
[Title] 
1 John 4:1-6; 5:1-12 

Lent V - Sign 
March 30, 2022 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Hear the words of John’s epistle again, as the basis for our 
meditation on the term ‘Sign’: 
 
“For there are three that testify: the Spirit and the water and 
the blood; and these three agree. If we receive the testimony 
of men, the testimony of God is greater.”  
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 In the first two-thirds of our Lenten meditation, we have 

heard that the Lord has a definitive and concrete covenant of 

compassion toward His Church, that we might have certain 

hope in times of distress. We have heard that our hope and its 

cries for help can be bold and defiant in the face of sin and all 

worldly affliction precisely because that hope is founded upon 

a testament of promise, the word of which guarantees and 

cements God’s gracious will toward us.  

 Tonight we consider that, where there is talk, there 

must be action. Where there is a testament, there must be a 

distributing of the inheritance. Where there is word, there 

must be sign.  
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 We all know the skeptics’ challenge: “Put your money 

where your mouth is”… and we recognize our natural 

inclination to believe that actions speak louder than words. So, 

we are much quicker to take heart in and look for signs than we 

are to trust even the word of a promissory testament.  

 We love the signs of the Old Covenant and perhaps long 

for a glimpse of the Burning Bush or the watery walls of the 

Red Sea or a taste of that mysterious manna from heaven. But 

we forget that, as important as those signs were, they only 

were important and trustworthy because they were tied to 

God’s word of promissory testament that He would deliver His 

people out of bondage – isn’t that what He had covenanted 

with Abraham some 430 years before it happened? Apart from 

that word of promissory testament given to Abraham and 

Moses after him, those signs would be random and bizarre (and 

perhaps even rather frightening) acts, of which no one would 

know what to make. But, because those signs were attached to 

the word of promissory covenant, they are full of divine 

meaning and God’s faithfulness, not only sustaining hope for 

the present, but learned of by those of the future with great 

awe and reverence for the past.  
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 Our Lord knows the importance of teaching and 

comforting and sustaining His people through signs. He is very 

willing to “put his money where his mouth is” and to speak 

through actions and not just through words. But, what good are 

actions if random and chaotic, and not tied to words?  

Indeed, lest we disregard the testament, consider how 

the Lord underscores the essential relationship between the 

sign and the word. For, where there is word with no sign, the 

people worry that the word is dead and lifeless – a description 

with no active deliverance. For example: What good is saying “I 

do,” but then in life you don’t? What good is giving your word, 

“I promise,” but then never carrying out the word of promise? 

Don’t we hear the same question in the Scriptures?: ‘What 

good is it, my brothers, if you say ‘Be well, be fed’ but do not 

clothe or feed?’ (James 2) Again, we know Jesus’ brief parable 

of the son who said he would do his father’s will, but then 

never went. Or, we hear James explain that the declaration of 

faith (the word of faith) is dead if it is incapable of showing any 

actions of faith? Truly, the word with no sign is dead and 

lifeless. 

But, the opposite is also true: where there is sign with 

no word, the people chase after lies and deceit and wishful 
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thinking and their own word regarding their own supposed 

sign, seeking signs in anything and everything and asking what 

the signs mean to you and to you and to you… Why such frantic 

and chaotic interpretation?: because the signs and actions are 

grounded in no divine word. 

Interestingly, the world is not wrong to look for signs; 

but the signs must be attached to the testament’s promissory 

word. How many enthusiastically look for signs high and low, 

trying to feel the spirit, and, thus, are not level-headed enough 

to (as our reading says), “Test the spirits, to know if they are 

from God”? Signs of Christ’s truth vs. false prophets’ falsehood 

– 4:1, “Test the spirits.” How? Their signs, the actions that carry 

their word, carry a false word, false signs, carrying false 

promises and false commandments of a false testament… And, 

how do you know their word is false? Because it’s a word never 

sealed by the blood of the divine testator.) 

 Truly, how central is the death of Christ, that God’s 

relationship with man may be made certain. And thus, not only 

for the Old Covenant does God provide divine word of promise 

made active by signs (to be revered by all of history), but the 

entire relationship between God and Man is forever defined by 

His Word being active, “coming to life,” if you will… indeed, 
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even taking on flesh and blood to seal the whole word and 

testament by that blood.  

 Or, as (last week) we said was so pivotal in all of this 

testament and language of hope, The Word became flesh and 

dwelt among us… So pivotal for our certainty… “and this shall 

be a sign unto you” (the angel said), a sign that God did not just 

promise a Savior but actually delivered on that word of 

promise. And, note it well! – He delivered on that word of 

promise by carrying the word in the sign. The sign of the child 

in a manger was not the sign of God’s Word being true 

somewhere else apart from the manger, but right in the 

manifestation of that sign! And did not Simeon promise that 

the Christ’s death would be a ‘sign that is opposed… so that 

thoughts from many hearts may be revealed.” The sign of 

Christ actually dying – actually “Christ crucified” – carried the 

action, manifested the truth, of God’s Word of promise. That, 

that action, is what exposed all hearts either in faith or in 

unbelief! For, where in word the Christ is promised and 

prophesied to die for sinners, all may acknowledge the lifeless 

“story,” but where that word comes to pass, all must take sides 

as to what the action, the substance-carrying sign, means. 
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 Indeed, the incarnation of the Christ forces man to 

acknowledge that God’s Word is not a theoretical word of a 

promissory testament, but the Word of the Testament in 

action. And, thus, all that the Christ does puts into flesh and 

bone, puts into action, what God’s testament has promised.  

 John’s gospel is replete with the actions of Christ putting 

‘flesh and bone’ on his word. In fact, John repeatedly uses that 

Greek term sign () to not only speak to Christ’s power, 

but to the fulfillment of the word’s promise.  

That’s perhaps the difference between the word sign 

and the word miracle, isn’t it? Where a miracle conveys God’s 

power, a sign conveys his promise. In fact, the word in the 

Greek for ‘miracle’ is the same root word (dynamis) which the 

Greek uses for the word “power.” A miracle displays Jesus’ 

power; a sign sets Jesus apart and conveys his bringing into 

action the words of the promissory testament. In fact, in the 

book of John we read of the people’s unbelief, “Though he 

had done so many signs before them, they still did not 

believe in him.” You see, the signs were not meant to show 

his power (as the many miracles showed his divine 

authority), but to convey that he was the Christ, that all 

might believe His Word of promissory testament. Indeed, 
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more famously, at the end of the gospel, John says, “Jesus 

did many other signs, but these are recorded that you may 

believe that Jesus is the Christ.” 

 And it’s not just John’s gospel that hints at this use of 

the word sign. Many people think only John’s account uses the 

term, while the other gospels use the word “miracles” to 

describe the same event. Not so! Throughout Matthew, Mark, 

and Luke – even as Jesus is doing works of power (miracles) – 

the crowds are seeking signs… and Jesus repeatedly tells them, 

“No sign () will be given you but the sign of Jonah – 

after three days, the Son of Man will be raised up.” Those are 

wonderful words, but they need action – the sign to carry the 

words – for those words to mean anything!  

 And, how glorious! – on the third day the word became 

action, the sign carried out the word of promise, and the risen 

Jesus showed himself to be the greater Jonah.    

 And, if the first Jonah was sent to the enemy sinners to 

call them to repent and receive the promissory word of God’s 

old covenant, how much more did the greater Jonah send 

messengers far and wide to sinners everywhere to call to 

repentance, that they might receive the promissory word of 

Jesus’ new testament, now sealed by his blood! And, those 
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messengers were sent out, with accompanying signs… signs not 

to point sinners elsewhere, but there in those signs, to bring 

the word of the promissory (and now sealed) testament to 

pass… namely, to distribute the inheritance now that the 

testator had given his life. Thus, right there and then in 

Baptism, one is made an heir of the testament. Right there and 

then in Absolution, one is given a clear conscience before God. 

Right there and then in the Holy Supper, one is given the 

testament’s meal and he shares in the testament’s pinnacle 

moment on earth.  

 How does our reading from 1 John speak to these signs:  

 
“There are three that testify (notice the concept of bearing 
the word): the Spirit and the water and the blood; and 
these three agree. If we receive the testimony of men, the 
testimony of God is greater.”  

 
Yes, we could hear men describe to us God’s love, but their 

word has behind it no testament. But God’s testimony is his 

word of a promissory testament, and he manifests it in action 

through the signs that testify His Word is true. You are not 

wrong to want signs! But you are wrong to grow complacent 

toward and overlook the signs God has instituted to bring into 

action his testament of promise! 
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 And, as we hinted, the pinnacle of these is the 

Sacrament of the Altar. Everything culminates and finds its 

Amen there. The baptized flock to it; absolved, they may come 

in clear conscience to it; and there they receive by divine action 

the very outpouring of the testament, as the Word promises. 

Meditate again on a paragraph from last week’s 

meditation:  

 
“It is no coincidence that the Holy Supper would seem to be 
the pinnacle and culmination of God’s service to His people, 
the high point of the Christian’s week, the foretaste of and 
window into and threshold opening unto eternal life. It’s no 
coincidence, for here are the Words of the testament of 
promise put to action; here they carry out what God has 
promised to his heirs.” 

 
This is what Christ has instituted. And what does that word 

“instituted” mean other than this is the promissory word of his 

testament, this is the very content and substance and heart of 

testament he seals with his death and leaves for our benefit. 

Or, as he describes the meal right in those words: “This is the 

new testament in my blood.”  

 Truly, how monumental is Christ’s institution of this 

Holy Meal! When speaking of Christ’s institution, Luther says it 

this way: 
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“It is as if [Christ] said, ‘Behold, condemned, sinful man, in 
the pure and unmerited love with which I love you… I 
promise you in these words… the forgiveness of all your sins 
and life everlasting. And, so that you may be most certainly 
assured of this my irrevocable promise, I give my body and 
shed my blood, thus by my very death confirming this 
promise, and leaving my body and blood to you as a sign … 
of the same.” 

 
Notice, all the terms tied together: “I promise you in these 

words… by my very death confirming this (testament), and 

leaving you my body and blood as a sign.”  

So then, the Body and Blood is the sign, meaning it 

carries in itself the word of promise. But, understand that the 

Body and Blood is not in and of itself the promise: Jesus does 

not give you His Body and Blood for its own sake, but because – 

as the sign that brings the promissory word of the testament 

into action – it carries with it the great inheritance: namely, the 

forgiveness of sins.  

Nor can we be deceived into saying that the practice of 

the Sacrament is the sign of Jesus’ Body and Blood, as if the 

Body and Blood of Christ is absent, stuck up in heaven, and in 

our practice of the Sacrament we have an empty ritual that 

reminds us of the Body and Blood once promised for us upon 

Calvary. 
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 No, the Body and Blood is the sign, meaning you do not 

come to the Sacrament just to receive the Body and Blood – 

that’s not the goal and endgame; rather, you come to the 

Sacrament because Christ’s body and blood – his once 

crucified, now risen, body and blood – (as the sign) carries to us 

the promise, that promise given in the words of the testament: 

the forgiveness of sins and life everlasting.  

 How manifest is God’s mercy and how intentional is His 

eagerness to give you your share in His testament. This is yours 

to receive and believe, to hold fast to and define your life by… 

that the God-man has sealed his testament with you by His 

own death, that you might hear the word of promise of that 

testament and receive the sign that puts it all into action… and 

because God’s action is so manifest before you, you (and the 

whole Church with you) may cling to it and take comfort in it in 

every time of distress. 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
March 30, 2022 


