and temptation in his earthly life, and if he didn’t live a life here, then he didn’t die and rise again, meaning that he didn’t defeat evil and death itself. If Jesus wasn’t the Son of God, and if we don’t walk in his love here on earth, then we might as well form a terribly nice society for the terribly nice, which I fear wouldn’t last, or overcome those things that badly need overcoming. 

We celebrate God’s love, because it is the power of Jesus’ resurrection that overcomes evil and defeats the power of death. It is the sacrificial love of God, embodied in Jesus that gives us hope. Last week reminded me that when we are with the hopeless, the broken and the defenceless, we realise how very important it is to have a robust love, and a love that rests heavily on the truth of the gospel… Without that, we could be crushed. But with it, we can lean on Jesus’ sustaining love and look to him for the healing and freedom that we so need.  

This world can be an outrageous place, I have heard stories that would break your hearts, and it may be that you’ve had your own fair share of that kind of experience… To remove the love and power of Jesus from this world would render all that too hopeless to contemplate. But we are not without hope, the truth is that Jesus is very much alive and powerful. This is exciting for a number of reasons… It is exciting because that love is available to us for our own healing and restoration, but it is also exciting, because that love is available to others. 

I’ve mentioned those deep and meaningful philosophers Take That once, and now I’m going to mention them again! I was listening to one of their songs the other day and was struck by the title ‘What you believe you do’… How very profound that statement is! What you believe you do… If we believe that this is true – that Christ died for us, that he is the Son of God, and that he defeated death and sin, then we can live very differently. Not only that, but we can go into situations and places where we ourselves would not normally have the stamina or courage to go, because we aren’t leaning on our own love or care, instead we are leaning on God’s, which is so much bigger and deeper than ours. If of course, we don’t believe that we, or others are worthy of such love, then we will act accordingly; because ‘What you believe you do’ 

I’m inclined to say, if we cannot hold out the hope and love of Jesus to those who need to hear it and feel it… and if we cannot believe it for ourselves then we must ask for help because the world is poorer for it… I can think of many people who worry that others will look at them and just see nice people… but it isn’t so, the light of Jesus shines more brightly than they will ever realise, because they love with his love. 

What we believe we do, but it is also true that what we believe, we say… John was cross because there were people going around saying untruths about Jesus, misleading people deliberately. He asked those whom he was writing to, to not let them into their house with their teaching… of course, in those days, churches were held in houses, so he wasn’t saying don’t talk to people who think differently from you, but he was saying, don’t actively invite people to teach you if you know they are going to undermine the truth about who Jesus is. We treat people kindly, wading in the river of God’s unstoppable love, but we also love people enough that we want them to know the truth about who Jesus is, about his great love for them. This is our privilege, like John, to see people face to face, to laugh, to talk, to share joy with those we encounter, to love them with the love of God that brings life in all its fullness. 

Let me finish by telling you about someone I have been reflecting on this week, who for me epitomises walking in love as John encourages us to do. 

On Thursday, I attended a memorial service for Stanley. There’s a photo of him on the powerpoint. He was once my landlord and despite many tough challenges in their lives, he and his wife were the sweetest, most joyful and generous Christians. I only knew them in the last 8 years really, during which time I realised that Stan had served abroad many times with Tearfund, that he was passionate about sharing the love of Jesus, but also about transforming lives. 

Stanley died at the age of 75, but only at his packed memorial service did I realise that his work abroad doing disaster relief with Tearfund had only begun at the age of 55, when he was suddenly made redundant. What I thought was his main career, was actually an opportunity that Stan seized in the midst of a sudden redundancy, to begin something new and amazing. He began to go to war-torn and devastated places such as Liberia, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, and Burundi amongst many others, and cared for and loved the people wherever they went. He was Jesus to those he met, a kind, jolly, smiling, professional, sometimes weeping Jesus, and he saw Jesus in each person he encountered. The stories of lives changed and a massively full church were testament to that. 

Stan knew what it meant to love like Jesus loves. Sometimes we might think that we are not capable of being used like that, perhaps even that it is too late in life to be useful – but it is never too late to begin something new for God. And it is certainly never too late to learn afresh what it means to walk in God’s love. If we do so, we can change the world, I absolutely believe it… and I pray and trust that God will show us how. 

Pray…

Questions:

What kind of letter writer (emailer) are you? Long and newsy, or short and to the point? 

 

Do you wonder about whether people see Christians as 'nice' people? Can you imagine that people might look and see something more? If so, what is it that you think people see? 

 

Was there a time before you became a Christian, perhaps, when you saw that in others? What difference did it make to them and to you? 

 

Can you believe that others might see that same attribute in yourself now? 

 

What does that verse from Colossians 1:27 'Christ in you, the hope of Glory' mean for you? 

 

Did you find the analogy of the stream on the beach helpful, imagining the love that we have available to us as a trickle or a river? In what ways is it helpful, and how deep do you feel your love for others is? Is it yours alone, or do you sense that you walk in God's love? 

 

In what ways can you understand John's anger and frustration with those who are misleading others by undermining the Christian belief that Jesus was fully human on earth? Have you come across the same uncertainties today? What are the implications of such a belief? 

 

Having considered the implications of believing that Jesus was NOT fully human living on earth, can we allow it to re-invigorate our faith to realise how hugely significant it is to believe that Jesus DID live a fully human life? How can that encourage you today? 

 

Can you think of someone you know who is living a life filled with a knowledge of God's love for them and other people like my friend Stanley? Have you told them? Why not encourage them now? (Rather than wait for their memorial service!!)

 

Do you know with confidence the depth of God's love for you? Perhaps pray for one another, as Paul did in Ephesians... that you might have the power 

'to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ.'

