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Easter 5th Sunday “This is Not a Test” May 2, 2021 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 

You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen! 

 

1 John 4:1-11: Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits (they get 

tested, not us) to see whether they are from God, for many false prophets have 

gone out into the world.  

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. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you heard was coming and now 

is in the world already.  

Little children, you are from God and have overcome them, for He who is in you is 

greater than he who is in the world (this is Gospel – God has overcome the spirit 

of the world for us). They are from the world; therefore they speak from the 

world, and the world listens to them. We are from God. Whoever knows God 

listens to us; whoever is not from God does not listen to us. By this we know the 

Spirit of truth (which is in accord with God in Jesus Christ) and the spirit of error 

(which works against God’s will).  

Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has 

been born of God and knows God. Anyone who does not love does not know God, 

because God is love (sounds like Law again). In this the love of God was made 

manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world (God does the 

work), so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we have loved 

God but that He loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins. 

Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another (ought to love, an 

exhortation, not a prerequisite for salvation). 

John, speaking under the Holy Spirit’s power, is making some important 

connections for us today. Test the spirits, he begins. This has some important 

ramifications for us. First of all, this means that the spirits are not all good spirits.  
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For the past two hundred years or so, post-Enlightenment modernity has been 

telling us that spirits are nothing but superstition, ghost stories only good for 

scaring young campers.  

That is starting to change as people realize that the idea that there is nothing real 

but the physical world, does not adequately explain the world we live in. People 

are far more open to the idea that there is a spiritual realm which is just as real as 

the physical realm, and that those realms are inextricably intertwined.  

Unfortunately, rediscovering the validity of the spiritual realm has not given us 

wisdom. Many people today, mistakenly believe that spirituality is automatically 

good. It simply is not so. There is a great deal of spirituality which is not only not 

good, it can be downright evil. Christians will do well to remember that our 

enemy can clothe himself in light. That is what Lucifer means after all, light. My 

missionary friends around the world are all keenly aware of this. Their 

experiences in India, Africa, and elsewhere have given them a very healthy fear 

and respect of the spiritual realm. John is not speaking of some first century 

metaphor here. This is a real world in which real good and real evil are to be 

found.  

The test is a simple one. Jesus has come in the flesh. That sounds almost like 

nonsense to us. After all, could the evil spirit simply lie to us and admit that Jesus 

came in the flesh? Yes, of course. But John is not talking about simply a 

propositional truth here. He is talking about a reality which one cannot simply 

fake. Confessing Jesus in the flesh is about love, you see. That means we really 

and actually love, in the spirit and in the flesh. The devil cannot fake that, you see. 

He is genuinely stupid about love. He can only see people as something to devour, 

to consume, to use, to be destroyed. He cannot fake love that way, not so that 

one would believe it.  

This love is the very nature of God and that God dwells in us and He is stronger 

than the one who dwells in the world. We love one another as an expression of 

the God who abides within us, as a response to the love shown to us despite our 

sins, and He is loving when we love. This is a very sacramental understanding of 

the human relationship to God.  
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We are not merely reflecting our faith in God as though we were some mirror 

which has been chosen to reflect God. God himself is acting through our acts of 

loving kindness shown to one another. When I give a cup of cold water to a child, 

God is both in the child who drinks it and in me, the person giving the cup of cold 

water.  

This love, this perfect love which is not from our own hearts but is from God, this 

love drives out all fear. Fear, Satan’s great tool, is incompatible with love. In much 

of American Christianity we have located the distinction between the saved and 

the unsaved in the human will. LCMS Lutherans are hardly immune from this 

cultural pressure upon us. Many good Lutherans see the difference between 

them and their hell-bound neighbors as primarily a difference of the right 

ordering of the will. This is what is going on when the Christian preacher on TV 

calls for a decision. As if the difference between you and a person going to hell is 

what you decide, your willful action. But that simply locates my salvation back 

inside me. The difference between me and the guy who is damned is not what I 

have done. We both deserve hell and damnation at the end of time. And Jesus 

lived, died and rose again for the both of us. 

There is another way to say this and another way to think about this. The 

perfection of which John speaks is not a perfection of the will, but it is a 

perfection of love, a real and physical deed, a perfection which God works in us, 

despite us, but which He works within us nonetheless. Its root is found not in me 

or my will, but in Him and His cross. It is Jesus himself who abides in me and who 

acts through me.  

Indeed, the fear which drives the introspection of the holiness bodies and the 

Pentecostals is the complete opposite of what John is speaking about. The 

question is never whether we have been completely repentant or converted, by 

an act of our will. Nor is it whether we have spoken in tongues or otherwise 

manifest some gift of the Spirit. The real question is always focused upon what 

Christ has done for us, to us, and through us. This perfect love applied to our lives 

drives out that fearful question and empowers us with His love in a real act. We 

don’t look inside ourselves to see if we are saved (subjective justification), we 

look outside ourselves (objective justification) to see our Savior and our salvation. 
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That salvation has, however, come inside us, and has worked potently within us. 

We are able to love with God’s perfect love because he has put it in us.  

A short illustration is the story of Martin of Tours. He is Martin Luther’s 

namesake, after all. He was born in 316 AD. His father was a tribune, which is a 

high-ranking officer in the Imperial Roman Horse Guard. Martin and his family 

went with his father when he was assigned to a post at Ticinum, in Northern Italy. 

It is here that Martin would grow up.  

Just before Martin was born, Christianity was legalized in the Roman Empire and 

the bloody persecution of Christians soon came to an end. It was not the official 

religion of the State, but it could be practiced and proclaimed openly. The Gospel 

message soon flourished in ancient Rome, transforming the empire. Martin's 

parents were pagans, but at the age of 10, Martin chose to respond to the call of 

the Gospel and become a Christian. 

At the age of fifteen, Martin was required to follow his father into the cavalry 

corps of the Roman military. By the time he was 18, Martin is believed to have 

served in Gaul, and also eventually Milan and Treves. Scholars think he served as 

part of the emperor's guard. He wore a heavy military cloak, designed to wrap 

around a soldier as he stood on guard.  

One day, seeing a freezing leprous beggar beside the road he cut the cloak in two 

and shared half with the beggar. That night Jesus appeared to him in a dream, 

wearing half the cloak. The really fun question is which half Jesus wore. Did he 

wear the half that Martin gave to the beggar or was he wearing the half which 

Martin kept? The question really is whether Jesus was found in the beggar whom 

Martin helped or was Jesus in Martin as he helped his fellow man?  

I think the proper Lutheran answer is both. Jesus abides us when we love. When 

we preach the presence of Christ in us, we are putting Jesus in both the one who 

loves and the one loved. And God is love, and that means love happens. Jesus 

said, “Ego meth hymown eimi,” I with you Am. He is in the us as we become the 

temple of the Most High and we are in Him by adoption into His family. 
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There is a really fun little historical footnote to attach to this story. About 400 

years after Martin died, the Christians of Europe believed that they had half of 

this cloak. The emperor Charlemagne built a whole shrine just to house it so the 

pilgrims who came to pray before this relic could do so out of the elements. This 

church came to be known by the name of the relic which it contained, the cloak. 

But in Latin the word for this cloak is “chapel.” This site was so popular that 

shrines everywhere came to be known as “chapels.” Today our preschool 

students and staff are invited to attend chapel twice a week, where we all 

become cloaked in the presence of Jesus, His love, forgiveness, life and salvation. 

Just as St. Martin cloaked the beggar, so we are cloaked by Jesus, God’s work for 

us. 

You see, we have done no act of love, at any time, in any way to God (Is 53:6, 

Rom 3:10-12, 1 Jn 4:10). The love between us and God began with God and not 

with us. 

2 Timothy 3:1–5, “But understand this, that in the last days there will come times 

of difficulty. For people will be lovers of self, lovers of money, proud, arrogant, 

abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, heartless, 

unappeasable, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not loving good, 

treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers 

of God, having the appearance of godliness, but denying its power. Avoid such 

people.” 

We too, are busy loving ourselves. Therefore, God reached out through Jesus 

Christ and showed to us self-centered, self-loving people, a love that is beyond 

our worldly understanding. “In this the love of God was made manifest among us, 

that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through Him. In 

this is love, not that we have loved God but that He loved us and sent his Son to 

be the propitiation for our sins. Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love 

one another” (1 Jn 4:9–11). 

The love between us and God, began with God. In Genesis, self-loving Adam and 

Eve are hiding. They do not reach out to God; they are not showing love to God.  
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It is God who reaches out to them and calls to them, “Where are you?” And it is 

God that promises to love them in a way very different from the world. God 

would send Jesus Christ to atone for sin (1 Jn 10), not only the sin of Adam and 

Eve but the sin of the whole world. 

We show the love of God to our neighbor when we confess sin and speak words 

of forgiveness that began not with us, but with Jesus Christ who atoned not only 

for all our sin, but for the sin of the whole world. 

May this love of God unearned and this grace of our Lord Jesus unmerited and 

this power of the Holy Spirit imbued in us, enable us to forgive our neighbor, 

confess to them when we sin, and seek forgiveness in the name of Christ, today 

and to life everlasting. Amen! 

 


