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SERMON
Fourth Sunday of Easter

St. Stephen’s Anglican Church, Heathsville, VA
The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar, April 29, 2012

God’s Children, God’s Family

Text:  I John 3:1-3

One of the themes that runs through the New Testament is that those who put their
faith in Jesus are children of God.  In the First Letter of John, Chapter 3, we find an
exclamation of wonder about this.  “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that
we should be called children of God!”  Let’s take a look at ourselves as “children of God” and
see what we discover.

First of all, how do we get to be children of God?  It isn’t just because we are human
beings.  You commonly hear that all the people in the world are God’s children.  Well, that
isn’t so.  God did not beget us.  God created us.  Our relationship to Him fundamentally is
Creator and creature.  But God loves us, and He wants to be closer than that.  He doesn’t
love us as an artist loves a painting she has created, or a poet loves the poems he has
created.  God loves us in a very special way, for He wants to be in fellowship with us.  He
wants us to love Him back, the way a painting or a poem cannot do.  The problem is, in the
state to which the human race has fallen, we cannot interact that way with God.  That is why
He sent His only begotten Son into the world—to justify and redeem us and to make us able
to come into God’s presence.

The Bible tells us that when the Father sent His Son, much of the world rejected Him.
“But to as many as received Him, to those who believed in His name, He gave the power to
become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a
husband’s will, but born of God.”  (John 1:12-13)

That is how great the love is the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called
His children.  As the disciples watched Jesus pray, they were very much impressed by the
way He talked to His Father.  He called Him “Abba,” an intimate name, like calling your father
“Daddy.”  Jesus told them to pray, “Our Father, who art in heaven.”  As Jesus’ disciples, they
had been ushered into a relationship with God they had not dreamed possible, one of
intimacy, one of mutual love.

Do you have that kind of relationship with God?

• Do you feel close to Him?

• Do you feel His love?

• Do you love Him?
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That is what He wants.  He wants to be your Father.  And when He is our father, it has all
sorts of implications for how we live.

It means that we are set apart.  He is not just any Father.  He is the Father, the creator
of everything, the King of all creation.  He is the one who determines what will flourish and
what will fade, what will endure and what will die.  He is the one whose plan for the future is
as good as accomplished.  He is the one who will judge the living and the dead.  And so,
when He is your Father, He has brought you into His plans.  You are a part of what He is
doing.

That means, in turn, that it is important to know as much about His plans as possible.
So He has given us a comprehensive guide in the Bible.  It doesn’t tell us everything we may
want to know.  But it tells us enough that we can spend a lifetime of conscientious digging
and barely scratch the surface.  It tells us what He wants us to know.  And He also speaks to
us personally.  He is not unapproachable and faraway.  His door is always open to His
children.  When my daughters were young, they would call me at the office sometimes.  I
have to admit that there were times when I was in a meeting and told my secretary to tell my
girls I would have to call them back.  It isn’t that way with us and our heavenly Father.  We
don’t need an appointment.  We don’t need to wait in line.  We don’t need to go through a
secretary. God is always available to take our calls.

Another important consequence of being God’s children is that we are His heirs.  The
Letter to the Galatians goes to some lengths with the image of our being God’s heirs.

Because you are God’s children, [he says], “God sent the Spirit of His Son into our
hearts, the Spirit who calls out “Abba, Father.”  So you are no longer a slave, but a
son; and since you are a son, God has made you an heir. [Galatians 4:6-7]

We are the inheritors of the promise God made to Abraham:  we are the multitude of
descendants, and God intends to bless the world through us.  We are the inheritors of the
Promised Land, the New Jerusalem in which there is neither sun by day nor moon by night,
because the glory of Christ is always there lighting the city. (See Rev. 21:23)  We are the
inheritors of the eternal life Jesus has promised us, and the peace that surpasses all human
understanding and the Holy Spirit working in us to do more than we can ask or imagine.
(Ephesians 3:20)

So as Children of the Father, we are set apart, we have access to Him, and we are His
heirs, the inheritors of His promises.

But, we are still children.  As long as we are in this world, we are still children.  This
passage in First John tells us in verse 2, “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what
we will be has not yet been made known.”  We are still in process.  Like children, we have a
lot of maturing to do.  That verse goes on to say that we will ultimately be like Jesus).  God
has so much yet to teach us.  His expectation, and our hope, is that we will become mature.
God expects us not to remain “infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here
and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their
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deceitful scheming.”  (Ephesians 4:14)  Instead, “speaking the truth in love, we [should] in all
things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ.” (Ephesians 4:15)

God knows how He made us to be.  And so, when He looks at us, He sees not the
imperfect, the fractured, the rebellious.  He sees the potential.  He sees us as He intends us
to be.  But we are still in process.  That is why we need discipline.  And we hear a good deal
of that in the New Testament as well, don’t we?  We need nurture.  We need education.  We
need encouragement.  We need correction.  And we need each other.

If we are God’s children, then we are a family.  This is not just a metaphor.  God
created the family to be the basic element of society.  God created us male and female and
told us to produce.  He made the man the father of the family, and the woman the mother.
The family grows by the father and mother’s love.  And the family grows by the children’s
love, as they go out and find husbands and wives and have children of their own.  It is the
same way with the children of God.  We are a family.  God is our Father.  We grow by
spreading His love, by drawing people into our family to share that love.

And God expects our life together to be shaped by our love for Him and for one
another:  Jesus said,  “As I have loved you, so you must love one another.” (John 15:12)
Those of you who are parents know how it touches your heart to see your children love each
other, and how painful it is to see them fight.  The sins of the world are expressed in the way
children in families mistreat each other.  And we can see it in the Bible, beginning with the
first two children, Cain and Abel.  We see it in the two sons of Isaac.   We see it in Joseph,
lording it over his brothers, and his brothers, selling him as a slave to get him out of their hair.
We see it in the children of David, and we see the two kingdoms of the Hebrew people
breaking apart in hatred and jealousy.

And in the New Testament, we hear a lot about how we, the children of God, should
get along with each other.  One pointed lesson is in Colossians:

Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature…. you must rid
yourself of all such things as these:  anger, rage malice, slander, and filthy language
from your lips.  Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its
practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the
image of its Creator. [Colossians 3:5-10]

As God’s family, loving one another, we need to work together.  We need to trust each
other.  We need to study and mature together.  We need to commit ourselves to the family’s
goals.

I’m feeling all that right now as we in our congregation go through a time of change.  I
have in mind an image from John Steinbeck’s classic novel, The Grapes of Wrath.  That book
is about dirt farmers in Oklahoma in the 1920’s who were hit by two simultaneous disasters:
the Great Depression and the dustbowl.  There was a widespread, lingering drought that
caused the soil to turn to dust.  The tenant farmers lost all their land to the big corporations,
and they had no place to work anymore.  Handbills started coming in from California, talking
about jobs and prosperity.  So the Joad family decided to leave their home in Oklahoma.
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They piled onto an old rickety truck with all their belongings and headed west.  I can see that
old truck in my mind’s eye— sitting low on its suspension, steam spewing out of the radiator,
and arms and legs sticking out everywhere.  California, here we come.

Some of them had visions of great things—riches, comfort, happiness.  Some of them
just went along because that was what the family was doing.  Along the way, they would hear
different messages.  Sometimes, people would tell them it was all just a pipe dream.  But they
stayed together, driving laboriously across the dry, unforgiving land.

We have it good by comparison, of course.  We left Oklahoma.  But instead of a
rickety old truck, we have this beautiful hall, and those spacious offices and meeting rooms
downstairs.  We have room to grow and to worship God with glory as we figure out just what
our California is going to be.  The challenge for us is going to be to move gracefully into the
future God has for us.

• We are going to have to discern His plan.

• We are going to have to commit ourselves to it.

• We are going to have to stay together.

• We are going to have to love each other,

• and trust each other.

• We are going to have to make whatever sacrifices God calls us to make.

• And in the process, we are going to have to grow our family by spreading God’s love.

• We are going to have to worship Him joyfully, in Spirit and truth.

• And we are going to have to stand on God’s Word,

• stand on God’s promises,

• and stand on God’s truth.

All that is not really a tall order.  We have everything we need to be just that kind of
extraordinary family.  But we are going to have to believe that God makes all that
possible.  The temptation God’s family always faces is to resort to the flesh:  the
emotions that cause us to fear and mistrust; the principles of the world that war against
the principles of God; the vain philosophies and human wisdom.

Your leadership, leaning on God, has kept this congregation on track for all the years
of the recent unpleasantness.  God has chosen not only to carry us along, but to make us
flourish.

• We have grown in numbers.

• We have grown in knowledge of God’s Word.

• We have sent kids off to college as solid disciples of Jesus.
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• We have taught the faith to the little children of our community.

• We have been a big help to Christians spreading the Word of God in faraway places.

• We have helped many children in the Dominican Republic go to Christian schools.

• We have sent eyeglasses to thousands of people in Uganda so they can read again.

• We have been a witness for the Gospel.

God has been with us every step of the way. I want you to know that your leaders
have worked hard all this time to discern God’s will.  But discerning God’s will is a
special challenge right now.  We have left so much behind that we are working with
almost a blank canvas.  So we are asking the congregation for input.  Our first
workshop will be on May 19.  I hope you will come and share your thoughts.  The first
workshop will focus on the question of whether there are viable alternatives to our plan
to build a new church.

I’m asking you to participate, and I’m asking you to trust that your leaders are working
faithfully with the Lord.  The New Testament tells us:

Now we ask you brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over
you in the Lord and who admonish you.  Hold them in the highest regard in love
because of their work.  Live in peace with each other. [I Thessalonians 5:12]

The scripture is calling us to trust our leaders, respect them, recognize their authority to make
decisions, and to cooperate with them in doing God’s work.  We are on this journey together.
Somebody has to drive the truck.  Hebrews tells us to make the leaders’ work “a joy and not a
burden, for that would be no advantage to you.” (Hebrews 13:17)

We are a family.  We love each other.  We have one Father, and that is the God who
loves us so much He made us His children.

• He expects us to become like Christ, as we hope we will.

• We want to increase His family, as He calls us to do.

• And we want to enjoy the riches of our inheritance, as He has promised.

Let us travel this road together in love.
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