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How to Experience God More Fully:

Loving One Another
A Study of 1 John 2:7-11
Characteristic of Completeness:  Love
Big Idea:  You may be the only loving person someone ever sees.
Related Scriptures:  1 John 3:23; 1 John 4:21; John 13:34-35; Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 22:39; 1 Corinthians 13; Romans 5:8; Philippians 2:3-8
Introduction:

A.
Lately we’ve been studying our way through the letter of First John in the Bible.  Today we come to 1 John 2:7-11.  It’s a passage packed with critically important truths—truths that can save your marriage, truths that can change your outlook on life, truths that can bring you joy, truths that can multiply your effectiveness, truths that can change your world.

But these truths are not readily apparent to the casual reader.  This passage is like a vein of gold that yields its riches only to those who dig and sift.  So, I invite you to be a patient prospector with me as we carefully dig and sift through this passage, trusting that the nuggets will come and that they will be worth the effort.  Be patient.
B.
Let me read through our text on time.  Then we’ll go back and work our way through it more carefully.  It’s 1 John 2:7-11.  The Apostle John says,
NKJ 1 John 2:7 Brethren, I write no new commandment to you, but an old commandment which you have had from the beginning. The old commandment is the word which you heard from the beginning. 8 Again, a new commandment I write to you, which thing is true in Him and in you, because the darkness is passing away, and the true light is already shining. 9 He who says he is in the light, and hates his brother, is in darkness until now. 10 He who loves his brother abides in the light, and there is no cause for stumbling in him. 11 But he who hates his brother is in darkness and walks in darkness, and does not know where he is going, because the darkness has blinded his eyes.

I.
That’s our text.  Four times in Verses 7 and 8, John refers to a specific commandment.  It’s certainly logical that John would now talk about a specific commandment because, in the immediately preceding context that Adam Mick taught last Sunday, John encourages us to keep God’s commandments generally, but he doesn’t single out any particular one.
Now, in our text, John narrows the focus by talking about a singular commandment.  But curiously, John never tells us plainly what the commandment is.  Grammatically, there is not a single commandment given in our text.  John appears to be engaging in a form of literary teasing to build suspense.  It’s like a riddle that begs to be solved.  What is the commandment?  Let’s consider the clues.
A.
First, let’s collect a few simple observations about the commandment from our text.
1.
The word “commandment” in Verses 7 and 8 is singular.  Back in Verses 3 and 4, the term, “commandments” is plural.  This suggests that John is now narrowing his focus from all God’s commands to a single command that he wants to emphasize.
2.
In the first part of Verse 7, John says, it is “no new commandment.”  In what sense is it not new?  John explains that it’s not new, but is in fact “old” in the sense that the readers have had the command “from the beginning.”
3.
What is “the beginning” from which they had the command?  In the last part of Verse 7, John explains that “the beginning” is the point in time at which they had “heard” the command as a part of “the word” or message of God they received.
In earlier studies, we learned that “the word” or message of God had come from God the Father and the Son to the apostles, including John.  The apostles, in turn, preached this word of God to others, including the readers of John’s first letter, whom John describes in our text as “brethren.”  That they are “brethren” confirms what we’ve already discovered:  the readers are believers in Christ; they are Christians.
4.
The first part of Verse 8 suggests that, even though the commandment is one that these believers have heard before, there is something that is still new about the commandment.  John says, “. . . a new commandment I write to you . . .”
At first blush, it sounds like John contradicts himself.  In Verse 7, he says, “. . . I write no new commandment to you.”  Then in Verse 8, he says, “. . . a new commandment I write to you.”  Which is it?
The apparent contradiction is cleared up, at least in part, when we realize that the newness of the commandment is not that they’ve never heard it before; it is new in some other way.  John leaves us hanging in suspense at this point, still wondering what this commandment is, and now wondering what’s new about it.  Be patient.
5.
It also appears that John may have written the commandment previously.  In Verse 8, he says, “Again, a new commandment I write . . .”  “Again” can denote repetition (Friberg), in which case it could be translated, “once more I write.”  It leaves us with the question:  When did he write the command before?  It’s a question John doesn’t answer.  And we still don’t know what the command is.  Be patient.
B.
What about the context?  Are there any contextual clues that tell us what the command is?
1.
I’ve already mentioned that the immediately preceding context doesn’t provide much help.  It refers to commands in general.

2.
But the last part of our text and the rest of John’s first letter suggest that the commandment has to do with love and the opposite of love, hate.  In particular the command has to do with believers loving one another.
a.
Verse 10 talks about “he who loves his brother,” and is sandwiched between Verses 9 and 11 that talk about “he who hates his brother.”  A “brother” means a fellow believer in Christ.

b.
Also, later in first John, there are some direct statements that suggest John has in mind a command for believers to love one another.

(1)
For example, 1 John 3:23 says,

NKJ 1 John 3:23 And this is His commandment: that we should believe on the name of His Son Jesus Christ and love one another, as He gave us commandment.

(2)
Also, 1 John 4:21 says,
NKJ 1 John 4:21 And this commandment we have from Him: that he who loves God must love his brother also.

C.
So, we can be pretty confident that the commandment is for believers to love one another.  In fact, love is our key characteristic of completeness in Christ this morning.  But in what sense is this command to love new?  Be patient.

The key lies in going back to the commandment to love originally spoken by Jesus and written previously by the Apostle John.  John records Jesus’ words in John 13:34.  Jesus says,
NKJ John 13:34 “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another.”
I believe this is the specific command John has in mind.  This is the command to which he alludes “again.”  The commandment is to love one another.  John calls it, “new” because Jesus called it, “new.”  In the same way, we still refer to FDR’s social program as the “New Deal” even though the idea is now over 70 years old.  We call it, “new” because he called it, “new.”

But why did Jesus call His command to love new?
1.
After all, over a thousand years earlier, the command to love others was given as part of the Mosaic Law.  Way back in Leviticus 19:18, it says,

NKJ Leviticus 19:18 “. . . you shall love your neighbor as yourself . . .”
Jesus was certainly aware of this command.  In fact, He quotes it.  Matthew 22:39 records Jesus saying,

NKJ Matthew 22:39 “. . . You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
2.
So how could Jesus’ command to love in John 13:34 be new?  It is new in the sense that it sets a new standard.  It raises the bar for love.  The new standard for love is embodied in the phrase, “as I have loved you.”  That’s the new part.  Jesus is not just saying, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  He’s saying “Love one another as I have loved you.”  That’s new.

II.
This raises an important question:  What exactly does it mean to love one another as Jesus loved?  And, conversely, what does it mean to hate?  I’m glad you asked.
A.
You may know that in Greek, the original language in which the New Testament was written, there are several different words for love.  I just read a brand-new book by Bruce Brander titled, Love That Works.  Brander is neither a theologian nor a biblical scholar.  He is an international journalist and author who has worked for National Geographic and World Vision.  The book is not written from an exclusively Christian point of view, and it was named as a book of the month by Psychology Today magazine.  Nevertheless, biblical themes are woven throughout the book, and Brander insightfully explains three Greek words for love, arranging them as steps toward maturity.
1.
The first step is the Greek word eros.  It’s the word from which we derive our English word, “erotic,” so it would be natural for us to think of eros as sexual love, but that would be a mistake.  Eros can include sexual love, but eros is far broader.  According to Brander . . .

Eros generally represents the urgent desire every person feels for self-fulfillment, the longing that leads us to reach out for something to make ourselves more complete.  Eros says I want, I need—therefore I love.  In that sense it sounds like a pop song (Brander, 76).
Eros is love at the beginner’s level.  I want, I need, gimmie-gimmie what I cry for, and I will dote on you in return.  This is the love as we see infants doing it—baby-love, consumer-love, a love that seeks personal gratification (Brander, 77).
2.
The second step is the Greek word philia.  Brander says,
As eros focuses mainly on the self, the second kind of love begins to shift the spotlight to the wants and needs of others.  Philia represents brotherly love and intimate friendship—both, however, at a depth not common in our culture, where brothers do not necessarily love one another and friendships usually are shallower than philia implies.
With philia, the object of love becomes important in its own right, not merely something to be used but someone valued for his or her own sake.  True friends promote each other’s separate welfare as their own.  This kind of love emphasizes not only getting but also giving (Brander, 76).

. . . Philia is . . . a swap-love hinging on justice, an interplay of rights and duties, a harmony of self-seeking and self-giving.  Psychologists tell us that most wedded couples whose marriages endure have succeeded in moving from eros up to this level of love (Brander, 78).

3.
Finally, the highest form of love is agape.  Brander says of agape,
This is pure giving-love.  It is expressed in generous service rendered solely to aid the life of someone or something else.  No strings are attached.  No return is expected.  Theologically, agape is God’s love for his creation.  On the human plane, it can be compared to the love of an emotionally healthy mother for her baby, which she gives with no regard for what the baby can do for her in return (Brander, 76-77).

The three steps or stages of love constitute a kind of continuum.  The lowest form of love, eros, is self-centered and disregards others.  The highest form of love, agape, is others-centered and disregards self.  In between is philia which is neither entirely self-centered nor entirely others-centered.
Jesus calls his followers to the highest level of love, agape.  It’s the kind of love He demonstrated to us by dying on a cross in our place and on our behalf for our sins (Romans 5:8).  It’s the kind of love that unselfishly considers others to be more important than ourselves (Philippians 2:3-8).  Agape is the word John uses in our text.

B.
Now, what does it mean to hate?  John uses the word, “hate” in our text in Verses 9 and 11.  In Verse 9, he says,
NKJ 1 John 2:9 He who says he is in the light, and hates his brother, is in darkness until now.

In Verse 11, he says,

NKJ 1 John 2:11 But he who hates his brother is in darkness and walks in darkness, and does not know where he is going, because the darkness has blinded his eyes.
1.
Our English word, “hate” is strongly emotional.  Synonyms include words like, “detest,” and “despise,” and “loathe.”  Because our English word is so strong, we can quickly conclude that we have no problem hating our brothers and sisters in Christ.  We’re generally not involved in hate crimes that we recognize as shockingly evil violence committed against an undeserving victim.  We typically don’t see any strongly negative emotional symptoms in ourselves that would lead us to believe we’ve got a problem with hate.  So we quickly move on from verses that talk about hate, thinking they must be for other people.  Not so fast.
2.
The Greek word for “hate” is miseo.  It can mean pretty much the same thing as the English word does.  But it can also mean something else—something that does not really convey strongly negative emotions at all.  Miseo can mean “to have relatively little regard for” or to “disregard” (BDAG), or “to slight” or to express “indifference” (Thayer).  This is not a negatively-charged, emotional hatred.  This is a hatred that simply chooses to regard others as relatively unimportant.  It’s a hatred that overlooks people because we’re so focused on ourselves.
In what sense does John use the term hate in our text?  Is he using, “hate” in the strongly negative emotional sense?  Or is he using it in the unemotional, disregarding, I-just-don’t-care-about-you sense?  A clue is provided in John’s point of comparison.  John uses hate as the contrasting opposite of agape love.  Given this, I would argue that John is using hate to describe the unemotional disregard for others.
You see, agape love is not an emotion.  It’s a decision.  It’s choosing to disregard ourselves purely for the benefit of others.  So, if agape love is not an emotion but a choice, then its opposite cannot be an emotion; it must also be a choice.  Therefore, the logical opposite of agape love is choosing to disregard others purely for the benefit of ourselves.  To hate, then, is to fail to love in a higher way.  That’s the hate John is talking about.
3.
This hatred doesn’t really set out to harm others; it simply ignores them or uses them.  This hatred is selfish, self-centered, self-absorbed, narcissistic.  It sorts people by the subliminal question:  “What can they do for me?”  If the answer is “nothing,” then hatred thinks nothing of them.  If the answer is “something,” that is, if hatred concludes that someone has something to offer, then something happens that may surprise you.  Hatred dresses up as the lowest form of love, eros.  Eros is hatred dressed up.  Hatred and eros look to use other people, asking the question:  “What must I do to get what I want from them?”  “What must I do to get them to pay attention to me?”  “What must I do to get them to make me feel better about myself?”  “What must I do to get them to gratify me?”
The great irony is that eros is the love that our American culture most often extols—in movies, on the internet, in novels, in magazines.  We call it love; the Bible calls it hate.  The light reveals our darkness.
4.
In light of this, I have a confession to make.  My wife, Cathy, and I have a great relationship.  But I hate her.  I don’t always hate her.  But I hated her last week.  She came into my study, wanting to talk to me about something important to her.  I was busy, at my desk, in front of my computer.  I had my own agenda.  To be brutally honest, I didn’t really want to talk with her; I wanted to get my own stuff done.  She knows me.  She knows how focused I get.  So, she asked, “Can I just have ten minutes of your time?”

What would agape love look like in that situation?  If I were loving I would set aside my agenda and give Cathy my undivided, undistracted, undiluted attention.  I would look into her eyes.  I would listen carefully to what she is saying.  I would listen for not just her words, but also her feelings.  I would ask clarifying questions.  I would respond in a way that lets her know I understand what she’s saying.  That’s what love would look like.  It is others-centered and disregards self.
But what did I do?  What I did is a description of what hate can look like.  In response to her request for my time, I said, “yes” but, as I pretended to listen, I sorted through papers and glanced at my computer screen.  I’m thinking to myself, “How can I deal with this as quickly as possible so that I can get back to my agenda.”  I’m not listening to understand how she feels, I’m looking for a quick resolution to this interruption.  That’s what hate looks like.  It is self-centered and disregards others.
Hate did not serve me well.  I recognized my failure to love, and ended up spending more time with Cathy confessing and apologizing and asking forgiveness than it would have taken to love her in the first place.
5.
I’m afraid we Christians also hate each other in the church.  Not always.  But sometimes.  Sometimes we go to a church gathering like this and, in effect, disregard others.  We bear no malice; we don’t want to harm anyone.  We’re just sort of indifferent.  We’re not really tuned into the needs of others.  We’re out to get our own needs met.  We adopt the Danny’s-Car-Wash mentality:  Let’s get filled up, cleaned up, pay up, and go home.
The truth is, we believers don’t really go to church; we are the church.  And our mandate is to love one another.  There’s nothing wrong with getting our needs met.  But what are we doing to serve others?  How are we expressing love for one another?  Perhaps we could do it today by reaching out to someone we don’t know, or by sharing a meal, or by listening intently, or by praying for someone, or by writing a note, or by complimenting something you admire, or by writing a check, or by being a mentor, or by volunteering your time, or by visiting someone who’s sick, or by checking in on a single mom to see if she could use a break from the kids.  Are you willing to ask God how he wants you to love your brother?
III.
Why is it important to love?  I’m talking about the highest level of love, agape.  I find at least two important reasons to love in our text.
A.
First, if we do not love, we’re going to end up hurting ourselves.  If we fail to love, we’re going to get ourselves into big trouble.  How so?  Let’s look at the text.
1.
Verse 9 says that if we fail to love one another, we’re walking in darkness.  It says,
NKJ 1 John 2:9 He who says he is in the light, and hates his brother, is in darkness until now.
Darkness is a metaphor for that which is bad and untrue and ungodly.

2.
John explains a little more about the nature of walking in darkness in Verse 11, saying,
NKJ 1 John 2:11 But he who hates his brother is in darkness and walks in darkness, and does not know where he is going, because the darkness has blinded his eyes.

The particular verb translated “going” literally means “to leave someone’s presence” (BDAG).  John is saying that when we fail to love one another, we are in fact running from the presence of God, and we can’t see where we’re going.  It’s like driving fast in total darkness with no headlights.  It’s like running in the dark through an unfamiliar home full of furniture.  Stumbling and harm are bound to happen.
3.
John confirms it in Verse 10 saying,
NKJ 1 John 2:10 He who loves his brother abides in the light, and there is no cause for stumbling in him.
The implication here is that when we do not love, there will be cause for stumbling.  There will be a wreck.  There will be a fall.  What might this look like today?
a.
We need look no further than the institution of marriage.  Our American culture is, in many ways, very similar to the culture of the Roman Empire in John’s day.  I suspect that one of the reasons God inspired John to emphasize the highest form of love is because the Roman culture of John’s day, much like our culture, was fixated on the lowest form of love, eros.  Brander explains,

By the time of Julius Caesar . . . Romans . . . were pursuing romance as a voluptuous game. . . .

Romans carried on love affairs mainly for raw sensations.  Their romantic romps seethed with sensuality, ecstasy, quarreling, obscenity, and mutual torment.  A typical lover stayed with a partner until bored or weary then went off to a new affair . . .(Brander, 26-27)

Indeed, we get our word, “romance” from its Latin root, which literally means “in the Roman manner” (Brander, 26).  But love in the Roman manner is not biblical love at all; it’s just the opposite.

In America, the most likely time for divorce is not during the seven-year itch; it’s within the first 48 months of marriage (Brander, 60).  At the same time, studies show that the normal duration of the eros kind of love is between 18 and 36 months (Brander, 61).  A reasonable inference is that many people get married because they are in eros with one another.  And when the feelings of eros run out, they fail to move up to the agape kind of love.  That failure can bring the stumbling and harm of divorce.
Are you loving or hating your spouse?  In what ways can you serve the interests of your spouse with no expectation of a return?  It might be as simple as washing the dishes or taking out the trash.  It might include spending time to discover his or her dreams and doing what you can to nurture them.  No payback in mind.  No deals.  Just agape.  Are you willing to ask God how He wants you to love your spouse?
b.
We can also look to parenting to see how we can stumble.  Consider this sobering possibility:  the parent who overlooks the children in favor of personal fulfillment actually hates them.
And our failure to love our children brings stumbling and harm not just to us, not just to our children, but to all of society.  The British Medical Journal in May 1998 reported that the single most important public health issue facing society is parenting.  The absence of parental love is the single best predictor of “childhood diseases and accidents, teenage pregnancy and drug abuse, truancy, school disruptions and underachievement, child abuse, unemployability, juvenile crime, and mental illness” (Brander, 69).  Our failure to love brings big trouble.
Some ways in which we fail to love our children are easy to identify.  For example, if we’re so busy that we’re checked out of the lives of our children, we’re not loving them.

But there is a hatred that is more subtle and just as dangerous—maybe more dangerous because it’s socially acceptable.  You see, we can talk all we want about how we love our kids.  We can spend money on them lavishly.  We can arrange for them to have the finest of everything.  We can spend countless hours training them or shuttling them from one activity to another.  And we can still hate them.  How can you tell?  It’s a matter of motive.
You see, we can be highly involved with our children, and yet our involvement can be all about us, not them.  We can be involved because we want our children to perform at a level that will make us look good.  We can be involved because our child reflects on us.  We can be involved because we want others to think we’re good parents; we want to show off our kids like we show off our house.  In this way we try to use our kids to get what we want.  But this is not agape.  And when you live with somebody, you know agape when you see it.  The kids might not be able to explain it, but they know.
Are you loving your children?  It might include spending time to help them discover who they are and how God put them together.  It might include listening to their hopes, their dreams, their fears.  It might include sharing some of yours as an encouragement to them.  It might include imposing hard discipline, not to vent your anger, but for their benefit.  Agape parenting is about them, not us.  Are you willing to ask God to show you how you can truly love your children?  
B.
There is second reason why it’s important to love.  It’s important to love because love is our greatest evangelistic tool.  Our demonstration of agape love to one another proves that we are followers of Jesus.  Agape love engages our world with acts of love that show off Jesus.

1.
Let’s look again at the new commandment of Jesus in John 13:34-35.  Jesus says,
NKJ John 13:34 “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another. 35 By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”
2.
If we love one another, we prove to the world that we are Christ’s disciples.  I think that’s what John is talking about in Verse 8 of our text.  He says,

NKJ 1 John 2:8 Again, a new commandment I write to you, which thing is true in Him and in you, because the darkness is passing away, and the true light is already shining.

The “thing” that “is true in Him and in you” is our expression of agape love.  It is the “true light” that is now “shining” in the world—the world represented by the surrounding “darkness” that is “passing away.”  The exact same term, “passing away” is used to describe the world just a few verses later in 1 John 2:17.  The point is that the moral darkness of this world is temporary.  It will one day come to an end.  Until that day, we believers are to shine the light of Jesus in a dark world by loving one another.  Agape is our job.  Agape is our mandate.  Agape is our light.
3.
The world notices this kind of agape love.  It is unmistakable because it is so rare.  The noted psychoanalyst and social philosopher, Erich Fromm, recognized this highest form of love.  In fact, he concluded that all lower forms of love are not worthy to be called love.  In commenting on the rarity of this highest form of love, he says, “There are many people . . . who have never seen a loving person. . . .” (quoted by Brander, 46).  Let that sink in for a moment.  Many people in our neighborhoods, in our culture, and in our world have never seen someone demonstrate agape love.  Never.  They’ve only seen lower forms.  They’ve only seen hate masquerading as love.
What an opportunity!  What a chance to prove the reality of Jesus by our true love!  It leads us to the big idea of this message:  You may be the only loving person someone ever sees.  When someone sees you demonstrating agape love, that light pierces the darkness.  And that someone is drawn to the True Light—the Light of the world, Jesus Christ.  You may be the only loving person someone ever sees.  Are you willing to become that loving person?
It won’t happen overnight.  It’s a difficult, sometimes awkward process that takes time and work and dependence on the Lord by walking in the light of His word.  If you have discovered this morning that you have been walking in the darkness of some lower love, I have great news.
NKJ 1 John 1:9 If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

God is inviting us to step out of the darkness and into the light by loving one another.
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