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1 John 5:1-6
God-TOK
In a world awash with information, how can we be certain of anything?
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[TOC]
Thousands of high school students are taking classes in “Theory of Knowledge.” Perhaps this is surprising, but it might be the most important class in their curriculum. It’s a course in how we get knowledge and how we know what we know. The apostle John in today’s reading has some ideas about this.

AT A GLANCE: 
High school students usually have the option of taking accelerated courses that give them a head start when entering college. One of these classes is known as TOK. It’s a class that helps students develop critical thinking skills by exploring how human beings acquire knowledge. Today’s epistle text takes up this theme by offering a critical component in our search for and acquisition of knowledge. You might be surprised what the apostle John suggests.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s Acts text, see “Spirit-Driven Disruptions,” May 6, 2018. 

TikTok is an insanely popular video-sharing social media app used to share or record short music, talent, dance and comedy clips of under 60 seconds. You also might find oddly curious clips of buildings falling, lions fighting, pranksters pranking, children crying, cars racing and more. They are short. They loop continuously and you can scroll for hours before you know it.
The app is not without controversy. President Donald Trump threatened to shut it down. India at one time banned it completely, and Pakistan, Indonesia and other countries have done so as well.
But what is interesting for our purposes in addressing the epistle reading for today is not the Tik but the Tok part of this app. And this leads us in an entirely different direction.
By itself, TOK is an abbreviation familiar to all high school students in the International Baccalaureate (IB) diploma program offered by thousands of schools here in the United States, and even more around the world. IB is a U.K.-based curriculum (similar to the popular Advanced Placement courses in the United States) in which motivated students can participate in an accelerated, university-track academic program that will give them a head start when they begin college.
One course in the IB program is the Theory of Knowledge class, known affectionately by students as “TOK.” Not “talk,” but Tee-Oh-Kay. T.O.K. Theory of knowledge.
What happens in a TOK class connects well with our text from 1 John 5. In fact, one of the principal themes in both the first letter of John and John’s gospel is the vexing dilemma of how to “know” something. How is knowledge acquired? How can we be certain that we know what we know?
This issue lurks in today’s reading, and John even mentions it specifically: “By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments” (v. 2, emphasis added). In 1 John, the theme is pervasive; in this short letter, the word “know” or “knowledge” appears 38 times, of which the following are representative:
· 2:4  Whoever says, “I have come to know him,” but does not obey his commandments, is a liar. 
· 3:14  We know that we have passed from death to life because we love one another.
· 3:19  And by this we will know that we are from the truth.
· 3:24  And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit that he has given us.
· 4:2-3  By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God.
· 4:8  Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love.
· 4:13  By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.
And, as though to emphasize his point, John closes his letter by reviewing his theme and purpose: “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may know that you have eternal life” (5:13, emphasis added in this citation and those above).
This verse recalls John’s thesis in his gospel, explicitly identified in 20:30-31: “Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.” 
Most people wrestle with achieving certainty. We may utter what we believe to be the truth, but it is often with quavering lips and a doubtful heart. Oscar Wilde’s view notwithstanding (“to believe is very dull; to doubt is intensely engrossing”), how does one acquire the kind of knowledge that allows for no shade of doubt or uncertainty?
Absolute certainty is probably not possible, for as we know, there are only two things of which we can be absolutely certain. But nevertheless, TOK students explore the possibilities. Generally, a TOK class deals with the epistemological dilemma in a four-fold manner: 
· ways of knowing, 
· areas of knowledge, 
· factors that transcend both ways of knowing and areas of knowledge, and 
· a writing beast known as the “Extended Essay.”
This, then, is our rubric as the epistle text rises before us, and as we treat the topic generally. 

Ways of Knowing
When asked how one can know anything, most people — after some stuttering — will blurt out something about the five senses. Yes, we learn and know through sense perception, although try telling that to the five blind men describing an elephant. 
What’s another way we can know? Through reason. We might not be sure that the fowl crossing the road is a duck, but then we apply reason to our uncertainty. If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck, quacks like a duck, has webbed feet like a duck, has feathers like a duck and hangs out with other ducks, it’s a duck.
Emotion and language are other ways we humans learn and know, according to the TOK curriculum. And until 2014, the senses, reason, emotion and language were the only tools for acquiring knowledge that the TOK course acknowledged. 
Then, the TOK powers-that-be modified the curriculum to include four additional ways of knowing: intuition, imagination, faith and memory.
The biggie here for Christians, of course, is faith. It’s like a sixth sense. Sometimes, we absolutely, positively know something is true, although we have no empirical evidence for it. But for the writer of Hebrews, faith is all the evidence we need! “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1, KJV). 
Critics sometimes laugh at faith as a means of acquiring knowledge. Faith will fail you, they say. What you believe is true often turns out to be a sham. Like, for example, when we place our trust in people, whether they’re financial advisors, politicians or preachers. Faith can be unreliable.
But so can all the senses. Just ask defense attorneys about eyewitness testimony. And why is it that sometimes when we apply reason to a problem, the outcome can sometimes be most unreasonable! It’s possible to think logically to the wrong conclusion. 
So, we can’t knock faith just because it doesn’t have the empirical street cred of the five senses. The journey to truth is always fraught with peril.
But none of this captures what John the Evangelist is getting at in today’s text! Somewhat of a philosopher himself, he might have agreed with Aquinas, Descartes, Kant and Hume on matters of knowing and being, but John moves beyond sense perception, reason, emotion, language, intuition, imagination, memory and faith. 
John raises a new possibility! We learn by love. We sometimes come to knowledge by way of love.
The question: How do we know that we love others? John’s answer: If we love God and obey his commandments (see v. 2). 
This leads to the additional question, “But how do we know that we love God?” John has an answer for this as well: obedience. We know not only through love, but through the evidence of that love, obedience.
Another word we might use for obedience is praxis, or practice, or even experience. Walking the talk is a powerful way of certifying that we’re not all talk and no walk; we’re not all hat and no cattle. Rather, the practice of our moral code, core beliefs and our faith delivers a strong message to our souls: we love God; and we know that we love God; and we love those who love God and even those who have not yet come to God.

Areas of Knowledge
Prior to 2014, the IB diploma program identified six areas of knowledge. One might acquire knowledge in mathematics, natural sciences, human sciences, history, the arts and ethics. But in the fall of 2014, the curriculum expanded to include two more areas of knowledge: religious knowledge systems and indigenous knowledge systems.
No one can know everything. No way. Some people are street smart, car smart, book smart, people smart (emotional intelligence), money smart, and so on. You might be a humanities person, while your spouse is all math and sciences. 
But, we’re also people of faith. One area of knowledge we might be interested in is faith knowledge, or what the IB program calls religious knowledge systems. What do we know about our faith? In just a few verses in today’s text, the apostle John makes several key statements:
· Belief in Jesus as the Christ is evidence that we are children of God, the parent (v. 2).
· Love of God and love of the children of God are intertwined and linked. One cannot love one and not the other (v. 2).
· Evidence of the depth of our love of God is the level of our obedience to the will of God (v. 3).
· There is some way in which the children of God are winners, world-conquerors (v. 4).
· The weapon in the hands of us world-conquerors is faith (v. 4).
· These winners or world-conquerors are those who believe Jesus is the Son of God (v. 4).
Of course, the Bible has much more to say about the content of the body of faith, but this is what the apostle says in our text for today. In this area of what we might call “faith knowledge,” some of the things we should acquire include the nature and work of Jesus Christ, and our love obligation to others, as well as to God.

Factors That Influence Us
In a world of fake news, misleading social media assertions, disingenuous reports and the like, one wonders what has happened to a preference for the truth. Perhaps we’re unaware of the factors that influence us as we try to gain knowledge.
For example, we may not understand the nature of knowing itself, that is, the differences between information, data, faith or opinion. We may be insulated from a body of knowledge and opinion beyond the walls of our particular political or religious tribe. What we take for granted as gospel truth might be heresy for others.
We might be unaware that age, education, cultural background and experience influence the sources we use and prefer, the responsibilities we’re willing to assume and the claims we make.
When assessing criteria for truth, we might not understand why it is important to consider coherence and consensus as crucial in the quest for truth, and why it is necessary to assess the reliability of reason, sense perception, faith, memory, etc., as trustworthy justifications for the claims we make.
And, we might even hear the readers of John’s letters saying what all of us have said at one time or another: “Why do I need to learn this? Do I need to take notes? Is there going to be a test?” In other words, we might not be inclined to learn math, history or science if we don’t think it’s going to be knowledge we’re actually going to use. 
We may feel the same way about learning more about the nature and work of Jesus Christ. Or about the nature and essence of God, our duties to those of the faith, and even those outside of the faith, our responsibilities to our fellow human beings, especially the poor and the marginalized.
We just might not want to hear it. In fact, we might be fearful of gaining such knowledge. With knowledge comes responsibility. We were told by parents and teachers when we were little that ignorance is no excuse. But now as adults, if we’re honest, we kind of believe it down deep: Knowing God could be dangerous to my health, that is, my financial health and my lifestyle health. Better just not to know.

The Extended Essay
So the apostle John is concerned about knowing. He wants us to know! To have certitude. 
Just as IB students are required to write an extended essay, perhaps this would be a good exercise for us as well. 
Even if you were to write just a paragraph or two — or record a TikTok video in which you do some GodTok — what would sharing the extent of your knowledge of the faith look like? 
It’s a daunting challenge. But give it some thought.
While you’re thinking about it, be comforted with the good news that our mission, our salvation, God’s love for us and God’s providential care for us are not matters about which we need to guess, estimate or equivocate.  
We can know!
God loves us! We love others. And Jesus Christ is the Son of God.
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
May 9, 2021, Cycle B
Acts 10:44-48
What Does the Text Say?
In Acts 10, Peter and Cornelius receive a vision and a visitation that change them. Peter’s visions and visitation convince him to cross the threshold between the Jewish and Gentile worlds and begin intentionally leading non-Jews to Christ. Acts 10 begins not with Peter, but with Cornelius, the Gentile who has a vision from God to send for Peter and listen to his message. Once in Cornelius’ house, Peter explains the gospel to him and his household, and another miraculous visitation takes place. The Holy Spirit surprises the Jewish-Christian brethren who came with Peter by resting upon the Gentiles in the house so that they, too, can speak in tongues and evidence other signs of acceptance by God. Like the visitation of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost in Acts 2, the revelation occurs to all gathered in the place. However, in Acts 2, it is presumed that all those visited by the Spirit are Jews gathered for the festival of Pentecost. Here in Acts 10, the same gift of the Holy Spirit is given to non-Jews. This is what surprises Peter and the others. At this point, however, they can no longer think of any reason why these persons should not be baptized into the Christian faith. They have obviously been chosen and validated by God. Initially, baptism, such as that practiced by John, was an act of piety engaged in by Jews to help establish or re-establish religious purity in light of repentance. Here, however, it becomes that which makes the unclean convert to clean. Baptism becomes their gateway into religious purity. Conversion to Judaism and traditional circumcision, apparently, is no longer required.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Jesus 101. In this text, the apostle Peter is preaching to the household of Cornelius  basically a roomful of foreigners (Gentiles)  as opposed to the Acts 2 crowd that consisted of a city full of Jews. As he does so, two remarkable things happen that turn the world upside down for the “circumcised believers.” First, the Holy Spirit comes down, and second, Peter baptizes the entire lot of them! The key to this text is verse 48: “The circumcised believers who had come with Peter were astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles” (emphasis added). Now go back to 10:34-43. Luther famously referred to John 3:16 as the gospel in a nutshell. Yet, these verses might also lay claim to that metaphor: they’re just a bigger nutshell. Peter, who kick-started the church into existence at Pentecost, is now speaking to a largely Gentile audience. So, he gives the house of Cornelius a crash course in Christianity. His opening message is startling: God is not Jewish, not Roman, not Asian, not American and not European. God is transcultural and “anyone who fears him and does what is right” is acceptable to God! Wow! This is epic! Then Peter explains how this is all possible: Jesus. He was anointed, he “went about doing good,” he was “put to death,” he was buried and rose after three days, he ate and drank with people after his death, and he’s now the only one authorized to judge the living and the dead. Believe in him and receive “forgiveness of sins through his name.” It is at this point that the Holy Spirit breaks through, and everyone is subsequently baptized. These are the basics. Develop each of these basic ideas, and you have yourself a sermon, only a little longer than the one Peter preached in Joppa.
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select Acts in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Psalm 98
What Does the Text Say?
The central theme of Psalm 98 is that Israel (vv. 1-3), along with all the nations of the earth and the rest of God's creation (vv. 4-9), is to sing praises to the Lord because the Lord has brought victory and reigns as King. The psalm's imperative verbs are plural, reminding us that biblical worship is characteristically corporate. So, all of you/y'all "sing to the Lord a new song." The people of Israel had experienced God's powerful and miraculous deliverance; thus, they were joyfully singing praises to the Lord. God's delivering power was a public act (v. 2) … “in the sight of the nations.” “All the ends of the earth” (v. 3) have seen what God has done. The witnessing by the nations of God's victory for Israel is important to Scripture. It is not only Israel, but all the earth — all peoples and even inanimate creation — that is joining in the chorus of praise to the Lord. All the earth/world (vv. 4 and 7 — see Psalm 24 for parallels) makes a "joyful noise to the Lord." Our voices and instruments, along with creation's/nature's sounds, resound together in praise to God.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A New Song. The tone of this psalm is ecstatic, almost euphoric. The writer cries, "O sing to the Lord a new song … make a joyful noise to the Lord all the earth, break forth into joyous song and sing praises" (vv. 1, 4). The psalmist wants a new song. But wait! What is wrong with the old song? There's a lot of praise music in the psalms. The writer has already fiddled around with his lyre and harp and composed and played a lot of songs. Today, we have scores of books of praise music, some of which is even good. So why would the writer call for a new song? You'd think we have plenty of songs with which we can praise God! Yet, he calls for a new one. He does so, because God has done — yet again — something new! And when God reveals the power of the divine presence anew, the writer can do nothing but sing a new melody with new words, to praise God for what God has done. Can we write a new song? What has God done for us that would cause us to break forth in a "joyful noise"?
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select Psalm in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

John 15:9-17
What Does the Text Say?
Verse 9 declares that there is no distinguishing difference between the love of the Father for the Son and that which the Son has for his chosen disciples. But even though this love is steadfast and sure, it is also a love that may be lost. Thus, Jesus urges his disciples to "abide" or "remain" in his love. The direct implication of verses 12-14 is that, if the disciples obey Jesus' commandments, they are, by definition, his friends. As his friends, they know Jesus will gladly give his life to save theirs. The mark of Jesus' love and friendship for his disciples is further demonstrated by the openness, respect and reciprocity that define their relationship in verses 15-16. Jesus clearly distinguishes the kind of relationship that exists between himself and his disciples from any sort of master/servant or rabbi/student hierarchy. He now says that his followers are more than his students. They are his friends. With his friends, Jesus has openly shared all that his Father has told him. There is no secret cache of esoteric knowledge that keeps Jesus artificially elevated above his disciples on some "master" level.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Servant or Friend? The text is verse 15. Here, Jesus reveals to his inner circle that he does not think of them as servants. Or, as their teacher/rabbi, he does not think of them as students. He thinks of them as friends. The difference? A servant is not privy to all that the master is doing, thinking or planning. There's a gulf between the boss and the employee, a respectable distance. Servants function on a need-to-know basis. Generally, servants are not invited to the master's house for dinner on Saturday night. They don't share a pint together in the pub. Jesus says, "I don't think of you as servants." Jesus thinks of us as friends, because he has shared everything he knows with us. There is no respectable distance, no gulf and no divide. Jesus has confided everything he knows. He has held nothing back. This marks the intimate nature of friends. They share openly, freely and without reservation. Jesus is such a friend, and, more remarkably, Jesus considers us to be his friends. But are we? Have we been faithful friends? The congregation, soloist or choir could sing the old, old hymn, "What a friend we have in Jesus."
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select John in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
##
We seem to be most comfortable with sense perception and reason as knowledge acquisition tools.
Yet even reason is fraught with difficulties. As Saint Thomas Aquinas (the 12th-century theologian, Doctor of the Church, and the man who introduced Aristotle to the West) noted, there are things that are according to reason (secundum rationem), against reason (contra rationem) and most perplexing of all, above or beyond reason (supra rationem). 
For example, take the human body. Its brain holds 100 trillion bits of information in a lifetime and has 100 billion nerve cells and it performs 3.8 quadrillion operations per second, easily out-performing your fancy laptop. Every seven years, your body completely replaces itself. Eat an apple, and it turns into skin, heart and lung cells. You could sail the seven seas  and more  measured by the 60,000 miles of blood vessels in your body.
And add to all of this: the body can heal itself from the flu, cure the common cold, recover from cancer and replace damaged skin. 
So, it is reasonable to suggest that there must be a divine designer who gave us these upscale designer bodies. A reasonable person would agree. It’s no proof of the existence of the designer, but it is suggestive of one, and Aquinas would say, secundum rationem, according to reason.
Some assertions, however, are against reason. That’s why we might say to our friend, who has just done something stupid, “That just doesn’t make sense.”
And still other things are, quite simply, beyond reason altogether. In a faint echo of Aquinas, the world’s most famous fictional detective, Sherlock Holmes, once said to his sidekick Dr. Watson, “How often have I said to you that when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth?” This “improbability” takes one beyond reason and into the realm of faith, another way of acquiring knowledge.
##
Alongside all our knowing must be the equal and honest “knowing that I do not know.” That’s why the classic schools of prayer spoke of both kataphatic knowing — through images and words — and apophatic knowing — through silence and symbols. Apophatic knowing allows God to fill in all the gaps in an “unspeakable” way, beyond words and within the empty spaces between them. The apophatic way of knowing was largely lost to Western Christianity during the time of the Reformation in the 16th century, and we have suffered because of it. As the churches wanted to match the new rationalism of the Enlightenment with what felt like solid knowing, they took on the secular mind instead of what Paul calls “knowing spiritual things in a spiritual way” (1 Corinthians 2:13). We dismissed the unique, interior access point of the mystics, poets, artists, and saints. 
Strangely enough, this unknowing offers us a new kind of understanding, though we have an old word for it: faith. Faith is a kind of knowing that doesn’t need to know for certain and yet doesn’t dismiss knowledge either. With faith, we don’t need to obtain or hold all knowledge because we know that we are being held inside a Much Larger Frame and Perspective. As Paul puts it, “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then we shall see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, just as I have been fully known myself” (1 Corinthians 13:12).
—Richard Rohr, “A Hidden Wholeness,” Center for Action and Contemplation, January 26, 2020.
https://cac.org/a-hidden-wholeness-2020-01-26/.
Retrieved December 4, 2020.
##
A great storyteller — whether a journalist or editor or filmmaker or curator — helps people figure out not only what matters in the world, but also why it matters. A great storyteller dances up the ladder of understanding, from information to knowledge to wisdom. Through symbol, metaphor, and association, the storyteller helps us interpret information, integrate it with our existing knowledge, and transmute that into wisdom. …
Information is having a library of books on shipbuilding. Knowledge applies that to building a ship. Access to the information — to the books — is a prerequisite for the knowledge, but not a guarantee of it.
Once you’ve built your ship, wisdom is what allows you to sail it without sinking, to protect it from the storm that creeps up from the horizon in the dead of the night, to point it just so that the wind breathes life into its sails.
Moral wisdom helps you tell the difference between the right direction and the wrong direction in steering the ship.
A great storyteller is the kindly captain who sails her ship with tremendous wisdom and boundless courage; who points its nose in the direction of horizons and worlds chosen with unflinching idealism and integrity; who brings us somewhat closer to the answer, to our particular answer, to that grand question: Why are we here?
—Maria Popova, Brainpickings.org, September 9, 2009.
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/09/wisdom-in-the-age-of-information/.
Retrieved December 4, 2020.
##
My grandparents were Nazis. It took me until recently to be able to say — or write — this. I used to think of and refer to them as “ordinary Germans,” as if that was a distinct and morally neutral category. But like many “ordinary Germans,” they were members of the Nazi Party — they joined in 1937, before it was mandatory.
My grandmother, who lived to be almost 100, was not, as I knew her, xenophobic or anti-Semitic; she did not seem temperamentally suited to hate. Understanding why and how this woman I knew and loved was swept up in a movement that became synonymous with evil has been, for me, a lifelong question. …
“We didn’t know” was a kind of mantra for her on the long walks we took when I visited her at the farm she lived on, not far from where she grew up. “But didn’t you hear what Hitler was saying?” I would ask, grappling with the moral paradox of a loving grandmother who had been a Nazi.
My grandmother would shrug and answer something like, “He said a lot of things — I didn’t listen to all of them.” Didn’t she see Jews being rounded up and taken away, or at a minimum, harassed by the police? No, she maintained, not in the countryside where she lived. And anyway, she was focused on her own problems, on making ends meet and, once the war began, protecting her children. …
This insistence on her own ignorance was an excuse, and I didn’t and still don’t accept it. It is impossible that she wouldn’t have known of Hitler’s virulent anti-Semitism. …
In German there are two words for knowing: “wissen,” which is associated with wisdom and learning, and “kennen,” which is like being acquainted.
Acquaintance is, by definition, a surface understanding, susceptible to manipulation. When you are “acquainted with” something it’s much easier to see only part of the whole. Especially if the other half of what you hear and see is appealing. …
My grandmother heard what she wanted from a leader who promised simple answers to complicated questions. She chose not to hear and see the monstrous sum those answers added up to. And she lived the rest of her life with the knowledge of her indefensible complicity.
—Jessica Shattuck, “I Loved My Grandmother. But She Was a Nazi,” The New York Times, March 25, 2017.
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/24/opinion/i-loved-my-grandmother-but-she-was-a-nazi.html.
Retrieved December 4, 2020.
##
My 7-year-old grandson sleeps just down the hall from me, and he wakes up a lot of mornings and he says, "You know, this could be the best day ever." And other times, in the middle of the night, he calls out in a tremulous voice, "Nana, will you ever get sick and die?"
I think this pretty much says it for me and for most of the people I know, that we're a mixed grill of happy anticipation and dread. So I sat down a few days before my 61st birthday, and I decided to compile a list of everything I know for sure. There's so little truth in the popular culture, and it's good to be sure of a few things. …
Number one: the first and truest thing is that all truth is a paradox. Life is both a precious, unfathomably beautiful gift, and it's impossible here, on the incarnational side of things. It's been a very bad match for those of us who were born extremely sensitive. It's so hard and weird that we sometimes wonder if we're being punked. It's filled simultaneously with heartbreaking sweetness and beauty, desperate poverty, floods and babies and acne and Mozart, all swirled together. I don't think it's an ideal system.
—Anne Lamott, “12 Truths I Learned from Life and Writing,” TED.com, February 12, 2019.
http://www.dailygood.org/story/2187/12-truths-i-learned-from-life-and-writing-anne-lamott/.
Retrieved December 4, 2020.
##
According to Paul, love never gives up. Social media has created too many “drive by shoutings.” That is, people who shout out judgment and condemnation to people they have never met and certainly don’t know. Truth can rarely be contained in 140 characters and certainly can’t be understood in that short of space. Most of us need time to soak in the truth, to let it saturate our lives before we truly are able to live it.
This is a key difference. While it is true that Jesus tells us the truth, he never leaves us alone with the truth. He tells us the truth and then, walks with us regardless of the decision we make. If we make a bad decision, he stays with us and walks us back home. If we make [a] good decision, he keeps walking with us until [we] reach the next level of commitment.
He doesn’t give up. He doesn’t leave us. This is what speaking the truth in love means. We tell the people we love the truth, no matter how painful it might be, and then, we stay with them. We don’t abandon them if they make bad decisions. We celebrate with them when they make good decisions.
Either way, we don’t leave them.
—Mike Glenn, “Speaking the Truth in Love Means…,” Patheos.com, June 28, 2019.
https://www.patheos.com/blogs/jesuscreed/2019/06/28/speaking-the-truth-in-love-means/.
Retrieved December 4, 2020.
##
There are two kinds of truth: the truth that lights the way and the truth that warms the heart. The first of these is science, and the second is art. Neither is independent of the other or more important than the other. Without art, science would be as useless as a pair of high forceps in the hands of a plumber. Without science, art would become a crude mess of folklore and emotional quackery. The truth of art keeps science from becoming inhuman, and the truth of science keeps art from becoming ridiculous.
—Raymond Chandler (Noir detective novelist), “Great Thought (19 February 1938),” The Notebooks of Raymond Chandler (Ecco, reprint edition, 2015).
##

Commentary
1 John 5:1-6
Many of the themes discussed with regard to the epistolary reading from 1 John 3:16-24 are also to be found in this lectionary passage. The Johannine literature has a strong preference for speaking in terms of the action “believe” (the Greek verb pisteuw) rather than the idea of “faith” (the Greek noun pistV; see further below), and the action of believing is best identified with keeping God’s command to show love for one another (cf. 1 John 3:23 and 5:2-3). Thus, belief for this community is hardly esoteric, but immensely practical and pragmatic.
Of course, this passage has its own concerns as well, and one of those concerns relates to what is often considered one of the most esoteric doctrines of Christian theology, namely what later theologians would call the “two natures of Christ.” Around the time the Johannine letters were written, there was beginning to emerge an idea among some Christian thinkers that would eventually become known as “Docetism.” The term is derived from the Greek verb dokew, which means “to seem,” and it designates the idea that the Christ just “seemed” to be human but was in fact only and completely divine; he was a fully spiritual being who took on the outward appearance of physicality without taking on any genuine physical attributes.
The teaching of the Johannine community was adamantly opposed to this way of thinking about the Christ who “has been born of God” the Father (v. 1; cf. John 1:18). This idea that Jesus was “born” of the Father is so foundational to their thought that the references to “parent” and “child” here in 1 John 5:1 are in fact participle forms of the verb gennaw in either the active (“the one who brought to birth,” thus “parent”) or passive voice (“the one who was born,” thus “child”). But the God who is spirit (John 4:24) has nevertheless brought to birth a Son who has genuinely become physical in nature (John 1:14). That is why this author opens the letter with the insistence that they had not only “heard” but also “seen with our eyes … and touched with our hands” this “word of life” who had taken on human flesh (1 John 1:1). Anyone who should teach otherwise is not only a “liar” but the very antithesis of Christ himself, an antichrist (2:22).
It is against that backdrop that the opening statement in this passage concerning “everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ” (5:1) is to be understood. The issue is not whether Jesus was the Messiah or someone else might be the Messiah. The issue was whether one believed that the human being Jesus of Nazareth was indeed the Christ who was born of God. If one believed that the spiritual Christ was identical with the human Jesus, then one would understand the necessity of relating the spiritual and physical realms. Love of God is inherently linked with keeping God’s commands to love others because God has shown by giving birth to the Christ that the spiritual and physical are inherently linked.
Notice as well that this opening verse makes it clear that the Christ is not the only one who “has been born of God.” All those who “believe” — that is, act in accord with this truth — that the human Jesus is the Christ are likewise “born of God.” Naturally, such children who have been so born will not only love the parent who has given them birth but also all those likewise born — both the Christ and those born of God by their belief in the Christ.
One of the unique features of this passage within the Johannine literature is that it uses both the noun “faith” (pisiV, v 4) and the verb “believe” (pisteuw). Indeed, within the gospel and letters of John, the noun pistiV occurs only in this verse, whereas the verb pisteuw is used 107 times (98 in the gospel, 9 in 1 John). Compare that pattern of usage to the rest of the New Testament, where both noun and verb are each found 243 times but almost half (45 percent) of the total occurrences of the verb are found in the Johannine books, but only 0.4 percent of the occurrences of the noun. Even in this single use of the noun “faith” within this literature the emphasis remains on what it does, namely, “conquers the world.” Clearly then the “victory” is achieved not by an idea that “conquers the world” but rather by the actions of those who obey God’s commands to show love, not only toward God but all those who “have been born of God.”
Although there is no consensus among commentators as to the precise intention of the references to “the water and the blood” in 5:6, it seems likely that they do in some way relate to the insistence on the real physicality of Christ, who is said to have come “by water and blood.” The mention of the blood, understood in this way, is almost certainly to Jesus’ crucifixion and so to the reality of his physical suffering and death. The mention of water might serve to emphasize this same point (cf. John 19:34-35), but the more natural reading of the statement, “not with the water only but with the water and the blood,” would suggest some contrast or at least distinction between their respective roles as witnesses (see 1 John 5:7-8). This distinction might be between Jesus’ baptism in water (which we know was construed by some Docetists as a moment when the spiritual Christ descended upon Jesus as a dove only to later withdraw from him before the crucifixion) and his death, or alternatively, a distinction between his birth (having been “born of water”; cf. John 3:5-6) and his death.
Yet another possibility is that mention of “the water and the blood” is a symbolic reference to the rituals of baptism and the Lord’s supper respectively. This interpretation was particularly popular among pre-modern interpreters of 1 John and has had its supporters among modern critical commentators as well. The chief difficulty with this understanding is that the Johannine literature does not have any explicit references to the institution of the practices such as are found in the synoptic gospels. Moreover, an insistence that Jesus Christ “came” by means of these ritual practices would seem to prioritize the spiritual work of Christ in the ongoing life of the community over work of Jesus Christ during his ministry, which founds the community. The Johannine authors clearly believed in an ongoing spiritual presence of Christ with and leading the community (cf. John 16:4b-15), but that ongoing presence was only possible because of what Jesus had begun when he “became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14).

Conversation with the Children: 1 John 5:1-6
Hold up a soccer ball and ask the children what they have learned about playing soccer. Some answers might be to run fast, pass the ball, kick accurately and how to score goals. Then ask them to name some important things to learn about the game of life — living every day. One thing is to learn about our faith and how it helps us to be strong, caring, forgiving and kind to one another. Point out that one of the first Christians named John says that it is "our faith" — in fact, he says that our faith "is the victory that conquers the world" (1 John 5:4). Toss the ball in the air and say that learning to play well in the game of life is much more important than learning how to play soccer, although that's a lot of fun, too! Then point out that learning the rules of the life game requires practice, just like soccer, and it includes loving one another and doing what God wants us to do. Hold up the soccer ball, and say that soccer requires running, passing and kicking, while being a good Christian requires believing, loving and obeying. Have the children suggest some ways that they can practice their believing, loving and obeying. Let them know that God wants us to play well in soccer and in life, and that God will help us as we practice each day.

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: Come, let us worship God our Savior,
People: Who desires everyone to be saved, and to come to the knowledge of the truth.
Leader: Come, let us praise the one mediator between God and humankind,
People: Jesus the Christ, who gave himself a ransom for all!
—Based on 1 Timothy 2:3-5.

Prayers — General
Give [us], O Lord, a steadfast heart, which no unworthy affection may drag downwards:
Give [us] an unconquered heart, which no unworthy purpose may tempt aside.
Bestow on [us] also, O Lord [our] God,
understanding to know you,
diligence to seek you,
wisdom to find you,
and a faithfulness that may finally embrace you,
through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen.
—Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

Benedictions — General
The seeds of gospel truth have been planted in you. Go now to share your faith in Jesus and your love for each other, so that the gospel might grow in you and bear fruit throughout the world. May you be filled with the wisdom of God, the power of Christ and the patience of the Spirit, now and forever. Alleluia. Amen.

Hymns
Trust and Obey
Holy Spirit, Truth Divine
Blessed Assurance

Worship and Praise 
God I Look to You
Clear My Mind
The Power of Your Love
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Sixth Sunday of Easter, Cycle B
Acts 10:44-48	*
Psalm 98*
1 John 5:1-6*
John 15:9-17*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.
