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“The True Test”

“If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”

During my years in the second congregation I served in New Jersey, I became friends with the local Roman
Catholic priest.  In many ways, it was a most unlikely friendship; he was a very gregarious, outgoing Irish
Catholic, while I was a far more reserved Danish Lutheran.  Our theologies were also quite different; Gerry was
a staunchly traditional Roman Catholic, while my theological perspective was and is classically Lutheran.  But in
spite of these differences, we struck up a friendship that led to sharing coffee and meals, and soon extended
beyond the two of us to our congregations.  The highlight of this ecumenical friendship was during one Lenten
season when we hosted a series of Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogues, in which we shared both the
similarities and differences among our two traditions.  It drew a large crowd from both congregations, and
there were some lively discussions between Gerry and me as well as among parishioners from the two
churches.  One comment I will always remember is when Gerry stood up and stated why he liked Lutherans: “I
don’t agree with you, but at least I know where you stand!”

One highlight from this friendship was when Gerry invited me to attend the confirmation service at St. Mary’s. 
Confirmation in the Roman Catholic Church is quite different from our Lutheran tradition, especially because
the Bishop presides at the service.  Because of the large Roman Catholic population in New Jersey, there were
130 students in the class, so the mass took place on a Tuesday afternoon.  When I arrived for the service, I
discovered that Gerry had invited many other priests to participate in the mass along with the Bishop of
Trenton, and that I was the only Protestant among the assembled clergy.  When the mass began, I had a front-
row seat for the liturgy, and I was fascinated when the Bishop came down into the center aisle and began
asking questions of the confirmands.  The class had obviously been well-prepared for this, because several
students in turn stood and gave answers that were clearly rehearsed in advance.  After the Bishop was satisfied
with the answers, he proceeded with the Confirmation liturgy, which took quite some time (I also discovered
another Roman Catholic tradition; after the Confirmation mass, the clergy joined the Bishop at a local
restaurant for a very lavish meal!).

This experience with a Roman Catholic Confirmation service reminded me of one aspect of Lutheran
Confirmations that many people remember: the oral examinations that preceded the celebration of
Confirmation.  Many of you may have memories of standing before the congregation the week before your
Confirmation, being tested by your Pastor on what you had learned in class.  It may not be a fond memory, and
it has largely disappeared from our Lutheran congregations, but knowing the correct answers to what was
taught is a part of the tradition that has been handed down to us.

While oral examinations have disappeared from the Lutheran landscape, we still place great emphasis on
teaching our children the basics of the Christian faith.  At baptism, the adults who bring the child to receive this
holy sacrament – and the congregation into which they will be incorporated – promise to “teach them the
Lord’s Prayer, the Creed, and the Ten Commandments, place in their hands the holy scriptures, and nurture
them in faith and prayer.”  The learning ministries of our congregation are the means through which we fulfill
this responsibility that has been entrusted to us “to assist persons to grow in grace and faith and in the
knowledge of the Scriptures and the Lutheran Confessions for service and witness in the world.” (Constitution
and Bylaws, Article III).  In our Confirmation Program, Vicar Jason and I will meet weekly in the coming years
with our young people to teach them what we believe as Lutheran Christians and what it means to live as a
baptized Child of God.



Knowing what we believe is very important for Lutherans, and throughout our 500 year history we have always
placed great importance on education; from Sunday Schools to Confirmation Programs, to universities and
seminaries, the learning ministries of the Lutheran Church have been a cornerstone of our church’s mission
and witness.  But as important as learning the basics of what Lutherans believe and teach is for us, the true test
of the authenticity of our faith is not in merely knowing the correct answers to the question of “what do
Lutherans believe?” but in lives that become a living witness to the faith we share in our Lord Jesus Christ.  The
true test of whether or not we are truly the people we claim to be is whether or not we fulfill Jesus’ words in
today’s Gospel lesson: “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” (John 14:15).

Throughout the Fourth Gospel, three words – “commandments” (entolai), “word” (logos), and “words” (logoi)
are synonyms that point to the totality of what Jesus says and reveals about God.  In John, Jesus regularly cites
faithfulness to his words as the mark of belonging to him:

· “If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will
make you free.” – 8:31-32.

· “I do not judge anyone who hears my words and does not keep them, for I came not to judge the
world, but to save the world.  The one who rejects me and does not receive my word has a judge; on
the last day the word that I have spoken will serve as judge” – 12:47-48.

· “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should
love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one
another.” – 13:34-35.

To love Jesus is to keep his commandments; to keep Jesus’ commandments is to love him.  The disciples will
share in the Father’s love as a result of their love for Jesus: “They who have my commandments and keep them
are those who love me; and those who love me will be loved by my Father, and I will love them and reveal
myself to them.” (14:21).  This mutual love of God, Jesus, and the disciples provides the context in which the
next two promises are to be heard: the coming of the Paraclete, and the return of Jesus.

John’s Gospel is unique in the New Testament in its use of the word “Paraclete” (parakletos) for the Holy Spirit,
the one who will continue the work of Jesus.  As the “Spirit of truth,” the Paraclete (translated as “Advocate” in
our lesson) will share in the work of Jesus because Jesus is the truth (“I am the way, and the truth, and the life;
no one comes to the Father except through me.” – 14:6).  The work of the Paraclete is to keep the truth of Jesus
present in the world after Jesus’ departure:

· “Nevertheless I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the
Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.  And when he comes, he will prove
the world wrong about sin and righteousness and judgment: about sin, because they do not believe in
me; about righteousness, because I am going to the Father and you will see me no longer; about
judgment, because the ruler of this world has been condemned.” – 16:7-11.

The response of the world to the Paraclete’s presence echoes the response of the world to the Incarnation
itself, a division between those who receive and those who do not:

· “He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him.  He
came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him.  But to all who received him, who
believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the
will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.” – 1:10-13.



Knowledge of the Paraclete is defined as the Paraclete’s abiding with the believing community: “You know him
because he abides in you.” (14:17).  “The Paraclete ensures that the revelation of God in the Incarnation does
not end with Jesus’ death and return to God.” (Gail O’Day).

The second promise of continuing presence is Jesus’ promise of his own return: “I will not leave you orphaned; I
am coming to you.” (14:18).  Jesus’ promise that he will not leave his disciples orphaned recalls the use of the
address “little children” at the Last Supper (“Little children, I am with you only a little longer.” – 13:33) and is an
assurance that the intimacy of that familial relationship will not be undercut by Jesus’ departure.  His promise
to return counters any possible perception of Jesus’ death as an abandonment of his own.  This promise will be
fulfilled in Jesus’ appearance to his disciples after his resurrection, when his followers will see him even though
the world will not: “In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me; because I live, you will
also live.” (14:19).  Jesus’ resurrection life give life to the believers, because it is the ultimate demonstration
that Jesus is indeed “the resurrection and the life.” (11:25).  Jesus’ disciples live in the blessed assurance that
“on that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I in you.” (14:20).

· “Relationship with Jesus does not depend on physical presence, but on the presence of the love of God
in the life of the community.  Love motivates the keeping of the commandments, and indeed love is
the substance of Jesus’ commandments.” – Raymond Brown.

Our Lutheran tradition has always placed great emphasis on the Confessions that are cornerstone of what our
church believes and teaches.  We confess that the Bible is “the inspired Word of God through which God still
speaks, and the only source of the Church’s doctrine and the authoritative standard for the faith and life of the
church.” (Constitution and Bylaws, Article II, Section 3).  We confess that The Book of Concord: The Confessions
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church are “witnesses to the way in which the Holy Scriptures have been correctly
understood and explained and confessed for the sake of the Gospel” (Article II, Section 4).  At the Eastern Synod
Ordination Service that we are hosting here at Zion on June 2, Bishop Pryse will ask the three ordinands if they
will “preach and teach in accordance with the holy scriptures and these creeds and confessions,” a responsibility
that has been entrusted to all of us who have been called and ordained to serve as ministers of Word and
Sacrament in the Lutheran Church.

We need to take seriously what we believe and teach; but the true test of our faithfulness to our Lord’s call to
be his holy people is whether we live in accordance with Jesus’ commandments, which is to “love one another
… by this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” (13:34-35).  The true
test of authentic discipleship is in both knowing what we believe and living in faithful obedience to Jesus’
commandments.  It means fulfilling the teachings of the letter of James that calls on Christians to be “doers of
the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves.”

· “For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a
mirror; for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they are like.  But
those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget
but doers who act – they will be blessed in their doing.” – James 1:23-25.

Martin Luther once defined Christianity as being “faith active in love,” a faith in the living God that expresses
itself in a living witness to the love of God that can be seen in the manner in which Christians live as they love
one another and all of God’s people.

· “Faith is a living, bold trust in God’s grace, so certain of God’s favor that it would risk death a thousand
times trusting in it.  Such confidence and knowledge of God’s grace makes you happy, joyful, and bold
in your relationship with God and all creatures.  The Holy Spirit makes this happen through faith. 
Because of it, you freely, willingly, and joyfully do good to everyone, serve everyone, suffer all kinds of



things, love and praise the God who has shown you such grace.  Thus, it is just as impossible to
separate faith and works as it is to separate heat and light from fire!” – “An Introduction to St. Paul’s
Letter to the Romans,” 1522.

While oral examinations have disappeared from the Confirmation traditions in most Lutheran congregations,
we do still challenge our Confirmands to publicly witness to the faith that we Lutherans continue to believe and
teach.  On June 4, our Confirmands will be asked to “profess your faith in Christ Jesus, reject sin, and confess
the faith of the church.”  They will join with our congregation in confessing their faith in the words of the
Apostles Creed, which has been the foundation of the faith of Christians for generations.  Having made public
profession of their faith, they will then be asked if “you intend to continue in the covenant God made with you
in Holy Baptism,” which includes continuing to be nurtured by the Word of God and grow in knowledge of the
faith of the Church by endeavoring “to hear the Word of God and share in the Lord’s supper.”  But the true test
for our Confirmands will not be what they say in the midst of worship on that Sunday morning, but the manner
which they live after they leave the worship service.  They will be challenged to “proclaim the good news of
God in Christ through word and deed, to serve all people, following the example of Jesus, and to strive for
justice and peace in all the earth.”  The true test of whether or not they will affirm their Christian faith will be
not only in what they say, but the manner in which they live.

· “Faith [requires] of you the kind of serious obedience that would involve a new and lasting concern for
your own kind, and for otherkind – indeed, today we must say for the world as a whole.  That would be
part of the ‘calling,’ the ‘vocation,’ that faith in God entails.” – Douglas John Hall, Why Christian?

The calling of Christians in every generation is to publicly confess the faith that we believe and teach and also
public live in accordance with that faith.  But we are also called to recognize that none of this is possible on our
own; Luther teaches us that “by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ our Lord or
come to him” (Small Catechism).  This is the reason why Jesus follows his command to keep his commandment
as a witness to our love for him with the promise of the Paraclete, the gift of the Holy Spirit that “has called me
through the gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, made me holy, and kept me in the true faith, just as he calls,
gathers, enlightens, and makes holy the whole Christian church on earth and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the
one common, true faith.”  This is why we pray for our Confirmands after their confession of faith and before
their being sent into the world as witnesses that God will stir up in them “the gift of the Holy Spirit: the spirit of
wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord, the
spirit of joy in your presence, both now and forever.”

· “When Jesus comes a new dimension of the covenant is revealed.  In Jesus, God is born, grows to
maturity, lives, suffers, and dies as we do.  God is God-with-us.  Finally, when Jesus leaves he promises
the Holy Spirit.  In the Holy Spirit, God reveals the full depth of the covenant.  God wants to be as close
to us as our breath.  God wants to breathe in us, so that all we say, think, and do is completely inspired
by God.  God is God-within-us.  Thus, God’s covenant reveals how much God loves us.” – Henri
Nouwen, Bread for the Journey.

I was impressed by how well those confirmands answered their Bishop’s question on that afternoon I spent
with my Roman Catholic colleagues in Barnegat, New Jersey.  But I know that the true test for them – and the
true test for all confirmands of all traditions – comes when we leave that worship setting and go out into the
world.  While we need to know what we believe, the true test of the authenticity of our Christian faith is how
we live as witnesses to what we believe.  Christianity is about the faith that is the rock upon which the church is
built; that faith is tested and proved when it is active in love. Amen.


