
1 
 

Authentic Christianity: Born Again… Now What? 
1 John 3:1-3 

 

I have the great privilege of proclaiming the Word of God over 

the next few weeks as we as a church search for an Interim 

Pastor to step into the pulpit and help us with the process of 

finding a long-term called Pastor over the next year or two. I 

stand here not only as the Director of Children and Family 

Ministries, but as a seminarian under the care of our 

Presbytery. Some of you may not know that I am actually in a 

very drawn out journey toward becoming an official, ordained 

pastor myself. So I am especially thankful for this opportunity 

offered to me to share the gospel as we find ourselves is a bit 

of a stressful situation. We will have the chance to hear from 

other voices in our congregation and also from outside of our 

local communities, knowing that it is the movement of the Holy 

Spirit who brings the Word of God to life. 

 

Meanwhile, we will be looking at the letters of the Apostle John 

for the next few Sundays, which give us a wonderful focus on 

the most important aspects of the Christian life. And to give us 

a very serious illustration about just how integral it is to be 

authentic about our faith and the journey it takes us on, I turn 

now to the comic section of the Sunday paper some 40 years 

ago. 

 

I used to enjoy reading Garfield comics when I was a kid, and 

even though I may not always recall what I walked into a room 

for nowadays, I have somehow retained quite a bit of those 
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newspaper funnies. In one particular strip, it’s time for Garfield 

to have a bath (which he hates), so he outfits himself in a wide 

variety of tubby toys… it is only in the last frame that we 

discover that he isn’t actually in the tub, but there are too many 

toys for Jon to notice. 

 

Sometimes we can do the same thing with Jesus and our faith 

as Christians. We outfit ourselves with the trends and trappings 

of token Christianity, when the heart of our faith is simply Jesus 

Christ. The contrasts John puts down in his letters are not 

between two types of Christians, but between authentic 

Christians and those who merely claim to be Christians. 

Stephen Curtis Chapman, in his song The Change, explores 

this in his lyrics:  

“Well I got myself a t shirt that says what I believe 

I got letters on my bracelet to serve as my ID 

I got the necklace and the key chain 

And almost everything a good Christian needs yeah 

I got the little bible magnets on my refrigerator door 

And a welcome mat to bless you before you walk across my 

floor 

I got a Jesus bumper sticker 

And the outline of a fish stuck on my car 

And even though this stuff's all well and good yeah 

I cannot help but ask myself 

What about the change 

What about the difference 
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What about the grace 

What about forgiveness 

What about a life that's showing 

I'm undergoing the change yeah 

I'm undergoing the change”  

The contrasts John puts down in his letters are not between 

two types of Christians, but between authentic Christians and 

those who merely claim to be Christians. These letters, which 

focus greatly on the Love which Christ Jesus showed 

throughout his life and bestowed on his disciples, offer us 

insight into what really matters, both now and for eternity.  

 

Pastor Ron Blankley, who wrote a wonderful small group study 

on the 3 letter from John, poses these questions to us today: 

“When we strip away what is superficial, cultural, or traditional, 

what is the essence of genuine Christianity? What qualities 

and beliefs must be present in a living and life-changing faith?” 

I hope that by exploring these questions, we will strengthen 

our faith, both in our personal relationship with Jesus, and as a 

community of faith at East Woods.  

 

To use the “Christianese” language that is often heard in 

churches, this series might be considered lessons in 

Sanctification, a term that I had heard for years, but never 

really understood until my 30s. The Handbook of Theological 

Terms which I used in Seminary states that the word 

“sanctification” is based on the Latin word sanctus, which 

means Holy. The term is traditionally used to describe the 
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process in which new life is imparted to the believer by the 

Holy Spirit; being released from the compulsive power of sin 

and guilt, and being enabled to love God and serve our 

neighbor.  In short, Sanctification is the ending of an old life 

and the journey toward the new life we find in Christ Jesus as 

Savior and Lord.  

 

Today we begin with the first letter from John to the church 

at large, initially to the first century Church, and to all those 

who would bear the name of Christ as His followers. There are 

many incredible verses for our lives in this simple letter and I 

encourage each person here to spend personal time reading 

this letter in its entirety this month. 

We have a strong family of faith gathered here in this place, 

and we have a great God in Heaven who loves to bestow gifts 

on His children. For today, we will be looking at the third 

chapter of this letter, where we are given the title of Children. 

 

If you will open your Bibles to 1 John chapter 3, we will start 

with the first three verses as our primary text for today.  
1 
See what love the Father has given us, that we should 

be called children of God; and that is what we are. The 

reason the world does not know us is that it did not know 

him. 
2 
Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we will 

be has not yet been revealed. What we do know is this: 

when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see 

him as he is. 
3 
And all who have this hope in him purify 

themselves, just as he is pure. 
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The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 

Prayer of Illumination 

 

I love the image of being a child of God. It carries with it a mix 

of love, adoption, family, and a dash of healthy immaturity. 

Being counted as one of the children of God instills me with a 

confidence that I never had before I understood the 

relationship offered to me by the very God of all Creation. “It is 

by the gift of God,” writes Bible Commentator William Barclay, 

“that a man becomes a child of God. By nature a man is the 

creature of God, but it is by grace that he becomes the child of 

God. There are two English words which are closely connected 

but whose meanings are widely different: paternity and 

fatherhood. Paternity describes a relationship in which a man 

is responsible for the physical existence of a child; fatherhood 

describes an intimate, loving, relationship. In the sense of 

paternity we all are children of God; but in the sense of 

fatherhood we are children of God only when He makes his 

gracious approach to them and they respond… While all of us 

are children of God in the sense that they owe their lives to 

Him, we become His children in the intimate and loving sense 

of the term only by an act of God's initiating grace and the 

response of our own hearts.” Therein is the Christian hope and 

the vast possibility of the Christian life. 

 

Possibilities. I don’t know if you are like me, but I often spend 

more time pondering about possibilities in life than I do actually 

doing something. Possibilities, they say, are endless. But fewer 
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are the options that we step into and journey toward. However, 

that is what John is encouraging us to do in these passages. 

George Bernard Shaw once said, “The possibilities are 

numerous once we decide to ACT, and not react.” As God’s 

children in this time and place, we have the opportunity to live 

lives of reaction to a myriad of situations around us. However, 

it is so much better to be in action to our calling. The journey of 

a thousand miles begins with a single step, and we are all on 

the same journey together; the journey toward our God in 

heaven, enabled and called by the Son, empowered and 

illuminated by the Holy Spirit.  

 

John states in verse 3 that those of us with the true hope 

found in Christ Jesus will find ourselves changing to become 

more like Him. It is in our name as Christians. Did you know 

that the word “Christian” comes from the Greek 

word christianos, meaning “little Christ”? And that the accusers 

of Jesus’ disciples used it as an insult…? “Check it out, there’s 

the ‘little Christs,’” they would say. So, what was meant to be a 

jeer became a blessing for billions of people throughout 

history. What a beautiful historical irony… No wonder John 

writes that the world does not know us as it does not know 

Jesus. It is into this that we are Born Again; from the slaves of 

sin to the heirs of eternal Life. That is the path of the authentic 

Christian.  

 

The Father adopts all the children of the Son. The Son indeed 

calls us, and makes us His brethren; and thereby He confers 



7 
 

upon them the power and dignity of the children of God. It is 

wonderful condescending love of the eternal Father, that such 

as we should be made and called his children—we who by 

nature are heirs of sin, and guilt, and the curse of God—we 

who by practice are children of corruption, disobedience, and 

ingratitude! Strange, that the holy God is not ashamed to be 

called our Father, and to call us His children!  

 

Now, according to John, right living is first and foremost a 

result and response to God’s love toward us. The child of God 

already has the Father’s love bestowed on him or her. The 

Christian will see Christ and ultimately become more like Him. 

This hope causes a desire for purity and a life which reflects 

purity. Here is where that concept of sanctification comes into 

play. Being forgiven by God’s mercy, being adopted by God’s 

grace, we are what many have been called Born Again. But 

many who are new to faith in Jesus are left alone after their 

encounter with the risen Lord.  

 

Here is the purpose of the Church; to embrace and grow 

together, each at their own speed. For some it is a rapid road, 

with few obstacles to slow them down. For others, the road is 

fraught with bumps, potholes, and breakdowns. We are often 

our own worst enemies as we struggle to balance our new 

identity in Jesus with the expectation of the world around us. 

 

Commentator Matthew Henry writes, “Little does the world 

perceive the advancement and happiness of the genuine 
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followers of Christ. They are here exposed to the common 

calamities of earth and time; all things fall alike to them as to 

others, or rather they are subject to the greater sorrow…The 

unchristian world, therefore, that walks by sight, knows not 

their dignity, their privileges, the enjoyments they have in hand, 

nor what they are entitled to…Let the followers of Christ be 

content with hard fare here, since they are in a land of 

strangers, among those who little know them, and their Lord 

was so treated before them.” 

 

We have a hope that is beyond this world, yet invigorates us in 

this world. A couple of weeks back we celebrated the life of 

Cathy Searle at a memorial service, and we will be celebrating 

the life of others who we have lost in the past few weeks soon. 

One of my favorite titles given to these memorials of those who 

have gone before us is “A Service of Witness to the 

Resurrection”. The ESV study Bible tells us that “As those 

taught by the Spirit, believers know an entire system of truth 

and life that remains hidden to those who are in the world. 

Essential to this is knowing that although for the time being it 

may not be outwardly recognized, we can still be sure that we 

are “children of God” and “born of Him.” Our closing hymn 

today echoes these words in its chorus: “This is my story, this 

is my song, praising my Savior all the day long.” 

 

As today’s passage tells us, “what we will be has not yet 

been made known.” We are all involved in the journey to the 

time where Christ is made fully known to all who exist, 
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regardless of their adoption into the family of God. Our family 

tree in Christ contains all the saints of God from the beginning 

of time; Adam, Eve, Seth, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, the 

Prophets, Christ and the Apostles; are all in our spiritual 

ancestry. We have two family trees, and two genealogies - one 

natural and one spiritual. By this new birth we become 

members of the greatest heritage and greatest family - the 

family of God. If anyone has basis for boasting in a 

marvelously noble birth and rich heritage, it is the Christian.  

 

Yet, we cannot boast in pride, for it is all unmerited, for it is all 

of grace. We did not choose God for our Father. No, He chose 

us as His children through the work of Jesus on the Cross. We 

only love Him because He first loved us. No matter what 

comes to the Christian, we should be people who are 

perpetually and humbly grateful that we have been made 

children of God.  

 

God forbid that we take this great truth and abuse it as so 

many often do with their earthly pedigrees. The glory belongs 

to our Father and not to us. A holier-than-thou attitude in a 

Christian is offensive for the same reason that a family tree 

boaster is offensive… John makes it clear that the wonder of 

our being children of God does not at all lie in us, but rather in 

the love of God. 

 

The Apostle John makes it clear that those who are truly 

children of God will be so grateful and humble that they will 
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give themselves completely to the task of being Christ-like in 

purity. The Christian’s pride is in his Father and his Savior, and 

this makes all the difference in the world between an effective 

witness and a holier-than-thou attitude that drives people 

away.  

 

In the third century there was a devastating persecution of 

the Christians in Carthage by Decius the Emperor. Christians 

were sought out, imprisoned and killed. At this same time a 

plague struck and was also taking many lives. Cyprian, the 

leader of the Christians, called upon them to minister to the 

heathen people who lay sick and dying, and he gave as his 

reason for urging such action this statement: "We must be 

worthy of our birth. Now are we children of God." Cyprian 

understood John and recognized that children of God are 

known by their conformity to the only begotten Son of God. We 

are already children of God, and have the greatest heritage 

possible, but there is still a greater hope yet to come, for when 

we see Him face to face we shall be like Him. In other words, 

Christ-likeness is the ultimate goal of the believer, and that 

being so, John says the proof that one is really a child of God 

heading for that ultimate goal is seen in the fact that we are 

right now striving to be Christ-like. If Christ-likeness is really 

our hope for eternity, we will be aiming for it in time, and 

purifying ourselves as He is pure. 

 

How we live before the world will often determine how they 

feel about our heavenly Father. Our concept of the Father has 
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been determined by the life and love of His Son, the Lord 

Jesus Christ. Our goal is to be like Him so that the world can 

know God as we know Him. John says the world will not 

recognize us as children of God, for they do not know the 

Father or the Son. They will persecute and kill, but if we persist 

in being as pure as Christ in all circumstances – at least as 

much as we are able – they will eventually see these good 

works and glorify our Father in heaven. We are poor branches 

of the family tree if people do not admire the whole tree 

because of the way we interact with them. May God help us to 

live lives worthy of those who are called children of God.” 

 

How do we live into this life worthy of the calling we have 

received? It is John's belief that only through the work of Christ 

in his soul can we reach the true humanity God meant us to 

reach. I have heard the story of a poor and simple man who 

would often go into a cathedral to pray; and he would always 

pray kneeling before the crucifix. Someone noticed that, 

though he knelt in the attitude of prayer, his lips never moved 

and he never seemed to say anything. When asked what he 

was doing kneeling like that and the man answered: "I look at 

him; and he looks at me." That is the vision of God in Christ 

that the simplest soul can have; and the one who looks at 

Jesus Christ will become like Him. Rather than pummeling our 

neighbors with judgments through the strategic use of Bible 

verses, the gentler and most effective approach is, without a 

doubt, standing alongside Jesus through reading His Word and 

setting time aside to be with 
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Him. The more we know Him, the more His character rubs off o

n us. 

And this is the transition into being Born Again. I would like to 

suggest 4 characteristics that we may strive toward, 

individually or communally, as the children of God. Some are 

immediate and some take a lifetime as we grow in the 

knowledge of our Lord. 

1) We will have a Love for Jesus! Jude 1:21 tells us to “Keep 

yourselves in the love of God, looking for the mercy of our Lord 

Jesus Christ unto eternal life.” In stoking our faith into action, 

we remember that “Whoever loves much, does much.” It was 

at the last Men’s Retreat where we looked at the book Love 

Does by Bob Goff. Love is not a passive characteristic, but an 

active one that supplies the needs of those around them. 

This is so contrary to the often stated, but rarely admitted 

paradigm that it is natural to love them that love us. However, 

Christ’s commands inform us that it is supernatural to love 

them that hate us. In the same way Love is contrary to what 

the word expects, there is nothing you can to do make God 

love you more! There is nothing you can do to make God love 

you less! His love is Unconditional, Impartial, Everlasting, 

Infinite, and Perfect!  

 

2) We will have desire to be Holy. 1 Peter 1:15, 16 tell us that 

“as he who called you is holy, be holy yourselves in all your 

conduct; for it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” 

Although we are made upon rebirth the righteousness of God, 
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we do grow in holiness as we grow closer in our relationship to 

Christ Jesus. When we do, we come to realize that a holy life 

will make the deepest impression to those around us. DL 

Moody once said, “Lighthouses blow no horns, they just shine.” 

Furthermore, we should realize that a holy life is not a boring 

one. In one of his letter, C.S. Lewis wrote: “How little people 

know who think that holiness is dull. When one meets real 

thing, it is irresistible.” 

 

3) We will have a holistic witness! The apostle Paul writes in 

Romans 8:16 that “it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our 

spirit that we are children of God,” echoing what we have 

already heard this morning from John that “we are God’s 

children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed. What 

we do know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him, for 

we will see him as he is.” In fact, this was the heart of John 

Wesley’s messages of Salvation, the universal witness of the 

Spirit of God. 

 

4) We will have a desire to share and tell others about 

Jesus and what He has done for us. Jesus told the apostles 

shortly before he ascended that “you will receive power when 

the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the 

ends of the earth.” I have heard of countless testimonies about 

when a person received Jesus as their personal Savior and 

Lord, and how they could hardly wait to tell their friends about 

Jesus and how they were now saved. That desire does not 
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fade; it lives in our hearts. God puts that desire in to your 

hearts to share Jesus with those around you. 

 

These characteristics are sure to take at least some of us 

outside of our comfort zones. When we live in a world that 

does not understand the savior, let alone our allegiance to 

Him, that is to be expected, if not welcomed. I came across a 

post by John Roedel that was shared on our Presbytery 

Educators Facebook page this week; in a conversation 

between a hesitant believer and God, the conversation went 

as such: 

Me: I'm scared of changing. 
God: I keep telling you - YOU AREN'T CHANGING!! YOU 
ARE BECOMING! 
Me: Becoming who? 
God: Becoming who I created you to be! A person of light 
and love and charity and hope and courage and joy and 
mercy and grace and compassion. I made you for more than 
the shallow pieces you have decided adorn yourself with that 
you cling to with such greed and fear. Let those things fall off 
of you. I love you! Don't change! Become! Become! Become! 
Become who I made you to be.  
I'm going to keep telling you this until you remember it.  

As Presbyterians, we may need to hear it more than other folk. 

I recall the joke, “How many Presbyterians does it take to 

change a light bulb?” The answer? “Change?!”  

 

Then let us avoid changing; let us become who God calls us 

to be. Let us do it as faithful followers of our Lord and Savior, 

Christ Jesus. Let us be authentic in our worship, authentic in 
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our prayers, authentic in the way we present ourselves among 

the community of believers, authentic as if God were aware of 

our deepest, darkest secrets that we wish the world would 

never see. Without giving those personal corruptions to Him, 

we hinder our goal of knowing who and what we are in light of 

our call to be the children of God!  

 

Songwriter Keith Green wrote these words that I feel are so 

adept for us today, 

“Unless the Lord builds the house, 

They labor in vain to try at all, 

Building anything not according to his call. 

Unless the lord wants it done, 

You better not work another day, 

Building anything that will stand in his way. 

You love the lord and it seems like he’s been leading, 

You've asked him to bless all your plans. 

But are you so sure you're not just doing what you want to, 

Building your house on the sand, the sand.” 

So let us build our house on the foundation of the Rock that 

doesn’t roll, the One who is pure in ways that we are unable to 

be, the Christ who calls us into His Kingdom, the Father who 

calls us to be His children, now and forevermore. 

 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


