Sabbath Day Sermon of October 7, 2017.

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

The Resolved Marks of a True Christian

Reading through the passages of the Scripture we find that the entire Bible stresses certainty and assurance of salvation, but there are some sections of Scripture that stakes out this theme as its central focus: the Gospel of John 3 and John’s letters in 1 John. In John 3:3-21, Jesus revealed to Nicodemus, a devout Pharisee that the Kingdom of God would come to the whole world not just the Judaeans or the religious sect known as Jews and that Nicodemus would not be a part of it unless he was personally born again. This new concept stresses that:  The Kingdom is personal, not national or ethnic, and its entrance requirements are repentance and spiritual rebirth. Jesus also taught that God’s Kingdom has already begun in the hearts of believers. It will be fully realized when Jesus returns to judge the world and abolish evil forever (Revelation 21-22). 
If you ask, “How does repentance lead to rebirth?” Jesus says, “If you love me, keep my commandment and when you do, I will ask the Father to give you the Holy Spirit that will remain with you forever or as long as you remain faithful.” In this sense, Jesus will come back in His Spirit to help, teach and protect his people until his return; you will not be left alone (John 14:15-20; 16:7-16). Jesus says that if you will learn his commandments, and do them, that will be prove that you love him. As you love Jesus, so will the Father love you, and through the Holy Spirit he will reveal himself to you. The Holy Spirit which is Jesus’ Spirit will remind you of Jesus words, guiding you into all God Almighty’s truth, and instructing you with the words and wisdom of the LORD.
6-7. “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is Spirit,” meaning that God is three persons in one: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. God Almighty became a man in Jesus so that Jesus could die for our sins. Jesus rose from the dead to offer salvation to all people through spiritual renewal and rebirth. When Jesus ascended into heaven, his physical presence left the earth, but he promised to send the Holy Spirit so his spiritual presence would still be among mankind on earth (Luke 24:49; John 16:6-15). To be born again is to be born of the Spirit. The change is not wrought by any wisdom or power of our own, but by the power and influence of the blessed Spirit of grace. It is the sanctification of the Spirit (1 Peter 1:2) and renewing of the Holy Ghost (Titus 3:5). The word he works by is his inspiration, and the heart to be wrought on he has access. The nature of this change, and what that is which is wrought; it is by the Spirit of Jesus also known as the Holy Spirit. Those that are regenerated are made spiritual, and refined from the dross and dregs of sensuality. The dictates and interests of the rational and immortal soul have retrieved the dominion they ought to have over the flesh.
8-9. Jesus explained that for the same reason we cannot control the work of the Holy Spirit, so is everyone that is born again or filled with the Spirit. Just as you did not control your physical birth, so you cannot control your spiritual birth. It is a gift from God Almighty through the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:16; 1 Corinthians 2:10-12; 1 Thessalonians 1: 6). This comparison is here used to show, that the Spirit, in regeneration,” works arbitrarily, and as a free agent. “The wind bloweth where it listeth for us, and does not attend our order, nor is subject to our command. God Almighty directs it; it fulfils his Word” (Psalm 148:8). The Spirit dispenses his influences where, and when, on whom, and in what measure and degree, he pleases, dividing to every man severally as he will (1 Corinthians 12:11). That he works powerfully, and with evident effects: “Thou hearest the sound thereof;” though its causes are hidden, its effects are manifest. When the soul is brought to mourn for sin, to groan under the burden of corruption, to breathe after Jesus Christ, to cry Abba—Father, then will the soul hear the sound of the Spirit, we find he is at work (Acts. 9:11, 12).
10-13. Nicodemus the Jewish teacher of the Scriptures knew the Old Testament thoroughly, but he did not understand what it said about the Messiah. This proves that knowledge is not salvation. It is very important that you know the Bible, but even more important, is that you should understand the God whom the Bible reveals and the salvation that God Almighty offers in His Word. Here is a discourse concerning the certainty and sublimity of Gospel truths, as Jesus Christ takes the occasion to show the weakness of Nicodemus in the Word. Here is the objection which Nicodemus made for not understanding the concept of being born again saying: “How can these things be?” Jesus Christ’s explication of the doctrine of the necessity of regeneration, it should seem, did not make it any clearer to him. The corruption of nature which makes it necessary, and the way of the Spirit which makes it practicable, are as much mysteries to him as being born again itself. Although he had in general believed Jesus Christ as a divine teacher, yet he was unwilling to receive his teachings when they did not agree with the notions he had imbibed or assimilated. Thus, there are many today who profess to believe the doctrine of Jesus Christ in general, and yet will neither believe the truths of the Gospel message nor submit to the laws of it further than they please.
14-15. “As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness.” This was when the Israelites were wandering in the wilderness, and their rebellious attitudes triggered a plague of serpents to punish them for their rebellion against God Almighty. Those doomed to die from snakebite could be healed by obeying God Almighty’s command to look up at the elevated dead bronze serpent and believing that God would heal them if they recognized their dead works and repent of them (numbers 21:8, 9). Similarly, our salvation happens when we recognize our dead works and sinful nature, and look up to Jesus, believing he will save us. Today it will be to deliver you from the evil one and from the Blue Fever Plague that has been triggered by the nations’ rebellion. God Almighty has provided this way in Jesus for us to be healed of sin’s deadly bite.

16-20. Extremely important for the Christian theology is the conviction that God’s love is the dynamic principle for world salvation. Our God is motivated by love so great that he has gifted the world with his own Son, not to condemn but to save. Therefore, the entire Gospel comes to focus in John 3 verse 16, where God Almighty made it clear to all that His love is not static or self-centered; it reaches out and draws all that He created in His image. Here God Almighty sets the pattern of true love, the basis for all love relationships, that is, when you love someone dearly, you are willing to give freely to the point of self-sacrifice. 
God paid dearly with the life of his Son, the highest price he could pay. Jesus accepted our punishment, paid the price for our sins. When we share the Gospel Message with others, our love must be like Jesus’, willingly giving up our own comfort and security so that others might join us in receiving God’s love. Since only God Almighty can save us from eternal condemnation, we ought to believe in Him by recognizing the insufficiency of our own efforts to find salvation and by asking him to do his work in our lives.

As we carefully read through 1 John, we notice a couple of requirements and arguments for the assurance of salvation. Jesus gives 10 new resolved marks in John 3, and five more of these resolved marks of the Christian are found in 1 John 5. The first is the resolved mark of confession, described in 1 John 5:1: “Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ and Messiah is born of God.” Before you can have the assurance of salvation, you have to believe in the finished work of Jesus Christ on the cross and be saved. You have to confess Jesus Christ as Lord. Some people assume they are saved because they grew up in a Christian culture, or they have gone to a Christian Church all their lives, or they have been baptized, or they have tried to live a good life. Yet they’ve never distinctly and personally confessed Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior.
The Bible teaches that we are sinners, separated from God by a sinful nature. We can never earn, buy, or climb our way into heaven. By our own efforts or goodness, we can never be saved. That’s why God Almighty became a man who lived a wholly righteous life, died on the cross, shed His blood for us, and rose from the dead. He paid our penalty, took our judgment upon Himself, and He offers us the opportunity to be born again. 
If the first resolved mark is our confession of Jesus Christ as our Savior and Lord, the second is a changed life, as we see in 1 John 2:29: “Everyone who practices righteousness is born of Him.” When Jesus truly saves us, it makes a difference in how we think, act, speak, and conduct ourselves. The Bible says, “If anyone is in Jesus Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new” (2 Corinthians 5:17). The resurrection of Jesus Christ provides a new perspective, a godly vision that restores all things. If, before the conversion effected by the resurrection, we judged Jesus Christ and others from human standards such as the Corinthians counted important, now we see everything differently. All is new in Jesus Christ. Priorities have changed. All that matters is that one is created anew (Galatians 6:15). 

The same God who created out of nothing is certainly capable of recreating and of making us, however poor, unpromising, and undeserving, sharers of his work. God Almighty reconciled the world to himself in Jesus Christ. Further in Jesus Christ, God Almighty overcame the obstacle of our transgression so that we are enabled to become partners in the ministry of reconciliation. Not only the apostles, but all who are in Jesus Christ, have been sent out into the world with a single message: Be reconciled! This is both imperative and empowerment. For our sakes God made the sinless one sin so that redemption could penetrate the darkest, most forbidden, isolated, and in-human part of our human experience. This was so that God, in Jesus Christ, could bring us to holiness. As we begin learning to practice righteousness, our habits change. We will not be sinlessly perfect while we’re on this planet; but if we’re truly Christians, we need to behave like Christians. If we say we’re saved but nothing has changed about us, something is wrong. We are not saved by good works, but we are saved for good works, and the Gospel message is a transforming agent in our lives.

Those who are truly saved also bear the resolved mark of compassion. How can you know that you are a Christian? It is by what you believe, by how you live, and by whom you love. Love is a recurring theme in 1 John, and the apostle leaves no doubt about how it permeates the lives of true Christians. “Beloved,” he wrote, “let us love one another, for love is of God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. By this we know that we have passed from death to life, because we love the brethren” (1 John 4:7; 3:14). My friends, do you love your brothers and sisters in the family of God Almighty? Those who are truly saved are those who enjoy and bless the household of faith; the family of God Almighty (James 3:16; Philippians 1:15).

A fourth sign of being truly saved is conflict. According to 1 John 5:4, “Whatever is born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has overcome the world, that is, our faith.” The word overcome implies a struggle. We’re faced with an adversary whom we must overcome. Our adversary is identified in 1 John 2:14 as the wicked one: “I have written to you, young men, because you are strong, and the Word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the wicked one.” John went on in the next verses to say: “Do not love the world or the things in the world. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life is not of the Father but is of the world” (1 John 2:15-17).

When you’re genuinely born of God, you’ll be growing to be an overcomer as you deal with the temptations around you in the world, the flesh, and the devil and his agentures. You may not be victorious over every temptation every time, but you’ll make progress in gaining more victories and losing less battles as you grow stronger in Jesus Christ and in the power of the abiding Word of God. Those born of God are wise, and do take care to live accordingly, not as the foolish do. They make the most of the opportunity during these evil days, being alert to discerning what the will of God Almighty is; not unthinking. For their new identity as children of the light requires that they live in different way. The fruit produced by this light-life is all goodness, righteousness, and truth, considering what is pleasing to the LORD. Therefore, instead of participating in the unproductive works of darkness, they should boldly condemn such deeds.
That leads to the final point we want to make: We can see evidence for the validity of salvation in our desire to conduct ourselves in a way that pleases God Almighty. According to 1 John 3:9, “Whoever has been born of God does not sin, for His seed remains in him; and he cannot sin, because he has been born of God.” However, if we must be careful not to interpret this verse to mean that anyone who is born of God never sins. That would conflict with other passages in the Bible that describe us as fallible and often failing. Since Christians are members one of another in Jesus Christ’s body, there are certain vices described hereunder in 1 John 3:9, which need to be avoided and certain virtues which need to be practiced for the body of Jesus Christ to function properly.
In 1 John 3:9, the word for sin is a present active infinitive and it describes a continuous action. John is not saying that whoever sins once is not born of God. That would disqualify all of us. It would certainly disqualify everyone of us. But John is saying, in effect, whoever keeps on willfully sinning, violating God Almighty’s law with stubborn disregard and ongoing wickedness, cannot have assurance of salvation. “Whosoever abideth in him [Jesus] sinneth not.” To sin here is the same as to commit sin, and to commit sin is to practice sin. He that abideth in Jesus Christ continues not in the practice of sin. As vital union with the Lord Jesus broke the power of sin in the heart and nature, so continuance therein prevents the regency and prevalence thereof in the life and conduct. Or the negative expression here is put for the positive: He or she sinneth not, that is, he or she is obedient, and he or she  keeps the commandments in sincerity, and in the ordinary course of life and does those things that are pleasing in His sight. 
Those that abide in Jesus Christ abide in their covenant with him, and consequently watch against the sin that is contrary thereto. They abide in the potent light and knowledge of him; and therefore it may be concluded that he or she that sinneth abideth in the predominant practice of sin, has not seen him and has not his or her mind impressed with a sound evangelical discerning of him, neither known Jesus, has no experimental acquaintance with him. Practical renunciation of sin is the great evidence of spiritual union with, continuance in, and saving knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ.
If you are truly saved, you will grieve over your sins, confess them, and seek God Almighty’s grace to do better. His grace is inexhaustible and His salvation is irreversible. Make sure you have confessed Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, and then trust Him with your eternal future. He will never leave you or forsake you. His Word was given that you might know Jesus Christ as your Savior and that you might know that you have eternal life.
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