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Hymns:
14
“Praise the Lord, his glories show”



300
“Father of everlasting grace”



223
“I will sing the wondrous story”


437
“Guide me, O thou great Jehovah”
________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Psalm 34: 1-10 & 22
1 John 3: 1-3
THE HOPE WHICH PURIFIES
This week in the United States, in a mere two days time, we come to the culmination of one of the most captivating races for the White House that we have witnessed in recent years.  In the one corner we have Barack Obama and Joe Biden; in the other we have John McCain and Sarah Palin and whichever way this contest goes we are guaranteed an historic outcome, either the first black President or the first female vice-President of the United States of America.  Moreover, for the first in a long time there seems to be a genuine choice to be made between the candidates.  On the one hand, we have the strident rhetoric of John McCain arguing the need for a strong America, able to defeat its enemies and protect its allies.  On the other we have the optimism of Barack Obama offering the audacity of Hope and opportunity for Change.

I am going to nail my colours to the mast today and confess that I am ever so hopeful that Barack Obama will prevail in this election.  It’s not just because he’s black, though that doesn’t hurt one little bit, it’s not because he’s a Democrat, though that is where my own leanings lie, it’s not because he’s an excellent orator, though as a preacher one always holds in high esteem those who are gifted communicators; rather it is because he stands for and offers hope.  Hope that his nation is not too divided by racism to elect a black president, hope that his nation under his leadership might pursue a radically different set of policies from the current administration, hope that our world can be a better place, hope that our dreams, our aspirations, and our ambitions are not beyond our reach.  I am attracted to Obama because he offers and stands for Hope.

Hope is an important element of our Christian understanding; 1 Corinthians 13 ends with this observation: Now these three things abide, Faith, Hope and Love, but whilst we hear a great deal about Faith, and hear a great deal about Love it seems to me that we hear comparatively little of Hope.  This deficiency is one to which I would like to bring some redress today as we explore our text from 1 John 3, a text so rich, so full of meat that I hardly know where to begin. It is a text which explores the love of God who redeems, a text which holds before us the faith that transforms and text which urges us to lay hold of the Hope which purifies. So making use of this trilogy of Love, Faith, and Hope, we explore this text today.

The Love which redeems

The chapter opens with a declaration of the love of God.  Hear these words of 1 John 3.1 in their simplicity and majesty: “See what Love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are.” Isn’t that fabulous?  The writer of this epistle invites us to marvel with him and to revel with him in this awesome truth, that we should be called children of God. But for me the best element of this verse is that quiet assurance which we hear in these words: ‘and that is what we are.’

It strikes me that every now and then we need a reminder of who we are because we can get worn down by all that life throws at us; we can get sidetracked by all sorts of opportunities that allure us; we can be temporarily blinded by our own perceived shortcomings and feelings of guilt.  In moments like these the writer of 1 John invites us to ‘See what love the Father has given us,’ a love which enables us to be called children of God, and not merely in some euphemistic way; rather the writer reminds us that IS what we are.  In short this verse reminds us of that Love of God which redeems.

Let me tell you something about Love, it is perhaps the most powerful force in existence.  When I say Love I do not mean that emasculated, romanticised clap trap that we get fed by Hollywood, romance novels, or soap operas.  No, what I mean by love is that self-giving, undiminishing, life-giving and transforming care for the other that we see demonstrated most clearly in Christ Jesus, who gave his life for us whilst we were yet sinners.  Moreover, whilst there are many powerful forces in our world, love is unique in that it has the power to build up rather than destroy, to transform the loved into a better version of themselves.  

History has taught us that through acts of brutality human beings are so easily debased and dehumanised, and that those who are victims of abuse are more likely to become abusers themselves.  However, it is all too easy to forget, perhaps because we take it for granted, that love also has the power to transform and to redeem, the power to take a broken spirit and to transform it into a thing of beauty; and none more so that the Love of God.

This I suggest to you is what is in the mind of the writer of 1 John as he declares: ‘See what love the Father has given us that WE, even we, should be  called children of God; and that is what we are.  He celebrates the Love of God that redeems.
The Faith that Transforms

However, he also holds before us the Faith that transforms.  Hear the words of v2 once again:   ‘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.’

What this means is that relationship with God is a present reality and yet our relationship with God is not fully consummated until the end of the age. This is the eschatological nuance of Faith. We are the Beloved and God’s children right now but what we experience of God is not all that there is, for we believe that there is more to come.  But what we will be has not yet been revealed.  

Permit me to have a few moments on a personal hobby horse.  I have heard numerous preachers who are able to give chapter and verse on what exactly is going to happen at the end of the age; they can tell me about the Rapture and Great Tribulation, about the Antichrist and the mark of the beast, the precise order of resurrection and judgement, intricate details of heaven and hell and when I hear them I want to say please, please stop!  You don’t know what will happen at the end, I don’t know what will happen at the end, and the writer of 1 John doesn’t know what will happen at the end, for it is a matter of faith.

We know that we are the Beloved and children of God now, and we know that there is more to come at the end of the age. What we will be has not yet been revealed.  What we do know is this:  when he is revealed we shall be like him!  This is the Faith that transforms.

The Hope which Purifies

This faith which transforms leads directly to a hope which purifies.  Hear the words of v3: ‘All who have this hope in him, purify themselves just as he is pure.’  What hope does the writer speak of here, what is this hope in him?  It is that hope of seeing our Lord Christ as he is; the hope that when he is revealed, we shall be transformed into his likeness. If we have that hope in him, that hope of seeing our Lord Christ face to face, then we purify ourselves just as he is pure.

What we have here my friends is a call to holiness, one which reflects the holiness of Christ Jesus himself.  It is the hope which purifies. It would be easy to conclude from v2 that holiness is a passive pursuit; we do not yet know what we will be but when he is revealed we will be transformed into his likeness.  Holiness is not what I do but what God does in me. Now this is of course, absolutely true; nonetheless, holiness is not merely a passive pursuit.  It is a command.  It is a directive.  We are instructed to purify ourselves as he is pure, to be holy as he is holy.  

Among the ancients there is a story told that confirms this insight to this day:  
“What action shall I perform to attain God?” the disciple asked the elder. “If you wish to attain God,” the elder said, “there are two things you must know. The first is that all efforts to attain God are of no avail.” “And the second?” the disciple insisted. “The second is that you must act as if you did not know the first,” the elder said.

Now what this indicates is that holiness is not only about God’s gift it is also about our pursuit.  This is one of the tricky things about holiness.  There is nothing that I can do to make myself more holy because holiness is all of God. And yet holiness is never gained without some effort, some discipline, some seeking, some hungering and thirsting on our part. We cannot be holy unless God shares his holiness with us, renders us holy by his grace; and yet we never become holy apart from striving, seeking, working, and pursuing.  

Conclusion

All who have this hope in him, purify themselves.  I love the certainty and the universality of that statement. All who have this hope, purify themselves.  We Methodists are rather fond of the word ‘all’ for we believe it describes the inclusive grace of God and the 4 ‘alls’ of Methodism defend this inclusiveness of God from those inclined to understand God’s grace in exclusive terms.  

These 4 ‘alls’ of Methodism: All need to be saved, All may be saved, All may know that they are saved, and All may be saved to the uttermost, is really what we have been exploring today.  Who knows, perhaps the writer of 1 John is a Methodist. I certainly teach my students at Spurgeon’s College that the apostle Paul was a Methodist!  We have been focussing on the latter two ‘alls’ in particular: all may know that they are saved – we are children of God now and the Beloved, what we will be has not yet been revealed but what we do KNOW is this, when he is revealed we shall be like him; and all may be saved to the uttermost – all who have this hope in him, purify themselves.

So I want to come to a close today with two simple questions.  The first is this: Do we still have this hope in him?  In our 21st century age where we are tempted to rewrite our faith to better fit our times, when we are inclined to try ‘sexing up the dossier’ of our faith, do we still have this ancient hope, of seeing Christ as he is at the end of the age?  Or have we in this postmodern, post-Christian era simply adopted Christianity as a good way of living out the meta-narratives of our lives?  My hope and prayer is that we still have this hope in him, for it is this hope in him, which energises our lives.  

But that brings me to the second question: if we do still have this hope in him, Do we purify ourselves as he is pure? Do we make holiness an active pursuit?  This is an important question, for it strikes me that holiness has a bit of a negative image. In the 18th & 19th centuries it would probably be taken for granted that holiness was good. In the 21st century we are less sure about that. Holiness seems a bit negative, a bit ‘I'm better than you,’ a bit wet, a bit ‘I'm trying too hard.’  Nobody wants to be holy, that’s a bit boring and ‘anorak-ish,’ instead we’d rather be the one with, shall we say, a colourful past.  Our heroes, icons, and celebrities are the bad boys and girls.  The furore in the past week over the behaviour of Russell Brand and Jonathon Ross on their radio show is a symptom of the elevation, attraction, and the sheer coolness of the bad boys.

And so again I ask, if we do still have this hope in him, do we purify ourselves? 

Is this still true of us? Is this true of your experience together as a Church community?  Is this your individual experience?  If it is not then I want to invite you to begin that journey today. Let us keep hold of that hope in him and ask God to purify us in the power of his Spirit.  Amen.
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