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 I know I’m dating myself when I say this, but if you remember the television series MASH—

Mobile Army Surgical Hospital set in the period of the Korean war—in one of the episodes there is a 

particular scene of Frank Burns, the eccentric and neurotic surgeon fussing about having to perform 

surgery on a wounded north Korean soldier, when Chaplain MacKaye chides Burns, saying to him, 

“We are all God’s children.” Hawkeye, who was forever harassing Burns chimed in, “Yes Father, but 

some of us are more childish than others.” 

 This morning we consider the meaning of the description “children of God” as John spoke 

about it in his letter.  In VS28 John wrote, And now, little children, abide in him—in Christ Jesus, so 

that when he appears we may have confidence and not shrink from him in shame at his coming.” 

 John used the word “abide” often in both the letters and in the Gospel he wrote. To “abide” 

refers to a deep and permanent relationship between the believer and God in Christ by the Spirit.”  

(Word) “Abiding” is the foundation of spiritual life and growth in Christ Jesus.  A person cannot 

expect a maturing faith and not be abiding in Christ Jesus.  

 Now, I’ve heard few Christians if any ever say that they do not want more knowledge of God 

or more of the blessings of faith, both which come from abiding in Jesus. But we are prone to not 

abide.  Abiding takes deliberate action; it takes time. Abiding happens by making the time and 

taking the time to consistently put yourself before God and in His word, in worship and fellowship. 

Abiding in Jesus is a trait of children of God, and it is to be ongoing.  

 “…Abide in him, so that when he appears we may have confidence and not shrink from him in 

shame at his coming.” One of the things that will be part of the return of Jesus and the culmination of 

God’s saving work is a final and everlasting judgment. John wrote in His gospel (5:27): And the 

Father has given the Son authority to execute judgment, because he is the Son of Man.   

 When Jesus comes again, He will execute God’s judgment. For persons without salvation in 

Christ, this judgment will be unto eternal damnation. But for children of God saved and abiding in 

Jesus, the Lord’s judgment is faced with confidence, without shrinking back from him in shame. 

(Jobes) Those who have been born again have a changed disposition toward Jesus and his authority.  

Children of God will be full of courage and not shrink back from Christ in shame (NLT), not because 

we don’t deserve God’s judgment, but because we know that there is now no condemnation for those 

who are in Christ Jesus. 

 John continued, VS29: If you know that (Christ) is righteous, you may be sure that everyone 

who practices righteousness has been born of him. One of John’s chief concerns was the connection 

between Christian belief and behavior.  So, children of God not only abide in Jesus; 2-children of 

God practice righteousness. Being righteous is not only a position that Christians have by faith in 

Jesus, but the righteousness possessed in Jesus is practiced in honorable behavior. Righteousness is 

not innate to being human, nor do Christians practice it perfectly.  But as Paul wrote, by faith in 

Jesus we become the righteousness of God (2 Cor 5:21). 

 1-Children of God abide in Jesus; 2-Children of God practice righteousness; and thirdly 3-

children of God are called God’s children because of the kind of love God gave them.  CH3, VS1: 

See what kind of love the Father has given to us that we should be called children of God; and so we 

are. The reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know him. 
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 “Children of God” is not a universal designation of people.  …that we should be called children 

of God is the outcome of the kind of love the Father has given to us.  “See what kind of love” literally 

means “of what country.” John meant to communicate that it is an astonishing, out of this world 

kind of love that God has given those who are saved.  But it is this love, and only by this love and it 

having been given by God the Father that any should be called children of God.  

 And “WE ARE.”  We are what God the Father called us, precisely because God called us and 

gave us His love. There is absolutely nothing in John’s teaching here about a contribution that a 

person makes toward being called children of God.  The children called may even be more childish 

than others! That privileged designation “children of God” exists because of the love God the Father 

has given AND because God’s giving of this love is “effectual.”  

 That God’s love is “effectual” means that what God does effects what God determines to be: 

For example, when Jesus stood at the entrance to the tomb of Lazarus and called to him, “Come out”, 

what Jesus commanded effected the resurrection of Lazarus.  When Jesus stood beneath the tree 

that Zacheus had climb up in and called to him to come down, Jesus’ command effected Zacheus’s 

coming down.  The call of Jesus effected disciples to leave their fishing nets and tax collecting and 

whatever else to follow him. 

 Children of God are so because the agape love God gave them effected what God called them 

to be.  I can’t do this; you can’t do it. No thing makes this happen.  (Sproul) – “Effectual calling refers 

to a call of God that by His sovereign power and authority brings about His designed and ordained 

effect, or result.”  

 In our natural selves, we deserve to be hated by God because of sin.  But in great mercy, God 

the Father gave saving love in Jesus to His own, and made them children of God.  You and I didn’t 

figure it out, or merit it. Rather, on the basis of God’s out-of-this-world, unmerited love, shown to 

people who were and are totally unworthy, God makes people children of God.   

 “…and so we are.” What an absolutely marvelous declaration!  See what kind of love the 

Father has given to us that we should be called children of God; and so we are. 

 People may describe their salvation as having accepted Jesus into your heart, going forward 

at an evangelistic crusade, or praying a certain prayer.  Any one of those things may express your 

awareness of the saving love God gave you. And there should be such an awareness of what God has 

done and is doing in your life in Christ Jesus.  But it all started, it all began the outcome of the 

extraordinary, out-of-this-world love that God the Father gave to you, calling you and effecting your 

response of faith and trust in Jesus to be His child.  

 And we are! It is a most glorious thing to be called children of God.  Yet it is also among the 

most challenging things to live out that designation faithfully and fruitfully. As John Calvin observed, 

“The devil so manages everything that he obscures the benefit that God is our Father… The devil 

says that we are not yet acknowledged to be what we are… that our present state is far short of the 

glory of God’s children… that we are exposed to a thousand miseries and our souls to innumerable 

evils, so that we always find a hell within us.” Sadly we are quite good at finding a hell within us 

such that doubt creeps in and hope diminishes and faith wavers as regards our  being called 

children of God.  But according to God, we are!  And there is still more! 
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 CH3, VS2, John wrote: Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet 

appeared; but we know that when he appears we will be like him, because we shall see him as he is. 4-

Children of God anticipate a future glory! 

 The fact that God has given His love and effected our spiritual transformation, calling us His 

child and gifting us with faith to believe in Jesus—this fact is a reality.  It is the very ground of the 

Christians being.   AND YET, according to God’s word, there’s more.  John acknowledged that while 

the work of God in Christ for our salvation is finished and secure, and that nothing else is needed to 

make us eternally saved, John nevertheless acknowledged that our experience of being children of 

God is not yet in its finished state. Christian life can be troublesome. Sin persists. The Enemy 

attacks.  Yet we are to know and count on the fact that what we will be has not yet appeared.  When 

the experience of being children of God is hard here, we must never conclude that I am not the child 

God has said that I am.  For there is a particular future aspect of being the Heavenly Father’s 

children that is yet to be revealed when Jesus returns.  

 John wrote: Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but 

we know that when he appears we will be like him, because we shall see him as he is.  (Jobes) The full 

effect of being a child of the Father with eternal life is not something anyone can comprehend now. 

Yet, whatever Jesus became as a resurrected human being, we too will become.    

 Part of the reason our present experience of being children of God is so challenging at times 

is because we do not now see Jesus clearly.  God in Christ has saved completely.  Sin has been 

forgiven. The work that God did in Christ by his death, resurrection, and ascension, paid it all and 

covers it all.  Yet, at the same time our perception and experience of the things of God is 

nevertheless clouded by the sinful realities of the human flesh that we continue to occupy.  You and 

I don’t see perfectly now, and so we don’t fully understand nor fully experience being the children 

of God that God the Father has designated and effected us to be.  

 But the day comes when we will see God face to face and know God as we are known by Him.  

The day comes when Jesus appears that we will have a spiritual unity with Jesus far beyond 

anything that we experience here and now.  The things of this earth and of our human flesh will no 

longer be obstacles to our being conformed entirely to Jesus. Our thoughts will no longer wander to 

perverted things of the flesh; our desires will no longer be tainted by temporal things. Our passions 

will no longer be swayed by selfishness. The work of our hands will no longer be tempted to serve 

the idols of our hearts. (Boice) “There is something in the mere sight of the glorified Christ that will 

purge his followers of sin and conform them at last to His own perfect image.” So, a fifth trait of the 

Heavenly Father’s children is that 5-they will finally be like Jesus. 

 Christian, you cannot fully comprehend this now, but you are to think upon it. It is to 

motivate you…  Think upon looking into the actual face of Jesus, seeing Him who bore your sins on 

the cross. Think of seeing the resurrected Jesus, the One who ascended on high to rule today and 

forever, the One who continuously intercedes for you, ever working to present you blameless on the 

last day…  The time comes when children of God will look into the face of Jesus and know with 

perfect certainty that He is the Son of God, the Savior, the Lord, and that sin and all of its ugliness is 

gone because you see him as He is.  It’s a most overwhelming thing to contemplate; but John’s point 

is precisely that Christians should contemplate it.  We don’t have it all just yet, because we cannot 
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look upon and actually see Jesus.  But the time comes when we shall see the fullness of the Lord’s 

glory, when children of God will see Jesus as he really is and be like Him.  

 Beloved, the question to consider in the hearing of these truths is this: Is Jesus your hope? 

Are you living now and looking forward to the future in the light of hope you have in Jesus?  John 

said (VS3): And everyone who thus hopes in (Christ) purifies himself as (Christ) is pure. (Boice) – “If 

we are to be like Christ hereafter, then we must act like Christ now.”  Even in the midst of 

incompleteness and difficulties and painful experiences as children of God, the promise of being 

completed—glorified like Jesus, is meant to push children of God, to stir and shape us to purity—to 

the pursuit of everything belonging to Jesus and His kingdom. Which is the 6th and last trait: 6-

Children of God pursue purity.  

 “Being always and in every way in pursuit of purity” is among the greatest challenges for the 

Christian. God’s word in John’s letter provides instruction for doing it.  So, read ahead in CH3 and 

Lord willing we will gather again next Lord’s Day to consider the pursuit of purity.  


