Love!
November 11, 2007

1 John 4:7-21

Why does the Bible make such a big issue of Christians loving each other? Twenty-seven times the Bible commands Christians to love each other. Why couldn’t God just tell us to put up with each other, or to tolerate each other?
 Every church I know of, every pastor I talk to, struggles with this idea of Christians loving each other. It’s not that Christians don’t believe it, but it’s that it’s so difficult sometimes. 

Even here at FPCD we struggle with loving each other. Not only do all of us who worship in English have to love each other, we have to learn how to love one another across language and cultural barriers too – not just tolerate one another, but actually LOVE one another.

This morning it’s time to get real, time to set aside our excuses as to why we find it difficult to love each other and to take a hard look at why loving relationships are so high on God’s priority list. Now we’re not talking about this because of any specific problem, but simply because this is the next section in 1 John, but I know that we all need lots of help in this area. Today we’re going to see five reasons why loving other Christians is so vitally important to our spiritual journey of following Jesus Christ.

Dear friends, let us continue to love one another, for love comes from God. Anyone who loves is a child of God and knows God. But anyone who does not love does not know God, for God is love. 1 John 4:7-8 (NLT)

I.  When we love each other, we show who we really are (4:7-8). 

This is the fifth time in this little letter of 1 John that the apostle John has told us to love each other as Christians. Now this does not mean that Christians have no responsibility to love non-Christians. But it does mean that we start with where we are, with the person sitting next to us in church. Love begins with each other and then branches out to take the love of God into our world.

There’s a story told about the apostle John—I don’t know if it’s true or not because it’s not in the Bible--but the story goes that years after John wrote this letter he could no longer walk and no longer see. His followers would carry him around from church to church, and everywhere he went he just kept repeating, "Love one another" over and over again. Once someone lost his cool and asked John, "You’ve walked with Jesus face to face, you saw Jesus rise from the grave, and that’s all you can tell us?"  John simply smiled and said, "Brothers...if you love one another that’s enough." 

This was the creed John lived by; it was his mission statement in life to help Christians learn to love each other. 
John uses the Greek word agape for love here, and before the Christians came around it was a very rare word in the Greek language that was hardly ever used. 

John knew that the other Greek words for love didn’t quite express the kind of love he was talking about. He wasn’t talking about erotic love that wants to possess the object of its love, nor was he talking about family love that’s instinctive, nor was he talking about friendship love that’s based on common interests. No...John was talking about an entirely different kind of love. So he uses this word agape to describe the kind of love that comes from God, a God kind of love – unconditional love. 
When people are God’s children, through faith in Jesus Christ, we will show that reality by loving each other. Just like the little boy who sees the image of his father in the mirror, so Christians reflect the image of their heavenly Father by their love for each other. 
When we fail to love each other, people are surprised when they find out we’re Christians, because they never saw the family resemblance.

This is the first reason why God sees the quality of our relationships with each other as so important, because we show that we are truly God’s children by loving each other.

II.  When we love other Christians we show that God’s love has accomplished its purpose in our lives. (4:9-12). 

Our natural question is this: "How do we know God really loves us?"  John answers:
God showed how much he loved us by sending his one and only Son into the world so that we might have eternal life through him. 
That word "showed" in v. 9 means to take something that you can’t see and to make it visible. This lead’s John to a definition of love in v. 10. 

This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins. 
Now lots of people have tried to define what love is. "Love is a many splendored thing," whatever that means.  Others have suggested that love is a rose, fragrant and beautiful, but thorny and painful. Or, "love means never having to say you’re sorry." Whitney Houston sings her anthem, that "Learning to love yourself is the greatest love of all." 
But John will have nothing to do with abstract definitions or pie-in-the-sky sentimentality. Instead he simply points to the cross. There we learn what love is like, not by starting with our human experiences of love and working up from there, but by simply turning our attention to the cross of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ’s sacrificial death to pay for the sins of the whole world and to open up to every man, woman, and child the possibility of a living relationship with God is what love really looks like.

Then, in v. 12, John says that God’s love is “brought to full expression” (made complete) in us when we love each other. In other words, God’s love accomplishes the purpose for which it was given when it empowers us to love each other.

Now think about that for a minute with me. This means God’s love is not primarily given to make us feel good, it’s not just given to heal our hurts, to forgive our sins, or to set us free from our guilt and shame. The purpose God’s love is given for us to do all that so that we might in turn be able to love others with the same kind of love. 
III.  When we love other Christians we show that Jesus Christ is truly our world’s hope. (4:13-15). 

We tend to divorce our efforts at sharing that reality with our world from our relationships with each other. But God won’t let us do that, because God knows that we can claim that Jesus is the world’s Savior all we want, but if our lives are no different than our world, our testimony falls on deaf ears. 
This is why Jesus Christ told his followers, "A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this [by what? By this love for each other!] all people will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another." (John 13:34-35).

This reminds me of the saying I’ve shared with you before, “No one cares how much you know until they know how much you care!”

I’m amazed at the number of people I talk to who gave up on the Christian faith because of the inability of Jesus Christ’s followers to get along. People are watching us, you know. And when a prominent Christian falls, they are not only watching the fall of the well-known Christian leader, they are also watching the response of the Church. And all too often, Christians are right there at the head of the pack, ready to tear apart a fellow believer who sinned in too public a way.  “If that’s how they treat their own, how will they treat me?”
I want to give this church a little pat on the back.  In the past couple of years we’ve had two of our members fall into sin that lead to their being arrested, convicted, and put in jail. One did his crime before he came here, but because of our willingness – YOUR willingness – to love him despite his very public sin, he gave his life fully to Jesus, and right now he’s carrying love into the men’s prison at Avenel, leading worship several times a week. That’s grace.

The other ended up in jail after having been a believer for many years. But the love of this church, not only for him but for his wife and his children, has been a life-changing testimony, not only for Otto but for everyone who knows him.

One more. Next weekend will be our annual women’s retreat. And this year there are almost equal numbers of Spanish and English speaking women attending. Bridges of love are being built, and Jesus is being glorified.

When we love each other we show that Jesus Christ is our world’s only hope.

IV.  When we love other Christians we show that we are no longer motivated by fear. (4:16-18). 

It would be tempting for John to say, "Love each other guys, or God’s gonna get you." But we also find that when God’s love has truly had its way in our lives that we’re set free from the fear of punishment. 
Perfect love expels all fear. If we are afraid, it is for fear of punishment, and this shows that we have not fully experienced his perfect love.  Verse 18
You see, fear is often what holds us back from loving each other. We fear people of another race, so we stereotype them instead of love them. We fear that homeless person on the street, so we look the other way rather than taking the risk to talk to him and listen to his story. But God’s perfect love will drive out all traces of fear, so we’re motivated by love to love. 

We’re approaching the end of our fall stewardship campaign. By now I’m sure you’ve learned that God’s standard for giving is to return 10% of our income to God. That’s $2/week for every $1000 of annual income. Pretty easy.  Every one of us in leadership of this church believes that’s God’s will for every member of this church, including ourselves.

It would be tempting to get up here and say “You’ve got to give 10% of your money to God or God’s going to be angry and God is going to get you!”  It’s sad but true that for many people their giving is all wrapped up in fear. 
For others it’s the fear that if they give generously to God, they won’t have enough for themselves.  Giving “whatever is left-over” at the end of the week is actually giving out of fear!
If you decide what you are going to give to God out of fear, whether fear of running out, or fear of punishment, you’re going to ask the question, “What’s the least I can give and still be following the law.” 
Instead, I want to encourage you to give out of love!  Why? Because “Perfect love cast’s out fear!”

 Love recognizes that “Jesus loves me ‘this much’” and asks, “How much can I possibly give that will show how much I love Jesus and how much I love his church? Can I increase my giving by 25%, 50%; can I double what I give – because this isn’t a gift of obligation, this is an expression of love!

If you’ve already sent in a pledge card, and you realize that you wrote down a number out of fear instead of love, grab another card out of the pew, pray, and we’ll be happy to receive your new love-offering to Jesus.

Christians still bound by fear will find it impossible to truly love God, let alone love each other. Have you found freedom from fear in God’s love for you? If so, it will transform your relationships with others into loving relationships.

V.  When we love other Christians we show that we have truly been touched by God’s love. (4:19-21). 

Sometimes I’m asked what the business of the church is. Is the church’s business to get bigger or to build bigger buildings? Is it to have as many programs as possible or to make sure we meet all our bills? Is the business of the church to make people religious? The way we’ve answered that question is in our purpose statement: It’s on the front of your bulletin every week. 

We are… Disciples of Christ called, equipped and sent into the world to share God's love, hope and healing through the power of the Holy Spirit.
Our motto, a motto you’ll see every week on your offering envelopes next year says, “First Presbyterian Church: Showing God’s Love in Practical Ways.”

In other words, doing what John is talking about here strikes at the heart of what we exist for, to reach people in our community and beyond with the message of Jesus Christ and to introduce them to a God of love who can transform them into people who love each other.

If we could have our way, the spiritual journey would be to believe in Jesus Christ and to tolerate each other. But the top of God’s priority list is to trust our lives to Jesus Christ and then to love other followers of Jesus Christ, even the ones who irritate us, the ones who wrong us, the ones who make us mad. We’ve seen five reasons why this is so vitally important to God: The quality of our relationships with other Christians
· shows who we are as God’s children, it shows that 
· God’s love has accomplished its purpose in our lives, it shows that 
· Jesus is our world’s hope, it shows that we’re 
· free from fear, and it shows that we’ve truly been 
· touched by God’s love.

What is God calling you to do this week to more perfectly reflect the love of Jesus Christ?
Who is God calling you to love?

Let’s pray:

