
“By this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our heart before him; for whenever our heart condemns us, God
is greater than our heart, and he knows everything. Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before
God; and whatever we ask we receive from him, because we keep his commandments and do what pleases him. And this is
his commandment, that we believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded us.
Whoever keeps his commandments abides in God, and God in him. And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit
whom he has given us.”

Dear Friends in Christ, and fellow redeemed:

Most people have seen them–those little symbols that are often added to a text message or an email. Typically they are little
yellow circles, with various facial expressions added to them. We call them emojis–literally, “picture characters”. So prevalent
and pervasive have they become that Hollywood made a movie about them (although the movie was a flop, I understand), and
Oxford University Press, the publisher of the Oxford English Dictionary named an emoji–Face with tears of joy–as its word
of the year in 2015. 

I’ve tried to figure out why emojis are so popular. Yes, I’ve used them in text messages. I don’t do it often, but I’ve done it.
My kids use them all the time. I’m sure that anyone with a smart phone has at least looked at them at some point in time. Some
people write their messages in emojis, which would seem to be in code to those of us who are uninitiated in the full spectrum
of emoji use and culture.

I don’t have any solid, scientific data for this, but I think the reason why emojis are so popular is that so much of what we
believe and so much of what we consider to be true is based more on expressions of our feelings rather than on any sense of
absolute truth. The fact that emoji sounds like the word emotion is just a coincidence, and not a deliberate effort, but that is
why people use them. They include a smiley face to express joy. They use a crying emoji to express sadness, or a scowling
emoji to express anger. This is what I feel. You need to know what I am feeling. Maybe this little emoji–this little picture
character–will help you understand it.

We are emotional people. We have feelings. That is actually a good thing. Because we feel, we can “Rejoice with those who
rejoice, weep with those who weep.” (Romans 12:15, ESV) Love is a feeling, although the best, the God-like love to which we
should aspire, is more than a feeling. It is a deliberate action. It is the love John talks about in our Epistle lesson today, when
he says: “Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth.” (1 John 3:18, ESV) 

Feelings are good–but they have their limits. We have come to a point in this world where our understanding of true and false,
of right and wrong, is based on our feelings. The simple philosophy or guiding principle of so many people is: Things that make
me feel good are true and things that make me feel bad are false. Our modern culture encourages this. We are told, “If it feels
right, it must be right…so, go with your gut.” But what happens when I don’t feel like going to work? Should the boss wonder
if I’m a good employee? Or is he just unaware of my feelings? What if I don’t feel like doing my homework, or studying for
exams? Should the teacher take my feelings into consideration, and pass me, regardless of the work I may or may not have
done?

Feelings have their place, but they cannot be the basis of everything we say and do and believe. They are not trustworthy in
all things. In fact, the devil will use our feelings to mislead us from the truth of God. That is why pastors may often hear people
say things like: “I just don't feel close to God anymore.” “I don't feel forgiven.” “I don't feel like going to church.” “I feel
like I would be happier if we got a divorce.” “I don’t feel I have to forgive that person who wronged me.

In our text today, John tells us: By this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our heart before him; for
whenever our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything. Our feelings aren’t wrong. We
can’t stop ourselves from feeling, nor should we want to do so. Yet we need to remember that our emotions and feelings can
miss the mark entirely. When the devil, the world and our own sinful hearts would urge us to let our feelings and emotions
determine what is good and right and honourable, even in the sight of God, we can be sure that God is greater than our hearts.
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When the devil flips that all around and makes us feel that God has forgotten us or cannot forgive us, we know that God is
greater than our hearts. Faith doesn’t trust in what we feel; it is anchored in what God has done, is doing and continues to do
for us through His mercy in Jesus Christ. God is greater than our hearts.

It is so important for us to remember this truth, especially in this day and age. In our “if it feels good, do it” world, we tend
to put too much stock into our feelings. Again, the devil loves to use our feelings to manipulate and control us. So many people
today have turned from God because they feel that it is unfair to say what Peter proclaimed loud and clear in our first lesson
today. Peter said: “And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which
we must be saved.”” (Acts 4:12, ESV) Yet people feel that all religions must lead to the same end, even though the things they all
teach denies that very feeling. Many other have forsaken the truth, because they feel it isn’t fair to put restrictions on us as the
10 Commandments do. There have been more than a few studies of late that have suggested that it is our views on sexuality,
flowing out of the “free love” ideas of the 60's that have had the biggest impact on the spiritual lives of people. Or, to put it
another way, we feel that sex is more important than faith.

Yes, the devil loves to use our feelings to lead us from the truth of God. In the verses before our text, John warns against
feelings being the guiding force of our lives. He points us to Cain, who felt anger and envy toward his brother, Abel. John says:
“We should not be like Cain, who was of the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his
own deeds were evil and his brother’s righteous.” (1 John 3:12, ESV) We can go back to Genesis, and see that God even warns
Cain that “sin is crouching at the door. Its desire is contrary to you, but you must rule over it.”” (Genesis 4:7, ESV)

Unfortunately, that didn’t stop Cain from acting on his feelings. The devil just loves to do that–if it feels good, it can’t be
wrong. Don’t worry about sinning. Just do what you feel.

But you need to know that the devil likes to play it both ways. The devil is the tempter, who urges us to act on our feelings.
But the name “devil” also means slanderer. He slanders God, and tells us lies. When we fall into sin, he slanders God, and tells
us that we can’t be forgiven. He wants us to believe that the struggles of our lives are simply proof that God has forgotten us,
forsaken us, or ignored us. “You feel that, don’t you?”, the devil whispers in our ears. And suddenly, our hearts are telling
us, “God has forgotten me”. The reason I’m struggling with this cancer is that God has forgotten me. The reason I’m having
those problems at work–or, for that matter, the reason I don’t have a job is that God has forgotten me, or is angry with me,
or doesn’t care about me. I’m feeling so alone. If you are feeling this way, then grab onto John’s promise in our text: God is
greater than our heart, and he knows everything. God hasn’t abandoned you. In fact, He declares: “I will never leave you nor
forsake you.”” (Hebrews 13:5, ESV) Or, as our psalmody for today declares: “Even though I walk through the valley of the
shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.” (Psalm 23:4, ESV) Don’t
trust your feelings! Trust what God has said so loud and clear.

When the devil comes and accuses you of your sin, and you don’t feel forgiven, or don’t feel that you can be forgiven,
remember that God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything. To be honest, it doesn’t matter whether or not you
feel forgiven. We are forgiven because the Good Shepherd laid down His life for the sheep. How blessed we are to hear Him
say: “I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father;
and I lay down my life for the sheep.” (John 10:14–15, ESV) That is His promise to you. He knows His own. He calls us all by
name, and marks us as His own in Holy Baptism, just as He called Eleanor by name and marked her as His own today. When
we feel God is far from us, we just have to remember His promise in our Baptism. When we feel we can’t be forgiven, we go
back to what He says in our Baptism, that we are united with our Good Shepherd, who laid down His life for us on the cross,
and who rose again to be with us always. When we feel lost and alone, we can remember that the Good Shepherd came to seek
and to save the lost. 

I think it is safe to say that one of the first spiritual songs most people have learned is, “Jesus Loves Me”. “Jesus loves me, this
I know, for the Bible tells me so”. Would the hymn mean as much if it said: Jesus loves me, this I feel, for deep inside I feel
it’s real”? More and more, people tend to say, “I feel that...”, and are guided by those feelings. The trusting heart that knows
the Good Shepherd looks to God’s promises: “The Word of God says...”. It is not that we are to condemn all feelings, nor are
they all contrary to our faith. After all, you can’t read the Psalms without being moved by the depth of feeling and emotions
expressed in these wonderful, inspired words. But what you feel, even deep in your heart can betray you. If we are honest, our
hearts will condemn us, showing us that we are not the people God wants us to be. Thankfully, John tells us that God is greater
than our hearts. He calls us to trust in His Son, who has died and risen for us. He calls us to live in Christ, who lives in us,
helping us to love one another as He loves us. He gives us the promise of our Baptism as He fills us with the Holy Spirit, who
lives in us. Not what we feel, but what God has done and what He has promised, is our hope for all our days. Amen.


