
SERMON – 6/2/22

'A Family Resemblance'

1 John 2:28 to 3:10

“My dear friends, we are now God's children, but it is not yet 
clear what we shall become. But we know that when Christ 
appears, we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he 
really is.”  (1 John 3:2)

I would like to reflect with you a bit about appearances this 
morning. I think you would agree that everything in this life is not
necessarily as it seems – we live in a time where in the field of 
entertainment conjuring tricks have been overtaken by a whole 
world of virtual reality where you cannot be certain what is real 
and what is generated by computers, and sometimes it seems 
that what used to happen only in the cinema or in the pages of a 
novel is now happening all around us.  It was always said that 
truth is stranger than fiction but as I reflect on the last five years 
or so of world history I sometimes wonder if I am going to wake 
up and discover that it has all been a fantastical dream and that 
actually the news has all been fake news.

In a world where an email or a phone call may not actually be 
from the person it purports to be from, or the person standing on 
the doorstep may be offering you something that is indeed too 
good to be true, we may even find ourselves doubting everyone. 
Of course it has always been true that the person who appears to 
be in charge may not always be all that they seem to be. Just 
because someone inherits a throne and inhabits a palace does not
mean they are a good monarch or just because someone is 
elected to high office by a landslide does not mean that all will be 
well in 10 Downing Street or in the White House. We may have to
look deeper than mere appearances to discern whether, for 
example, the person wearing the police uniform is acting in a way
that befits that office.  The question of a person's integrity arises 
and sometimes it is only hindsight or even history that will reveal 
whether the monarch or the prime minister or the president or 
the police officer has in fact been all that he or she appeared to 
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be at first sight.  On the day when the Queen marks the 70th 
anniversary of her accession to the throne I think we can be very 
glad that we have all lived through a period when one whose 
personal integrity is of such an exceptionally high level has 
graced the exalted office she holds, where appearances have 
been open windows to reality.  Over history, that has not always 
been the case and all our leaders in church as in state do well to 
learn the lessons.

In our reading this morning, though, John also writes about 
appearances in a different sense. He talks about Christ having 
appeared in person on earth and he repeats what we have noted 
already in this series of sermons that He appeared in order to 
take away our sins. But in this passage John also refers to the 
fact that Christ will come again and he makes several references 
to what we need to be doing as His disciples in order to be ready 
when He appears – he says that we need to 'continue in Him' that
is to say to persevere so that 'we may be confident and 
unashamed before Him at His coming' (2:28) and he says that 
'when Christ appears we shall be like Him.' (3:2)  John is here 
echoing what other New Testament writers say about what 
theologians call the 'now' and the 'not yet' of our faith, that is to 
say what we experience here and what we are yet to experience 
in the age to come.  There are obviously tensions in the life of 
Christian discipleship between the kind of people we are and the 
kind of people we should be (and one day, by God's grace, will 
be) and there are tensions between what we are in Christ and 
what we appear to be in the sight of the world around us.

To reinforce what I have been saying in recent weeks, it's really 
important that our faith is founded on the Rock that is Christ and 
that we are born from above as children of our heavenly Father – 
as John writes here, 'that we should be called children of God' 
because 'that is what we are' - and it's really important that we 
are also pressing on in faith and taking hold of what is promised 
when all things reach their fulfilment, because in the meantime 
there's a struggle between reality and appearances. On the one 
hand that can dent our confidence as Christians and on the other 
hand it can make it hard for those who do not share our faith to 
make sense of it all.
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In Christ, our sins are forgiven and in Christ we are told that evil 
is vanquished, and yet we continue to face temptations and the 
Tempter often succeed in leading us into sin.  Paul writes about 
that struggle in his letter to the Romans: “I do not do the good I 
want to do, but the evil I do not want to do that I keep on 
doing... what a wretched man I am!” (Romans 7:19,24)  We too 
are caught in the in-between times, declared not guilty through 
the victory of Christ at Calvary and promised that we will be 
made pure and be like Him when He appears, yet not always 
appearing very holy or pure here and now.

So what about this keeping up of appearances as Christian 
disciples? Are we just hypocrites, living a lie, claiming to be 
something that we are really not or is there something else going 
on here that we need to take on board if we are to be what we 
ought to be?

Think about family resemblances.  Sometimes when a child is 
born we note that she has her mother's eyes or her grandfather's 
smile;  as the child grows there may be traits of character, a way 
of walking, a sense of humour, an aptitude for maths or music, 
that can be traced back to this or that blood line in their ancestry;
as patterns of behaviour become more apparent with age, the 
debate about the relative importance of nature and nurture kicks 
in – this one is from good stock and that one is from a long line of
rogues.  Beauticians may be able to change our appearance in 
terms of masking the hair or eye colour we are born with and 
plastic surgeons may even be able (at a price) to alter noses and 
ears to change the way we look but in the spiritual realm change 
is much more organic – as we build on the foundations of Christ 
the structure of our life is made secure and as we are born again 
by water and the Spirit we begin more and more to resemble our 
heavenly Father and our older brother Jesus Christ in a process 
that moves from the inside out until we 'grow up into Him who is 
our Head' (as Paul puts it in His letter to the Ephesians – 
Eph.4:15).  As individuals and as a church we can put all the 
effort we like into the appearance of the shop window but unless 
that appearance is true to what lies within it will be shown up for 
what it truly is, both in the sight of those in the world around us 
and ultimately on the day Christ appears. 
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In my own daily Bible readings last week I was reflecting on 
Psalm 19 which speaks first about the wonders of creation 
wordlessly declaring the glory of God and then about the Law of 
God teaching and refreshing the believer and it occurred to me 
that there is a similar pattern in our lives as we seek to proclaim 
the Gospel in the world – we do have a message to preach with 
our lips but how much greater is the power of that message if the
person who is proclaiming it (that's you and me both) is also 
living a life which points to the One we proclaim with our lips.  
Appearances matter and what people see of Christ in us, 
especially if it is the family resemblance that God seeks to 
develop in us by His indwelling Spirit, will make so much more 
sense of the Gospel than if all they see is the mess the Tempter 
so easily seems to prompt us to make.  Jesus said, “By this 
everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one 
another.” (John 13:35)

My dear friends, says John, we are now God's children, and one 
day when Christ appears, we shall be like him – oh, what a day 
that will be!  For now, may our appearance more and more reflect
what we truly are in Christ and increasingly what we will be one 
day in Him, may it glorify God and may it allow those around us 
in this world to see and hear something of Jesus, and may the 
struggle we all still have meantime with the Tempter (whom 
John's Gospel tells us is the Father of Lies) be conducted in the 
place of prayer (as Jesus Himself did in the wilderness and in the 
Garden of Gethsemane) and in the nurturing we give to our fellow
disciples in the Body of Christ. 

Prayer
Lord, we come to you as we are in our all-too-human frailty and 
brokenness and we confess that we have marred your image. 
Forgive us we pray and help us to become in reality what you 
have already made us to be in Christ, your dearly loved children. 
Help us more and more to bear the family resemblance you have 
imprinted in us, until the deposit you have given us by your Spirit
becomes the inheritance you have prepared for us in Christ, for 
we ask it in Jesus' name.
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