A Roadmap for the Journey: Walking With Others

October 7, 2007

1 John 3:11-24
A couple of weeks ago, Kathy and I took our kids on one of our favorite outings. We went to the New Jersey Home Show.  If you’ve never gone, you’ve missed seeing the convention center filled with all kinds of vendors, from mortgage companies, to gutter guards, from aluminum siding to Sleepy’s beds. But what I really go for is the demonstrations.  I love watching the cookware guy show how to slice, dice, and peel a carrot so that one carrot will feed 20 people. I love seeing the rug cleaner grind coffee in the rug, only to watch it disappear when he pours on his special potion. Last year we bought a mop that holds ten times its weight in water. This year we were sold by the guy with the reusable cat-hair picker upper.

You see, before the home show I never knew I needed these things. For that matter, I never even knew they existed! Nothing sells like a good demonstration.

Jesus Christ gave his followers very specific instructions on how to demonstrate their Christian faith. On the night of his betrayal, Jesus Christ took on the role of a servant and washed his followers’ feet, something that was countercultural, something that Peter nearly refused to have done because it went so against the grain of their culture. Then Jesus said these words:  “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this will all people know that you are my followers, if you love one another” (John 13:34-36). 

According to Jesus Christ the primary way to demonstrate our Christian faith to the world is to love other followers of Jesus Christ. 

This is also not to say Christians are off the hook from loving those who don’t follow Jesus Christ --but this command is saying that love starts where we are, that we begin by loving each other--and if we can’t love each other we’re not going to be able to branch out from that. This is the main thing when it comes to demonstrating to the world that we follow Jesus Christ--our capacity to love each other.

Today we’re going to talk about walking with others in this journey.  We’re going to see three ways our relationships with each other demonstrate our faith.

I.  Demonstration to the World (3:11-15). 

This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another… (verses 11, 13)

John begins his call to walk with others by going back to the beginning, back to his readers’ very first teaching about the Christian life: to love each other. Most likely John is thinking of the words of Jesus I just quoted from John 13, that all people would know that we are Jesus’ followers by our capacity to love each other as we walk the spiritual journey together. 

But then John reminds us of a story from the book of Genesis - the story of Cain and Abel. 
Don't be like Cain. He was a child of the evil one and murdered his brother. 1 John 3:12 (GW)

Maybe you remember the story, how the two brothers each brought offerings to God: As a farmer, Cain brought some of his crops and as a rancher Abel brought an animal from his flock. Genesis says that God looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but that the Lord was not pleased with Cain and his offering...and that infuriated Cain. 
After this God warned Cain that his anger at God was eating away at him, that his anger was opening the door for sin to pounce on him, but Cain refused to listen. So as his anger festered, Cain took his brother out in the field and murdered him...brother against brother...the very first homicide in the Bible, the first murder in human history. 
The church John is writing this letter to is a battle zone. It’s being been torn apart by division. Many of those who’d once been part of the congregation had left in protest, rejecting the Bible’s teaching about Jesus Christ in the process. Like many church splits, this split turned ugly, full of hateful words, perhaps even some violence, which unfortunately isn’t unheard of even in church splits today. 

Here we find our first way loving each other demonstrates our faith. When we insist on loving other Christians, even when we disagree with them strongly, we demonstrate to our world how we are different.

Cain and Abel represent two fundamentally different journeys in life. Cain represents a veneer of religion covering a heart filled with hatred.  Cain represents a world system that doesn’t know Jesus Christ, a culture that refuses to come to faith in him and be transformed. 
And of course this spirit of Cain easily slips into the church--just as it did for the people John’s writing to--and when the spirit of Cain fills a congregation of Christians the end result is hatred, resentment, and a refusal to love.
Abel represents the realm of spiritual life. It was because Abel was different that Cain hated him, not because Abel stole Cain’s girlfriend or because Abel cheated him on a business deal or because he badmouthed Cain behind his back. No...it was purely because Abel was walking with God that Cain hated him. 

Do not be surprised, my brothers, if the world hates you. (verse 15)
We live in a world of hatred and violence, a world where relatives refuse to speak to each other for decades, a world where parents abuse their children, a world where children tote assault rifles. We live in a world of terrorism, where to make a statement people bomb innocent civilians, we live in a world where people demonstrate what they believe by trampling on other people all the time. Don’t be surprised...this is life.

But the spiritual journey of following Jesus Christ calls us to be different, to not give in to the spirit of Cain, even when we’re outraged by something. Our calling is to love, to give forgiveness when it’s not deserved, to show gentleness when we’re verbally attacked, to show grace when we want to blow our tops. 
When we demonstrate our love by nurturing loving relationships within the context of our church, we demonstrate to our world how much we are different because the love of Jesus lives in us.
II.  Demonstration To the Church (3:16-17). 

Now all this talking about loving each other can sound pretty abstract. After all, we might say, “Sure, I love all of God’s creatures.” Maybe you remember Linus’ famous line: “I love humanity...It’s people I can’t stand.” 

What does this love look like? 
This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. (verse 16)

If you want to know what this kind of love looks like, don’t look it up in a dictionary, but look at Jesus. Jesus Christ died for our sins...that’s love. 

The word translated “laid down” carries the picture of someone taking off a garment and laying it down, that Christ took off his life willingly, and laid it down. This act of love was done to rescue us from the awful effects of sin, to bring us from death into life.

If you were standing on the edge of a pier at the beach, and some guy came running up to you and said, “This is how much I love you” and then dove into the water and drowned you’d think he was nuts. Maybe you’d think it was a nice gesture, but it was a waste of a perfectly good life. He couldn’t just tell you much he loved you? But if you fell off that pier and were drowning and that same guy dove in to rescue you, dragged you to safety but died in the process and his dying words were, “This is how much I love you” then you’d truly understand this kind of love. That’s what Jesus did when he went to the cross, he didn’t just show us love, but he brought God’s love to us by rescuing us from our sin. John looks at Jesus Christ’s death on the cross as a picture of how God wants us to love.

Of course, it’s one thing to say, “Yeah...If you ever need someone to die for you just let me know, but don’t bug me until that happens.” So John gets very practical, that laying down our lives for other followers of Jesus Christ means helping them in very practical ways. 
If someone has enough money to live well and sees a brother or sister in need but shows no compassion—how can God’s love be in that person? Dear children, let’s not merely say that we love each other; let us show the truth by our actions. 1 John 3:17-18 (NLT)

If we have “material possessions”--and all of us here today do--and we see a Christian with legitimate need and we close our hearts to that person instead of helping him or her, then we’ve extinguished God’s love in our lives. 
Love is expressed, not so much in the heroic sacrifice of our lives, but in the ordinary circumstances of everyday life as we come across needs that God has given us the capacity to meet and as we demonstrate God’s love by meeting those needs. This is probably one of those passages Mark Twain was referring to when he said, “It’s not the parts of the Bible I don’t understand that bother me, it’s the parts I do understand.” You don’t need me to stand here and explain what this means, most of us do need help in actually doing it.

Let me give you some ways you’re already doing this, and then suggest a few ways we can grow at it. When you participate in Operation Christmas Child, or when you give money to the Needy Family Fund, that’s a good start.  When you volunteer to give up just one night every six weeks so that you can serve dinner or sleep overnight in the church with our FISH Hospitality guests, that’s showing real progress. When you cross cultural boundaries and chaperone at a youth concert, that’s huge! When you carry a meal and a smile to one of our homebound members, that is the love of Christ in you.
III.  Demonstration To God (3:19-24). 

This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence…  (verse 19)

The “this” in v. 19 looks back at demonstrating God’s love through loving actions. 
All of us go through times of doubt in the spiritual journey, seasons where it seems like we don’t really know God like we thought we did. It’s a normal part of the spiritual journey for us to struggle with doubts about our faith, doubts about whether we’re truly following Jesus Christ or not. If you’ve struggled with those kinds of doubts, that’s probably a pretty good indication that you are following Jesus, because people who don’t follow Jesus Christ really aren’t all that concerned about it. 

So how do we set our hearts at ease? By remembering that our assurance doesn’t rely on our emotions but on God and then by pressing forward to obey God’s commands. 
This is his commandment: We must believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and love one another, just as he commanded us.  (verse 23)

John sums up God’s commands in the words “believe” and “love.” The order is vitally important, that we first trust our lives to Jesus Christ, we place our faith in him to forgive our sins and to bring us into a relationship with God built on grace. Then once we do that, we launch on a spiritual journey of loving other followers of Christ, to walk together on this journey we’re on. Believing comes first, then belonging. We first establish a personal relationship with God through belief in Jesus Christ, and then we find ourselves on this journey the Bible calls church, of walking this journey together.

When we develop loving relationships with other Christians we demonstrate to God how much we obey.

Maybe you’re here today and your heart is anxious before God, you’re filled with doubts and struggles. First, make sure that you’ve truly come to faith in Jesus Christ. Once you’ve made sure of that, then recognize that God is bigger than your feelings, God’s estimation of you counts more than how you feel. 
But then God would challenge you to start loving, to start demonstrating God’s love to other people in tangible, specific ways and this will set your heart at rest. As you do this you’ll learn to set your heart at rest in his presence.

When we love each other we demonstrate our difference to the world, we demonstrate our care to Christians, and we demonstrate our obedience to God. 

