
4th Sunday of Easter – April 22, 2018 
1 John 3:16-24 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 September 5, 2018 – almost ten years ago now – I was driving down Chautauqua Road in 
Carbondale, the same road that runs by Epiphany Lutheran Church where I had served as pastor for 
the past five years, only I was already out of town and in the country, heading to Cape Girardeau, 
Missouri with my son’s James’ friend to go watch James play in a high school soccer tournament. 
There are several twists and turns on this road, and one particular place where the road takes a 90 
degree turn to the right, and then about 100 yards later takes a 90 degree turn to the left. Well I had 
taken the first turn and was heading into the second, when I looked to my left and saw, barreling 
over the next hill and into this sharp turn a little pickup truck. Time slowed, as it does in moments 
like these, and I had two thoughts. The first was, “He’s going to hit me!” And then he hit me. And 
my second thought, and my last before losing consciousness, was “Oh, that wasn’t so bad.” Well, it 
was bad enough. I had a broken collar bone, a broken shoulder blade, a number of broken ribs, and 
a contused lung. And I ended up in the ICU for the next three days.  
 I tell all this because I want to talk about what happened next. What happened next was that 
some of my congregation members came and visited me. And they prayed with me and for me. It 
was an amazing experience. And it reinforced some things that think I already knew about the kind 
of love Jesus calls us to. First, that love is action, not just a feeling. It was something that they did – 
coming and visiting me – that showed me that they cared for me. They could have sat home and had 
kind thoughts about me. But they came and visited. Or they wrote cards. Or – in the days to come – 
sent meals to my house. Second, my predicament reinforced that love is a two-way dynamic. It’s 
something you have to both give and receive. I had been to the hospital many times, but always as 
the pastor, always as the one visiting and the one praying. Now I was the one being visited and 
prayed for. And it was powerful. Being forced into that receiving role helped me better to 
understand and appreciate my task as a pastor. Third, I was prompted to remember that we love 
because we have first been loved. For most of us this happens in our childhood when our parents 
love is made known to us in their care for us. 
 What’s true of our relationships with one another is also true of our relationship with God. 
That’s what John is getting at in 1 John 3:16 “We know love by this, that [Jesus] laid down his life 
for us.” It is because God first loved us, that we are able love. But here’s how the dynamic is 
different when it comes to our relationship with God. The way we love God back is by loving other 
people.  
 This reading from John reveals something else about love, that love is built on trust. This 
comes out toward the end of our passage where John writes that God’s commandment is “that we 
should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another.” There are two things to 
note here in order to make sense of this passage. First, “believe” here really means trust. We 
unfortunately have three different English words that we use to translate a single Greek word. Belief, 
faith, and trust. We’re kind of stuck with those three words, but it would help that if every time you 
read the words “believe” and “faith” you thought of “trust,” because trust is usually what the text is 
getting at. God commands us not only to believe that Jesus is God’s Son and our savior, but to trust 
that the life he calls us to is truly our best life. “Believing in the name of Jesus,” as John puts it, 
means to share the values and the mission of Jesus, the one who laid down his life for the life of the 
world. (In a similar way, praying in the name of Jesus means not just tagging Jesus’ name onto the 
end of our prayers, but aligning our prayers with his values and his mission. So I would say, for 
instance, that praying for a parking place to turn up, or for your team to win its game is not really 



prayer in Jesus’ name, even if you tag his name onto the end, because it’s not really promoting 
Jesus’ values or his mission.) 
 Trust is crucial to love. I think it’s true that in order to love – in order to enter into a 
relationship with someone – you have to trust that person. And I think you also recognize the 
damage that the violation of trust does to relationships. If you haven’t experienced yourself, you 
know someone who has. In order to live the life God is calling us to, we have to trust that that life 
truly our best option – even though it’s a laying down of our lives – focusing on others as opposed 
to ourselves. 
 Verse 23 that I just helped us translate, ends with love for one another, suggesting that trust 
leads to love. To illustrate this, I want to use an example that I’ve used before. But I’m going to use 
it again, because it’s a good one. For the past two summers we’ve taken the youth up to a place in 
Wisconsin where we spend part of one of the days on a high ropes course. This is a course laid out 
on steel cables 30 feet in the air, attached to telephone poles. All along the course there are 
overhead safety cables that you are always attached to. Beneath your feet is sometime a cable, 
sometimes wooden slats, or a series of wood and rope swings. All, mind you, 30 feet up in the air. 
And I’m not particularly fond of heights. So to go out on this course, as I have done both time’s I’ve 
gone, I have to really trust the setup – the cables and the telephone polls, and also the harness that 
you wear, and its cables and hooks – and I also have to trust the procedure. In order to always be 
connected to one of the safety cables, you have to go through a procedure with your partner of 
unhooking one cable from the section your on and then connecting it to the next section. And then – 
and only then – disconnecting the second cable and connecting it to the next section. Only then, 
when I trust the setup and the procedure, am I ready to step out on the course. Did I mention that it’s 
30 feet up in the air? 
 No, I could trust the setup and the procedure, and then decide that I’m just not going to step 
out on the course. I trust it, but I’m not going to do it. In which case all of my trust would be 
pointless. Abstract and theoretical. Because if I don’t take that first step, trusting in the course 
doesn’t really matter, does it? But if I take that first step, and then the second, then I’m out there and 
I’m doing it. And eventually I make it across to the swing or the zip line at the end of the course. 
 I think this is a good illustration of what John means by saying “let us love not in word or 
speech, but in truth and action.” He means that faith in God, faith in Jesus, cannot be simply a mind 
game or even just a personal conviction. Unless our faith leads us to live and act differently, it’s just 
as useless as trusting that a ropes course is safe but never going up and setting out on those cables. 
 Jesus’ laying down his life for us has shown us what love is. God’s resurrection of Jesus and 
sending of the Holy Spirit has shown us that God is faithful and trustworthy, and will not let sin, 
death, and evil be the last word. And so now, by God’s grace and the work of the Holy Spirit, we 
are invited to put our faith into action in concrete acts of love in the world. To take that step out 
onto the rope’s course, as it were. A good place to start would be caring for our brothers and sisters 
in need as John says. We’re already doing that through our food pantry, and through LSSI whom we 
raise up on this Good Shepherd Sunday, through the pastor’s discretionary fund, and through the 
work of our Social Ministry committee. But there is so much more that we could be doing both as 
individuals, as a community, as a congregation, and as a nation. May God inspire our minds and 
open our hearts to creative, effective, and lasting ways of loving God and one another in truth and in 
action. And my the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus. Amen. 
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