
The first time I preached in this church was years ago.  And by years I mean almost two years ago, as this was the neutral site chosen for the Skagway Pastor Nominating Committee to come and see me preach in person.  Since then, much has happened, I have been back to Haines three or four times to check out the camp, fish, or attend the fair, but this is my first opportunity to again step into the pulpit and share God's Word with you.


The reason I am here is that your session had the desire to build the relationship between our two churches and see how I have progressed in my preaching over the last 20 months.  Those who were here that day have told me I seemed a bit nervous.  So they are watching to see how God has worked in my life over the last 80 sermons.  They are seeing what God has done and is doing in my life.


Looking at what God has done and is doing in our lives is what John calls upon us to do as he starts this portion of his letter.  The word in the greek is a command to see, look, or perceive the sort of love God has given to us.  It is a command, not a suggestion.  We are to try and fathom the love God has poured out on us.  This command is why this passage falls during the easter season in the common lectionary.  There is no better time to remember the extent of God's love than when we are remembering the life, death, and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ.


Now some of you have heard tales and stories of what God is doing in my life and in the life of the church in Skagway.  But that is not what John tells the people to do, not hear, but see.  If it was just hear, we could talk on the phone, or you could read the Skagway church newsletter.  Since it is see, I am here and Ron is in Skagway so that they can see as well part of what God is doing here.


The extent of God's love, that we are to be seeing is two fold.  First, we are called children of God and second, we really are children of God.  The name of children of God carries with it the idea that we exhibit the characteristics of the name.  That is why we name children after their mother or father and give them Juniors and Seniors.  That is why many last names end with son, like Johnson and Thomson, the sons of John and the sons of Tom.  If we all had to pick the same last name, using this passage as proof, I would vote for Godson.


Names carry with them attributes.  Young people automatically assume a person who is a Doctor can operate on them.  For they are called doctor and the name implies certain actions.  I am a bit fussier about titles and care about what they really are.  Are they a doctor of medicine or a doctor of philosophy or physics.   I might let the first operate on my spleen, but would be reserved letting the other two come near me with a scalpel.


John starts us off saying we exhibit the characteristics of God's children.  We exhibit the benefits of having a relationship with the Father.  We have his love in our life.  We are living in a manner that reflects a belief in a bodily resurrection and God's Kingdom is at hand. He adds on that we are not impostors though.  We really are children of God, not by name alone but in reality.  


This difference was driven home for me while considering the difference between fatherhood and paternity.  We can take a blood test in our society for paternity, there is not one for fatherhood.  Paternity tests check to see who made you.  The answer that all of us can answer is God.  God is the creator of all.  


Not all of us can answer the second question so easily, who is your Father?  It is not a question of who made you, but who do you have a relationship with?  Who loves you even when you are going against their will?  Who would give up their life for you?  Who would serve you by giving you everything you need and refrain from giving you everything you want out of love?  


Your father would, not necessarily your giver of the y chromosone.  Adopted children sometimes look nothing like their parents, but in spending time with them, you start to see how the relationship with their father and mother has shaped them.  Their adopted parents are not their creators, but they are their mother and father.  


We are children of God because we were not only made by God, but we reflect the love and lifestyle of the Father and his Son, through the Holy Spirit living in our lives.  We have been adopted as God's children because we were willing to enter into a relationship with the Father through the son.  The reason we were willing, is because we were given a gift, God made himself known to us through a wide variety of methods, all of them from the seed of Christ.


Now the reason some people do not know what a Christian does is because they do not know Christ.  Some of you here today do not know if I am less or more nervous because you were not here before and do not know me.  None of you know if I am like my earthly father because you do not know my father.  If you knew my earthly father, then you would understand more why I have been created and behave the way I do.  You would know why my voice is not soft and where my brilliant puns originate from.  


The church John wrote his letter to was facing the same issue.  The world around them did not understand their practices and their behavior because they did not know their Father.  


If they did, they would have understood how people could forgive one another, because they would have known that God the Father forgave them and how he did it through the sending of His son.  


If they did, they would have understood that death was not something that could strike fear into the hearts of the children of God, for the Father had already dealt with death through the death of His Son. 


If they did know the Father, they would have understood why the children of God's allegiance was not first to the kingdom of man or self, but to the Kingdom of God.  For it was God's Kingdom that would last.  It was God's Kingdom that was breaking in.  It was Christ and his Kingdom that they had caught a glimpse of and desired to be a part of.


The children of God had caught a glimpse of what was to be.  They had seen the resurrected Christ.  Yet they knew that it was just a glimpse.  What was to be was more, abundantly more.  All the blind will see, all the lame shall walk, all the demons will be cast out.  For then, Christ will be seen in his appearing where he currently is, on the throne of the universe.  We will see him here, present in this room, just as he is currently, but currently behind the veil.  We will see that he is without a doubt the Lord and Savior of the universe and know that he really was here the whole time.


Those children who know that Christ is in control of the world, that Christ has died upon the cross, that he was the Messiah, that his Father really is the adopting type that would take one, even as impure as you or me, one who has done more than enough to be eternally separated from God but instead, out of the Father's love is called child.  Everyone who has this Hope, that God really is who He claims to be in his word, their desire is to purify themselves just as Christ himself was pure.


It is out of response to who God is and we will be that holiness is sought.  The love of God, when we see it, overwhelms us.  We know our sins have been taken away.  As this sinks in, we have nothing to do but live in the reality.  Before I moved to Alaska, a fishing boat was not on my radar, rain jackets were not essential, tide charts were foreign, and passports were locked away for yearly, not weekly use.  Now, to live without these things would be foolishness.  I now have all of these things because of the world I am living in.  


Parts of my previous world remain, since I am originally from Montana, the skis, the down jackets, the ice tools came with me.  But the reality of Alaska did not allow all things to stay the same.  The fast food restaurants and drive thru's are no more.  The unlimited shopping and always free shipping is no more.


As we see the love and live in the hope, we change the way we live our lives.  As we see that God has forgiven us, we find it more and more difficult to not forgive those around us.  As we see God reaching out to all, we struggle to remain exclusive.  As the kingdom of God breaks in, it becomes impossible to live as though the Kingdom of Self reigns supreme.


Belief is cemented into reality when the actions of the belief occur.  Shortly after I preached here, I left with a belief that this is where God was calling me.  As I toured Skagway the following week, my actions started more and more to reflect that belief.  I asked about a P. O. Box, I did not schedule any other preaching engagements in the distant future, I even applied for an Alaska Airlines Visa.  My actions followed my belief.


If our belief is that we have an all powerful, creating, loving God who sent his Son to take away our sins, how can we continue to keep on sinning.  How can we continue to live as though Jesus did not call us to a different way of life.  How can we act as if though there was no God, that we are all there is?  How can we be easter people and not live as forgiven easter people who no longer live in fear of death but know the life that awaits them.


Dear Children, those who have a relationship with God, do not let anyone tell you different and believe them.  Live like children of God because that is what you are.  Children of God do what is right , the follow the will of God, and are therefore righteous, because our brother, Jesus Christ lived that way.


Then be prepared to see how a relationship with God can change a person, even over as little as 20 months.

Amen.

