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How to Experience God More Fully:

Seeing What Love Is and Is Not
A Study of 1 John 3:10a-18
Characteristic of Completeness:  Love
Big Idea:  Lay down your life; open up your heart.
Related Scriptures:  John 13:34-35; 1 Corinthians 13; John 10:11,15,17,18; John 15:13; James 1:27; 2:15-16; John 13:37-38; Proverbs 19:17;

Isaiah 58:7-10; 1 Timothy 6:17-18

Introduction:

A.
Today I’m going to talk about love.  Here’s what I’ve been wondering about love.  What if Marvin the Martian is real?  What if for years he’s been observing earthlings from afar?  What if Marvin has been doing a study of the human idea of love?  And the only thing Marvin has to go on is what he sees through his telescope, and what he hears transmitted over our airwaves.  What would Marvin conclude?  What would his report say love is and is not?
Here’s what Marvin’s report might say.  Love is a many-splendored thing.  Love means never having to say you’re sorry.  Love is ageless and evergreen.  Love hurts.  Love is what makes the world go ‘round.  Love lifts us up where we belong.  All you need is love.  Love is in the air.
And here’s what Marvin’s report might say about how we earthlings express love.  I’m in love, I’m all shook up.  Got a whole lotta love.  Feel like makin’ love.  Baby I love you.  Baby, baby, fallin’ in love.  You’re havin’ my baby; what a lovely way of saying how much you love me.  Ooh, baby I love your way.  Baby one more time.  Baby you belong to me.  Baby I’m a want you.  Baby, baby.
And finally, Marvin’s report might conclude with a lyrical gem from The Ohio Express in 1968 that seems to plumb the profound depths of our cultural conception of love:  Yummy, yummy, yummy, I’ve got love in my tummy, and I feel like a-lovin’ you.
B.
It’s a ridiculous example, I know.  But it does point up the fact that our cultural conception of love can be rather shallow and confused.  In fact, one modern researcher has concluded that our American idea of love is, in fact, deeply flawed and childishly selfish.  The researcher is Bruce Brander.  I don’t know exactly what his spiritual beliefs are, but Brander doesn’t write from an exclusively evangelical perspective.  So, he can’t be easily written off as just another narrow-minded Bible thumper.  In his recent book, Love That Works, he says this:

We all—ourselves, our children, our nation, our society—need love.  It seems reasonable to say that without effective love our culture stands in danger of disintegrating.

Does this mean we need love in greater quantity?  In a sense, yes.  But we do not need more of what we have now:  no more pathological romance, no more Cupid’s arrow as a thorn in the flesh, no more poisoned apples of self-seeking love, no more high-risk activities of the heart, no more love as systematic torment.

We do not need more consumer-romance preparing people for marital failure, sowing chaos and emotional famine in its wake.  The sick society continues to promote this mode of love, misinforming, misleading, propelling hearts and lives out of control.

So why, in the face of what we see, know, and suffer, do we accept this sickly mode of love?  Why do we conform to the cult of modern consumer-romance?

Part of the reason of course is social habit.  When everyone is taught to think and act the same, prevailing trends and lifestyles seem natural and normal, whatever they may be. . . .

A reason more difficult to face, perhaps, is our own unwell condition. . . . The ways of sickly love proceed from sickly hearts (Brander, Love That Works, 71-72).

C.
If Brander is right, and I think he is, our culture is largely clueless about what true love is and is not.  Therefore, as followers of Jesus, we need to go against the flow of our confused culture and continually renew our minds with the truth about what love is and is not.  The source of that truth is what God says in and through the Bible.  This morning we’re going to learn more about what the Bible says love is and is not.  Our biblical text is 1 John 3:10b-18.  Let’s work our way through it.
I.
The last part of Verse 10 says,

NKJ 1 John 3:10 . . . Whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God, nor is he who does not love his brother.

We’re going to spend a disproportionate amount of time on this verse because understanding this one sets up the ones that follow.

A.
Let’s focus for a moment on the word, “love.”  The apostle John originally wrote this in Greek.  Unlike English, Greek has a number of different words for love.  Let me briefly review the types of love we covered about six weeks ago.  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.
With this in mind, let’s return to Verse 10.  John is saying that the person who does not love his brother with the highest form of agape love is “not of God.”  What exactly does this mean?
1.
Some have come to the conclusion that if you’re not loving, you’re not saved.  For example, one noted pastor and author says,
“If anyone says he or she believes in Christ but does not love others, this person is a child of the devil; he is lost and unsaved” (Lawson, Absolutely Sure, 94).
The most popular English Bible translation, the New International Version, may contribute to this line of thinking when it inserts the word, “child” into the translation, indicating that “anyone who does not love his brother” is not “a child of God.”  Actually, the word “child” is not in the original Greek text at all.
The interpretation of Verse 10 that if you’re unloving you’re unsaved has a number of problems, not the least of which is the word, “brother” in the same Verse.  By simple observation we note that “he who does not love his brother” is nonetheless still “his brother.”  He’s an unloving brother, but he’s still a brother.

This is significant because John consistently uses the term, “brother” in the context to describe a believer, a Christian saved from the penalty of sin, a child of God born again into the forever family of God through faith in Christ.  So logic forces us to conclude that, if the unloving brother is still a brother, then he’s still saved.  And we are similarly forced to conclude that the phrase, “not of God” must mean something other than “not saved.”
2.
Well, what does it mean, then, to say that “he who does not love his brother,” is “not of God.”  I believe a key to understanding this lies in considering the theological context.  Because 1 John was written later than other New Testament writings, it is likely that its readers had considerable theological knowledge already.  They would have had opportunity to study the other New Testament writings circulated earlier.  Let me briefly review the theological context we covered a couple of weeks ago.
a.
By His death and resurrection for our sins, Jesus Christ alone promises us the free gift of eternal life, if only we will believe Him for it.

b.
But I didn’t believe Him.  The figure on the screen represents me when I was 17, before I believed in Jesus for eternal life.  My unregenerate heart is represented by a kernel of popcorn, unpopped.  It was like an old maid in the bottom of the bowl, hardened and unresponsive to the things of God.  The hard outer shell represents the sin that kept me enslaved and alienated from God.  In various places, the Bible calls an unbeliever like me the “old man” or the “natural man.”

c.
My thoughts were consistent with my heart.  They could not be otherwise.  I was under the power of Satan and his world.  And my thoughts and words and deeds were stained with sin.  Sin is a stubbornly selfish refusal to follow God’s ways and surrender to His right to rule my life (1 Corinthains 2:14).
d.
But then, when I was 18, the Holy Spirit drew me to Himself, and I believed in Jesus for eternal life.  The moment I believed, God made me a new creature from the inside out.  God “popped by heart,” like popcorn, freeing me from my bondage to sin.  I am no longer a hardened, enslaved “old maid.”  I am new and free and born again.  I’m a new man (John 1:12-13; 2 Corinthians 5:17).

e.
In a way that I can’t fully comprehend, God Himself now lives in me.  Spiritually, the old man has been broken or crucified with Christ.  The “new man” is born of God and reflects the holiness of the Father.  In that way, the “new man” is God in me (Galatians 2:20).
Just as I genetically inherit or partake of the physical nature of my earthly father, so, as the new spiritual child of my heavenly Father, I partake of His spiritual nature—His holiness, His purity, His righteousness (2 Peter 1:4).
f.
As a new man with a new identity, as a newborn child of God, I have a new capacity to set my mind on the things of God.  I have a new capacity to respond to the Holy Spirit’s leading.  I have a new capacity to set my mind on the word of God and apply it to my life.  And when I do, it yields a lifestyle of righteousness.  I am no longer a slave to sin.  I don’t have to sin.  I am once and for all free of its penalty, and I can be free from its power over me, moment by moment.

g.
But even though I am a new man in Christ, I still have the ability to set my mind on the old man.  Even though I’m not the old man anymore, I can still be duped into thinking like the old man.  I can still think wrongly.  I can still be deceived by Satan.  I can still surrender to my old sin nature, even though I don’t have to.  It’s easy to be deceived because the whole world is under the influence of Satan and the spiritual flow of the world is running away from God.  This phantom old man, energized and encouraged by Satan and the lusts of this world, entices me to sin.

When I do sin, it’s not because of the new man.  The source of my sin is not my identity as a child of God who shares in God’s holiness.  Sin is not what I’m about.  It’s not who I am.  So it’s out with the old; in with the new (Ephesians 4:22-24; Colossians 3:9-10; Romans 6:6-11; Romans 12:2).
3.
So, how does this theological context inform our interpretation of Verse 10?  I think John is saying that when we do not love our brothers, we are “not of God” in the sense that this failure to love doesn’t come from God.  As believers, each thought, each attitude, each action always raises the question:  Where is this coming from?  The new man or the old?  God or Satan?  When we fail to love others, it comes from the old man, energized and encouraged by Satan.  When we do love others, it comes from the new man, energized and encouraged by God.

4.
This tells us something important about agape love.  Agape love is honoring to God.  It honors God by demonstrating to others what He is like.  When we love others with agape love, we are showing off God because He is the source of agape love.  We know that when we’re loving others with agape love, we’re plugged into fellowship with God, drawing on Him as the source of our agape love.  And when agape love shines through us, God is honored.
II.
No wonder, then, John reminds us in Verse 11 that agape love is not optional for the believer.  It is commanded.  He says,
NKJ 1 John 3:11 For this is the message that you heard from the beginning, that we should love one another,
This is the message Jesus Himself gave many years earlier, recorded in John 13:34-35:

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.”
When we obey God’s command in displaying agape love, people will know that we are God followers, because God is the source of agape love.
III.
Having reminded us of the source and commandment of love, John then tells us what agape love is not.  It is not self-seeking.  In Verse 12, John says we ought to love one another . . .
NKJ 1 John 3:12 not as Cain who was of the wicked one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his works were evil and his brother’s righteous.
You may recognize this as an allusion to the Old Testament account of Cain murdering his brother Abel.  According to Genesis 4, both brothers brought offerings to the Lord.  The Lord respected Abel’s offering, but did not respect Cain’s.  Cain became angry and killed Abel.
I think John uses Cain as an example of the antithesis of agape love, not just because of his act of murder, but because of the self-seeking attitude behind the murder—an attitude that originates not with God, but with Satan.  It is “of the wicked one.”  You see, Cain actually demonstrates the lowest form of love, eros, because he is self-centered and disregards others.  Cain and everyone like him tend to view other people as either instruments or obstacles to what they want—instruments to be used, or obstacles to be discarded.

John explains that Cain’s deeds were evil, but Abel’s were righteous.  Abel received the favor from God that Cain wanted, and Abel’s righteous deeds just made Cain’s evil deeds look that much worse.  In Cain’s eyes, Abel became an obstacle, so Cain discarded him.
Although physical murders are the exception, our world and our culture generally operates on the lowest, Cain-kind of self-seeking love.  For example, a man marries a woman, thinking that she will be the instrument for his happiness.  It’s called “falling in love.”  Somewhere along the line he decides that, as an instrument, she is not producing for him.  He has pretty much used her up.  It’s called “falling out of love.”  She then becomes not an instrument but an obstacle to his happiness—an obstacle to be discarded.  And this use-and-discard mentality can permeate all our relationships with people, not just marriage.
I encourage you to tune in to how our culture promotes this use-and-discard kind of love and see if you are buying it.  For example, it’s playoff time for football.  You don’t need to be a prophet to predict that somewhere along the line, there’s going to be a beer commercial featuring some voluptuous woman.  What will countless male viewers be thinking?  Doesn’t it boil down to some variation of, “I’d like to use her”?  That is the antithesis of agape love.
IV.
Just as Cain hated Abel, the world will hate us when we demonstrate agape love.  The world will hate us because agape love goes against the flow.  Verse 13 says,
NKJ 1 John 3:13 Do not marvel, my brethren, if the world hates you.

This could rightly be translated, “when the world hates you” because the Greek syntax makes it clear that it will happen.  This does not mean that everyone is the world will hate you.  It means that, when we love others with agape love, it is against the flow of this world, it shines a light in the darkness.  And those who are enjoying the flow and the darkness will not necessarily like it.  Some will be skeptical; some will feel threatened; others will mock.  When we love others, we can’t expect to be applauded by anyone but God.
V.
But John encourages us by saying that, although we may not be applauded, loving others with agape love is the primary way we can experience the new life that has been given to us as believers in Jesus Christ.   Agape love is the experience of new life.  Verse 14 says,
NKJ 1 John 3:14 We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love his brother abides in death.

The phrase, “passed from death to life” may ring a bell with you.  Jesus used the phrase back in John 5:24 when he said,
NKJ John 5:24 “Most assuredly, I say to you, he who hears My word and believes in Him who sent Me has everlasting life, and shall not come into judgment, but has passed from death into life.”
So, it appears that the life John is talking about in Verse 14 is eternal life.  Somehow we will know or experience that life when we love others.  Just as there are a number of Greek words for “love,” there are a number of Greek words for “know.”  The one used here (oida), suggests a “fullness of knowledge” (Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, 638).  The more abundant knowledge or experience of life is reminiscent of the words of Jesus in John 10:10:
NKJ John 10:10 “. . . I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly.”
Here’s the point I think John is making:  By choosing agape love, we will experience the new life more abundantly.  The issue is not whether or not we have eternal life; all believers have eternal life.  The issue is the full knowledge and experience of it.  When we love others, we will experience new life to the fullest.  When we don’t love others, we “abide in death” by acting out of the deadness of the old man who has a deadly attitude toward others.
VI.
The deadness of the old man is hateful and murderous and in opposition to the eternal life experienced by the new man.  In contrast, agape love is not hateful.  In Verse 15, John says,
NKJ 1 John 3:15 Whoever hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him.

A.
These are stern words.  You may be thinking, “Well ‘hate’ seems like such a strong word.  I’m not sure I’ve ever truly hated anyone.  So I’m probably not a murderer like John says.”  Actually, the context of this verse defines for us exactly what “hate” means.  The last half of the verse immediately preceding provides the parallel.  Remember, it says,

NKJ 1 John 3:14 . . . He who does not love his brother abides in death.
The last part of Verse 14 and the first part of Verse 15 are synonymous; they are restatements of the same idea.  Therefore, the one who hates in Verse 15 is the same person as he who does not love in Verse 14.  As such, to hate here simply means to fail to love with agape love.  And this is not just my idea.  For example, in commenting on these verses, one Bible scholar agrees, saying, “Abruptly, and pointedly, the concept of ‘not loving’ in v 14 is identified as ‘hating.’” (Smalley, Word Biblical Commentary, 1, 2, 3 John, 190).  This is a very sobering idea:  our failure to love with agape love is hateful and murderous.
B.
It’s made even more sobering by the idea that when we fail to love, we don’t have eternal life abiding in us.  This does not mean that if you hate someone or even murder someone, you’re going to hell.  Once again, I’m afraid the New International Version may contribute to this notion.  Strangely, the translators of the NIV simply drop the word, “abiding,” suggesting that if you are hateful you simply do not have eternal life.

That the word, “abiding” is indeed in the original Greek text is undisputed.  It’s one of John’s favorite words, and he doesn’t use it needlessly.  In the context leading up to Verse 15, we have seen that believers may or may not be abiding in Christ (e.g. 1 John 2:6, 28).  The issue is not whether the believer is saved; the issue is whether the believer is abiding in the light of God’s presence and fellowship.
I take abiding in Christ to mean the same thing as abiding in eternal life because, after all, Jesus is eternal life (1 John 5:20).  So when a believer focuses on the new man, living in surrender to the Holy Spirit and the word of God, he is abiding in Christ, he is abiding in eternal life, and he loves his brother.  Conversely, when a believer falls back on the old man, he is not abiding in Christ, he is not abiding in eternal life, and he does not love his brother, and it’s hateful and murderous.  That’s the point of Verse 15.
C.
To characterize an unloving attitude as murderous may seem a little over the top, so let’s consider an example of how this might play out.

There’s a little girl.  She’s fearfully and wonderfully made in the image of God, and God loves her deeply, and God thinks she is sacred, special, remarkable.  There’s no one like her.  She’s the Father’s little girl.

But she doesn’t know it.  She can’t see it.  She can’t understand God’s love because she’s never seen it modeled by another person toward her.

Her earthly father works hard at the things that are important to him.  But he doesn’t spend much time with her, so she thinks, “Maybe I am good for nothing.”  It’s murderous.
She goes to school and some boys tease her because she’s a little chunky.  They call her some cruel names.  She thinks, “Maybe I am good for nothing.”  It’s murderous.
She goes home and watches TV and the subliminal messages stream from the story lines.  In order to be good for something, you must be pretty.  In order to be good for something you must be smart.  In order to be good for something, you must be popular.  In order to be good for something, you must be dating.  In order to be good for something, you must be an achiever.  She thinks to herself, “I am not any of these things.  Maybe I am good for nothing.”  It’s murderous.
And the little girl may spend the rest of her life looking normal on the outside.  But on the inside, she’s driven by two conflicting desires of the sickly love she’s learned:  self-protection and self-promotion.  She’s the American girl.  Murdered, looking for life in all the wrong places.

She is self-protective in the sense that she doesn’t want people to get close enough to her—she doesn’t want to be vulnerable enough that people can hurt her again by pointing out that maybe she is good for nothing.  It’s murderous.
She is self-promoting in the sense that she desperately wants someone to love her, so she identifies a niche where she has the best shot and she pursues acceptance through fashion, or sports, or sex, or scholastic performance, or whatever.  She’s hoping against hope that someone will disprove her suspicion that maybe she’s good for nothing.  It’s murderous.
You try to tell the girl that Jesus loves her with an agape kind of love.  But, she doesn’t know what you’re talking about.  All she knows is the sickly, use-and-discard, Cain-kind of love she’s seen in the world.  She’s never seen the agape kind of love before.

VII.
In order for the little girl to get a glimpse of the agape love of the Father, we believers have got to model it.  And that love is sacrificial in serving others.  Verse 16 says,
NKJ 1 John 3:16 By this we know love, because He laid down His life for us. And we also ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.
John is calling us to love one another the way Jesus loved us—with an agape love that is sacrificial in serving others.  It’s a love that’s willing to die to ourselves for the benefit of others.  That’s what agape love is.  That brings me to the big idea of the message.  Here it is:  Lay down your life; open up your heart.
VIII.
What does this look like?  John gives us a specific example that shows that agape love is giving.  In Verse 17, he says,
NKJ 1 John 3:17 But whoever has this world’s goods, and sees his brother in need, and shuts up his heart from him, how does the love of God abide in him?
The implication is that the one who does open his heart, the one who does sacrifice his own security to meet the needs of another, he is the one who is modeling the agape love of God.  Agape love is giving.  It sees the need of another person, and it lays its own life down in meeting the needs of that person.  Lay down your life; open up your heart.
IX.
And agape love is not just lip service; it is active.  We must walk the talk.  Agape love works, and works hard.  In fact, agape love may be the hardest thing you ever do.  But, in the end, it will be the most gratifying.  In Verse 18, John says,
NKJ 1 John 3:18 My little children, let us not love in word or in tongue but in deed and in truth.

So, let’s get to it.  Lay down your life; open up your heart.  I know you can because you already have.  You have given generously such that we’ve been able to send thousands of dollars toward relief for tsunami victims.  That’s agape love.  You have sustained my family with prayer and meals during my daughter’s neurosurgery.  That’s agape love.  Let’s keep it going.  Let’s go higher.  Lay down your life; open up your heart.
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