Sunday, December 14, 2008 – Third Sunday of Advent
How the incarnation sets Jesus apart
1 John 4:1-6 & 2 John 7-9
1 John 4:2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, -- 2 John 7 Many deceivers, who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh, have gone out into the world.

1 John 4:2 & 2 John 7 NIV

-----------
This is now the third Sunday of Advent. These immediate Sundays leading up to our celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ invite us to dwell on the answer to the question: Why did the Son of God become one of us?
Christmas is a possibly the most anticipated holiday in the world. Children get their first lessons in patience as they anxiously wait for Christmas Eve night or Christmas morning when they will open their presents. Parents do their best to build the anticipation of Christmas Day by hiding the presents until they can be gift wrapped and placed under the tree. We all enjoy the special parties and food and the decorations that speak of a festive time in the context of family and friends. Even businesses look forward to Christmas. Placed at the end of the calendar year, the trappings of Christmas most often provide businesses with income that makes it possible for them to exist yet another year. 

Certainly Christmas has become a cultural event. Like so many things that originate out of a Biblical story designed to communicate the love of God for humanity, there are those who would like to strip Christmas of its original message while keeping the trimmings and frills and side benefits. In spite of all the efforts by Scrooges of various types to minimize it, Christmas remains solidly a season of giving that still points to the greatest giver of all, Jesus Christ.

But though the signs of the season still point to Jesus Christ, we who claim Him as our Lord must pay heed to the warning that deceivers and opponents are unrelenting in their resistance to confess Jesus Christ as God having come in the flesh to live among us here on earth to be our Savior and Lord. We must not lose sight of the reasons for the coming of Jesus Christ as God with us, God incarnate, born of a woman.

This morning I want us to consider the question, Why did the Son of God become one of us? We will be looking specifically at the text from 1 John 4:1-6 and generally from the entire letter of 1 John. I confess; The reason I chose this text to preach from on this Sunday is because I wanted to preach a Christmas message, particularly one that focused on the incarnation. It also makes for a good transition from preaching from the Gospel of John as John is the author of both of these books.

John wrote 5 books that are included in the New Testament. All five were written between AD 85 and AD 96. To the best of our understanding, they were written in this order: The Gospel of John, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John and the Revelation to John. That means that John’s writing was done 20 to 30 years after the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke were written and about 55 years after the ascension of Jesus Christ. If John was 20 years old when he became a disciple of Jesus, that would put him between 75 and 86 years old when he wrote his books and letters. 
I invite you to stand as we read together our text.

1 John 4:1-6 (NIV)
1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3 but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world. 
4 You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the One who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. 5 They are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. 6 We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us. This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood. 
Thank you. May God bless this His word. You may be seated.

The particular verse that draws our attention to the incarnation of Jesus Christ is verse 2. It is framed as the test to discern between true and false prophets.

1 John 4:2 (NIV) 2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 
Now realize immediately that this is not the only test to discern if a prophet has the Spirit of God. 1 John 1:6 is a test.

1 John 1:6 (NIV) 6 If we claim to have fellowship with Him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. 
Prophets who say one thing and do another are not true prophets. 

1 John 1:8 (NIV) 8 If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 
Another test. Prophets who claim to be without sin are not true prophets.

1 John 2:4 (NIV) 4 The man who says, “I know Him,” but does not do what He commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. 
Yet another test. Prophets who claim to know Christ but do not obey His commands are not true prophets.

Do you want another test?

1 John 2:9 (NIV) 9 Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in the darkness. 
So, prophets who hate a brother are not true prophets.

1 John 2:15 (NIV) 15 Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 
Here is yet another test. A so-called prophet who loves the world, that is worldly things, is not a true prophet of God.
So, there we have 6 tests that John cites that help us discern if a prophet is true or false. 1. Does he confess that Jesus Christ came in the flesh? 2. Does he claim to walk with God while living in sin? 3. Does he claim to be without sin? 4. Does he claim to know Christ without obeying the commands of Christ? 5. Does he hate his brother? 6. Does he love the things of this world?

Why has John given us these tests, as well as many more, to discern between a true and a false prophet? He tells us in chapter 2.

1 John 2:26 (NIV) 26 I am writing these things to you about those who are trying to lead you astray. 
He says something similar in 2 John.

2 John 7 (NIV) 7 Many deceivers, who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh, have gone out into the world. Any such person is the deceiver and the antichrist. 
Also in 1 John 3:7 (NIV) 7 Dear children, do not let anyone lead you astray.
Just a quick note about the term “antichrist.” Using that word may sound too harsh because we may tend to think of personalities like Hitler or Ben Laden or The Antichrist who is coming in the last days. But realize at least two things: 1. Hitler convinced, or should I say, deceived a whole lot of Christians in the early days of his rule. 2. Diminishing the deity or humanity of Christ to make Him less than He truly is reflects the goal and spirit of the antichrist. So, as harsh as it may seem, the spirit of antichrist is active in our world today in more ways than we want to admit.
Toward the end of the first century, some Christians began drifting away from the truth about Christ. They were losing touch with those who had known Jesus in the flesh as the founders of the church began to die off. They were also being seduced by competing doctrines. As a result, second- and third-generation believers began to grow cold in their love for each other and lukewarm in their commitment to the truth. They had, as the Lord put it to the church in Ephesus, “left [their] first love” (Rev. 2:4).

So John writes to call Christians back to the basics, back to the truth about Christ and the love of Christ. 
 

John does not want us to be deceived, to be led astray to walk back into the darkness. And the key to accomplishing this task is to see how unique and superior Jesus Christ is. 
Someone has said of Jesus Christ that “He came from the bosom of the Father to the bosom of a woman. He put on humanity that we might put on divinity. He became Son of Man that we might become sons of God. He was born contrary to the laws of nature, lived in poverty, was reared in obscurity, and only once crossed the boundary of the land in which He was born-and that in His childhood.

He had no wealth or influence and had neither training nor education in the world’s schools. His relatives were inconspicuous and uninfluencial. In infancy He startled a king. In boyhood He puzzled the learned doctors. In manhood He ruled the course of nature. He walked upon the billows and hushed the sea to sleep.

He healed the multitudes without medicine and made no charge for His services. He never wrote a book and yet all the libraries of the world could not hold the books about Him. He never wrote a song, yet He has furnished the theme for more songs than all songwriters together. He never founded a college, yet all the schools together cannot boast of as many students as He has. He never practiced medicine and yet He has healed more broken hearts than all the doctors have healed broken bodies.
This Jesus Christ is the star of astronomy, the rock of geology, the lion and the lamb of zoology, the harmonizer of all discords, and the healer of all diseases. 
Throughout history great men have come and gone, yet He lives on. Herod could not kill Him. Satan could not seduce Him. Death could not destroy Him and the grave could not hold Him.” (Unknown author)
Pastor Art Azurdia has said, “There is no greater person in all of the universe. None more worthy of glory. None more worthy of honor. None more deserving of unquestioned and unqualified allegiance. For Him there was no sacrifice too great to make. There is nothing that is not worth of surrendering to Him. He should be the object of our strongest affections and feelings.” (Art Azurdia on Hebrews 2:10-18, audio 2:10)
Folks, that should help us see that the litmus test of 1 John 4:2 is not just an acknowledgement that Jesus was a human. Rather, it is the confession by word and deed that Jesus Christ is God’s Son who came from the Father in heaven to this earth by means of the virgin birth, that He lived among us as a perfect human being, that He offered His life as the final Passover Lamb to take away our sins, that He was raised from the dead after three days to demonstrate His victory over sin and death, that He ascended back into heaven as the preparer of our eternal home, and that He sent the Holy Spirit to be His spiritual presence among His faithful followers until we are reunited with Him in heaven.
John is saying that any person, any teaching, any activity, any influence that moves us away from fellowship with this Jesus Christ has the spirit of the antichrist. If our association with those persons, teachings, activities or influences diminishes our love for Jesus Christ, thwarts our obedience to His commands, blinds our eyes to see the dangers of disloyalty to Christ, then we must take the appropriate action to negate those effects.

That is why John commands us: 1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world.
I presume John expects for his readers to take his exhortation seriously. He has seen the devastation in many a person’s life who has been deceived and drifted away from obeying Christ’s commands. It’s not a pretty picture.
So, if you sense you are drifting away from your fellowship with Jesus Christ because of the influence of the spirit of antichrist being expressed through a person, a teaching or an activity, you must take appropriate action to negate those effects. Young people, if the music you listen to or if the conversations you are having on Facebook are nudging you away from a deepening passion to serve and obey Jesus Christ, you must heed John’s warning. Take the appropriate actions.
What are these appropriate actions that will move us to our Savior and enhance our fellowship with Him, thus countering the schemes of our enemy to deceive us?

The answers are found when we investigate, why did the Son of God become one of us?
Acknowledging that Jesus Christ came to the earth in the flesh includes His entire life and purpose for coming. It goes well beyond the story of Christ’s birth in Bethlehem.

So really, we have two questions. Why did the Son of God become one of us and how does that keep us from being deceived?
Look at verse 4. 4 You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the One who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.
We overcome the spirits of the antichrist because we have Christ who is greater living within us. 
How did Christ, the One who is greater, come to be in us? Herein is the story of our salvation. It is the story of our being born of God, what John calls in his Gospel, being born again (John 3:3). 

We are all born sinners. That’s the consequence of being born as descendents of Adam. We inherited a sin nature and apart from God’s intervention, we are destined to an eternity separated from God in hell. 

But God, who loves us, made provision to undo the damage of Adam’s sin that plagues us all. He sent His Son to be One among us, One like us, who would take upon Himself the judgment that was set to come on us. In order for Jesus to take our sins from us, He had to be human like us. 

When we, then, place our confidence in what Jesus has done for us on the cross, He, through His Holy Spirit, unites us to Himself and takes up residence within us and we in Him. 

1 John 5:1 (NIV) 1 Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, . . . 
Believing in Jesus, trusting in Him, placing our full confidence in His work on our behalf, is responded to by God by His giving us a new birth, making us children of God who are born of God. This could only happen if Jesus, the Son of God, became one of us.

And all who receive Him have within them the One who is greater than the one who is in the world. This makes us overcomers of the deceptions that are dangled in front of us by false prophets.
This brings us back to the opening command of chapter 4. 1 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world.
My observations over the years would arrive at the conclusion that even Christians are vulnerable to deceiving spirits. These deceivers entice us with wonderful promises, great wealth, better spouses, comfort and ease, even popularity and glory. And the failure to test these false prophets results in Christians getting led astray to worship false gods. Sometimes it’s participating in a look-a-like church that makes Jesus less than He is. Sometimes it’s falling in love with media icons who sing their promises of fun without responsibility and sin without guilt. Sometimes the deceiver is a casino. Other times it’s a bottle of alcohol or a snort of cocaine. Many times the spirit of the antichrist comes in the form of the cravings of the flesh or the desire of the eyes or the boastful pride of life.

As Christians, we have the responsibility to test the spirits to see if they are from God because many false prophets have gone out into the world. They do not confess that Jesus came to the earth as the Son of God in human flesh. They may claim to have a relationship with God but their actions show no evidence of obeying our Lord’s commands. They may deny that sin has a grip on their lives. They may have hate in their heart for another human being. They may love the things of this world more than the things of God.

But, the test that is most revealing simply asks, what have you done with Jesus Christ? False prophets are identified most clearly with their treatment of Jesus Christ and His message of salvation. They diminish Him in some way.
The good news is, those who have placed their hope in Jesus Christ have been handed a tool to identify deceivers. But, keep in mind, the tool is only effectively administered by those who are born of God. Here’s how John says it in chapter 5.

1 John 5:3-5 (NIV) 3 This is love for God: to obey His commands. And His commands are not burdensome, 4 for everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith. 5 Who is it that overcomes the world? Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God. 
It’s like John is saying, we must self-administer this test. Do we believe that Jesus, the Son of God, came in the flesh? Do we believe that Jesus is the Son of God? Our trust in Jesus Christ gives us a relationship of love with God AND a sensitive radar to the deceitful practices of the spirits of the antichrist.

We win on two major accounts when we trust in Christ. First, we are born into God’s family. We become sons and daughters of God enjoying intimacy with our heavenly Father. Second, we avoid the traps of the deceiver by sniffing out his lies and false promises.

I urge you to 3 actions to counter the spirit of antichrist. 1. Pursue with passion your relationship with Jesus Christ for all He is and for all He has done. Let no other pursuit exceed or displace your relationship with Jesus Christ.

2. Saturate your heart and mind with God’s word through your reading, study, meditating and obeying of it.
3. Strengthen your bonds of friendship with Christians who are also passionate about their relationship with Jesus Christ.

Last week I invited you to commit yourself to spend daily time alone with the Lord in front of the Bible listening and responding to God speak through it. I tried to demonstrate to you that it is not that difficult to do. Probably the most difficult part in doing it is to make the time, to put it into your schedule, to turn off the radio or TV, to ask to not be disturbed for a short period of time. But, once you win that battle, I believe you will find the Lord more than willing to speak to you, to encourage your heart and to give you specific actions to take.

So, I repeat my invitation to take The 5 x 5 with 1 or more Challenge. Carve out a minimum of 5 minutes 5 days a week to listen to God speak to you through His word and give a response and then communicate with one or more persons each week what you heard from God’s word.

Folks, it is so simple and so life transforming. You can do it. But, don’t forget the second part of the challenge to communicate with one or more persons each week what you heard from God’s word.

Again this week in the bulletin you have a half-sheet insert. Following the caption, “Jesus Christ, God’s Servant, born as a babe to be the Israel in whom God will be glorified!” there are some very simple instructions.

They go like this: As you read this text, what impressed you about God? Write down your thoughts and then express your thanks to Him in writing. Before you start, invite the Holy Spirit to “Please, open my eyes to see wonderful things in this text.” Amen.

This can be completed within 5 minutes. And you will be encouraged if you honestly seek the Lord during this time. 

Folks, this is a doable challenge. It has the potential of transforming your walk with Christ. It gives you the awareness that you are in a personal relationship with Jesus Christ who makes you an overcomer of the world. Your faith is strengthened and you will have discernment to identify false and deceptive influences.

Folks, we can do this. This is as basic as it gets. But, it can have a profound impact on your soul and on your relationships within this church family and your biological family.

Will you take up this challenge if you haven’t already? God will bless you richly as you engage in this challenge.

Let’s pause for a moment as you consider your response and pass the registration forms down your row.
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