
Sermon 3-19f-2922 

“Jesus Shows You How to Live” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

1 John 3:16-19 

 
16 We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one another. 17 How does 

God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help? 18 Little 

children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action. 19 And by this we will know that we are from the truth 

and will reassure our hearts before him 

 

1) 

Within days of Russia’s brutal attack on Ukraine, the government of my German home country made a far-reaching 

decision. For the last 75 years Germany has been very reluctant in terms of military spending – for good reason you might 

say due to its involvement in the last world wars. NATO, especially America, has often challenged Germany to up its 

military spending and Germany was always uncomfortable with it. Not anymore! Vladimir Putin’s war against Ukraine 

changed everything. Within days the new social democratic government along with the green party has agreed to spend 

100 billion Euros to build and renovate its military. 100 billion! That’s a 100 with 9 zeros, over 110 billion US Dollars. 

There is a certain irony to the fact that the social democrats and the green party which are in power right now have 

historically been most opposed to military spending – not anymore! 

 

Was this a good decision? That’s a loaded question and you don’t have to be a German to perceive it as loaded… The 

good news is, we don’t have to figure it out today because we are not here to give council to chancellor Scholz or to 

NATO about their conduct – we are here to figure out what Christ’s atonement on the cross tells us about our conduct.  

We have dealt with the question of how the church should related to the need of military or police force in several studies 

here at First Church. In a nut shell: What we learned is that the major difference between the OT and the NT is that the 

OT speaks to and about a nation/Israel. The NT speaks to and about a church. A nation has to consider military spending 

and defense, a church does not, not in the militaristic sense. A church is about people, people like you and I, people like 

Olaf Scholz of Germany or Vladimir Putin of Russia. What does the message of Christ’s cross have to say about conduct?  

 

Here is another story: 

 

Oscar Romero was a Roman Catholic priest in El Salvador.  

 

In his ministry he focused on the marginalized and oppressed which often put him at odds with the 

government. When he called for soldiers to disobey orders that would harm civilians but never 

called for violence. He gained so much opposition that he got shot dead while celebrating a Mass. 

It’s assumed it was done by a paid death squad. It was during that Mass when he said while 

celebrating Holy Communion: “May this body… and this blood sacrificed for humans nourish us 

also, so that we may give our body and blood to suffer and to pain – like Christ, not for self, but to 

bring about justice and peace for our people.” 

For Oscar Romero as a man of God’s church military spending was not the solution, he went a different route – he was 

not in charge of a country, he was in charge of his people in his church and of his own life, and he gave it up in his way of 

fighting for peace.  

 

For Romero Christ’s atonement meant to follow Christ’s example and stand up for justice in word and deed – for him 

atonement meant doing something, even if that meant to suffer the consequences, just like Christ. 

 

2) 

This week our Lenten study introduces us to atonement theory #3 called Moral Example.  

#3: Christ’s atonement as Moral Example 

 

What’s unique about this atonement theory is that it focuses not solely on Christ’s final deed on the cross and his 

resurrection, it also focuses on what came before, Jesus whole ministry as conveyed in the gospels. The moral example 

atonement theory says that our reconciliation with God is contained in both the cross and the ministry of Jesus. It’s not 

that the other atonement theories are ignorant of what Jesus did and said before the cross, it’s just that here the actions of 

Christ are part of what reconciles us with God so naturally there is a great emphasis on actions. 

Today’s scripture passage from 1 John highlights the need for action nicely: 

Read scripture 

 

 



 

 

How do you know that you’re really a loving person? How do you know your love for God is authentic? You love in truth 

and in action (V 18). We love the Lord for what he did for us when and because of this we love our brothers and sisters 

also.  

In moral example atonement theory, the love of the cross and the love expressed in our actions meet and 

accomplish something. 

 

If you struggle with the violence of Good Friday and the cross the moral example atonement is a real treat because it 

doesn’t solely focus on it. It says that your atonement is also lived out in how you live up to Christ’s teachings. 

I’m reminded of a class on Methodism I once took by a great British Methodism scholar in Chicago. He said that John 

Wesley, the founder of Methodism, was a big proponent of the fact that our salvation is “a present thing.” 

 

“Salvation is a present thing.” 

 

At that time my English wasn’t all that great, and I remember how I loved the use of language in this statement. “A 

present thing.” 

Sometimes we get the idea that salvation is only about the future, about whether we make it into heaven or not, but 

salvation according to the Bible is more than that – it sure is eternal but it starts here on earth. Our faith in Christ changes 

the way how we encounter the world, how we treat each other, how we interact and live with one another.  

For people like Father Romero that meant to be active in his community and stand up against the forces of wickedness, 

corruption, and injustice. It was a practical and a radical way to put love into actions – it was his way of putting faith and 

love together.  

 

3) 

Maybe Father Romero’s example turns you off, maybe it’s too extreme for you – if that is the case I apologize, I don’t 

want to spoil the possibility for you to find new meaning in Christ’s atonement in considering the moral example. There is 

more to following Jesus’ example than political activism or a fight for justice.  

 

There are many ways to follow Jesus’ example… what is yours? 

 

You can follow Jesus’ life-example in so many arenas of your life, one that fits you, one that God has gifted you for. 

Maybe to you it is the serving of a meal in one of Appleton’s homeless shelters (our trustees will in two weeks), maybe 

for you putting Christ’s love into practice means helping out in one of our church’s various monthly mission projects, 

maybe it’s volunteering for a music, youth or kids ministry, maybe it’s outside the context of our church. 

 

You are a congregation that amazes me in the diversity of Christian outreach, care, and love that you are involved with. 

So many of you are not only involved in causes inside and outside the church that bring healing to our community and 

world (leaven, pillars, St Joe’s, hospitals, even PAC, bands, park and rec…). I feel very blessed to be part of this 

community that puts love into action. 

 

The only thing we need to keep in mind is that there is also a downfall in focusing on practical deeds of love. Our Lenten 

study guide points out that sometimes it can be a temptation to confuse Christ’s moral example with a works 

righteousness that suggests we earn our salvation. Doing good deeds does not make us righteous – God makes us 

righteous; our good deeds are response.  

It is God who restores the image that he has put into us – without his restoration efforts through Christ we’d be stuck in 

trying to earn our righteousness and throughout history that has never worked for human beings, never. Christ did do that 

for us, he set us free - to speak in the langue of last week’s atonement theory, he invites us to be what we are meant to be 

by God. 

 

May you go forth today as one who is in love with the Lord because of what he’s done for you, and may you go forth 

today as one who is convicted to apply this love to your neighbor in actions. 

 

You may never authorize a 100 billion Euro spending on weapons that may or may not be able to make a holistic 

difference in world history. But you can authorize yourself to do good that changes this world for good – all because 

Christ saved you. Amen. 

 


