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How to Experience God More Fully:

Seeing What Love Can Do For You
A Study of 1 John 3:19-23
Characteristic of Completeness:  Love
Big Idea:  Agape pays.
Related Scriptures:  John 14:6; 15:11; Romans 8:1; 1 John 4:4; 5:14-15; Hebrews 4:16; John 15:7
Introduction:

A.
We have been studying our way through the Bible letter of 1 John, and lately, we’ve been learning about the biblical idea of  love.  We have learned that the highest form of love is agape love.  Agape is the Greek word the Bible uses for this highest form of love.  It’s the love that Jesus commands His followers to practice.  Agape love is others-centered and disregards self.  Agape love considers others to be more important than yourself.  Agape love chooses to serve others for their benefit.  Agape love is unconditional.  It is not self-seeking.  It is against the flow of our culture.  It is sacrificial.  It is giving.  It is hard work.  Jesus demonstrated agape love when He washed His disciples’ feet.  Jesus demonstrated agape love when died for us on the cross.
B.
This morning I want to address a very relevant question as it relates to agape love:  Why bother?  Is agape love worth it?  After all, agape love is so hard.  Agape love is so demanding, so unending, so costly, so humbling, so often thankless, and so misunderstood.  No wonder it’s rare, even among those who profess to be Christians.  Sometimes it’s hard to see how agape love can be worth the effort.  Listen to the words of a husband named  Robertson McQuilkin, who struggled to care for his wife who was suffering from Alzheimer’s.  He candidly describes how difficult agape love can be.  He  says,

Once I completely lost it.  In the days when Muriel could still stand and walk and we had not resorted to diapers, sometimes there were “accidents.”   I was on my knees beside her, trying to clean up the mess as she stood, confused, by the toilet.  It would have been easier if she weren’t so insistent on helping.  I got more and more frustrated.  Suddenly, to make her stand still, I slapped her calf, as if that would do any good.  It wasn’t a hard slap, but she was startled.  I was too.   Never in over forty years of marriage had I ever so much as touched her in anger . . .  Never. . . . But now, when she needed me most . . .
 Sobbing, I pled with her to forgive me—no matter that she didn’t understand words any better than she could speak them.  So I turned to the Lord to tell him how sorry I was.  It took me days to get over it. . . .

 It wasn’t long till I found myself in the same condition, on the floor in the bathroom.  Muriel wanted to help . . .  I mopped frantically, trying to fend off the interfering hands, and contemplated how best to get a soiled slip over a head that was totally opposed to the idea.   At that moment Chuck Swindoll boomed from the radio in the kitchen, “Men!  Are you at home?  Really at home?”  In the midst of my stinking immersion I smiled.  “Yeah, Chuck, I really am.”  Do I ever wish I weren’t?  (McQuilkin, A Promise Kept, 49-50).  

Is agape love worth it?  Why bother?

C.
In our study through 1 John, we come this morning to  1 John 3:19-23.  In this passage, the apostle John gives us some reasons why agape love is worth it.  In fact, I want to tell you right up front the big idea of this message.  Here  it is:  Agape pays.  Agape love is worth the effort.  In fact, I want to show you that the personal benefits or rewards of agape love are so good that they inspire and motivate us to love.

D.
Let me read through our text one time; then, we will go back through and study it line by line.  Beginning in  Verse 19, John says,
NKJ 1 John 3:19 And by this we know that we are of the truth,  and shall assure our hearts before Him. 20 For if our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and knows all things.  21 Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence toward God.  22 And whatever we ask we receive from Him, because we keep His commandments and do those things that are pleasing in His sight.  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.

E.
From this passage I glean  five rewards or payoffs we enjoy when we love one another with agape love.

I.
Here’s  the first payoff.  When we love one another with agape love, we get  a genuine experience of God.  That is, the more we love one another, the more we will experience God’s presence and power in our lives.  A benefit of loving one another is that our relationship with God goes deeper as a result.  I get this from the first part of Verse 19.  It  says,
NKJ 1 John 3:19 And by this we know that we are of the truth . . .
A.
The phrase,  “by this” refers back to Verse 18 in which John speaks of agape love, saying we are to love not just with lip service, but “in deed and truth.”

B.
John says that by doing this agape love  “we know” something.  The word for “know” emphasizes an experiential knowledge.  So it would be perfectly legitimate to say that, by loving one another, we get to  experience something.
C.
John tells us what that something is.  He says that, when we love, we get to experience the reality, “that we are  of the truth.”  What does it mean to be, “of the truth”?  The Greek preposition used here points to “the truth” as  the source or cause of our loving acts.  So, we could say that by loving one another, we get to experience “the truth” as the source of our loving acts.
Well, what exactly is “the truth”?  The truth is the very nature of God in you as a believer.  Jesus said in  John 14:6,

NKJ John 14:6 . . . “I am the way, the truth, and the life. . . .” [emphasis mine]
If “the truth” is the very nature of God in you, then John’s point can be made this way:  By loving one another, we get to experience God as the source of our loving acts.  That’s the agape payoff:  When we love one another with agape love, we get a genuine experience of God.  And it’s a  joyful experience.  This idea is corroborated elsewhere in Scripture.  In  John 15:11, Jesus encourages His followers to love one another, saying,
NKJ John 15:11 “These things I have spoken to you, that My joy may remain in you, and that your joy may be full.”
When we love one another with agape love, we get a genuine experience of God, and it is a joyful experience.

D.
How does this work?  What does it look like?

1.
Last month, around Christmas time, a friend of mine in North Carolina donated his kidney to his friend who had experienced renal failure and was on dialysis.  Donating a kidney is not fun.  It’s a major sacrifice of agape love.  This past Friday, I called my friend, Ron, the donor, and I asked him how he felt emotionally and spiritually having given up his kidney.  He’s a believer.  He said, “Bob, it’s incredible.  I am experiencing such peace.  I feel so blessed.  My whole outlook has changed.  Even my relationship with my wife has gotten better.”
What’s going on?  It’s an agape payoff.  When my friend hung it out there in agape love, he got a genuine experience of God.  And it was joyful.

2.
And we can experience God in countless other expressions of agape love.  Remember  the husband I mentioned earlier who struggled to care for his wife?  Listen to his genuine experience of God.
 As Alzheimer’s slowly locked away one part of my Muriel, then another, every loss for her shut down a part of me. . . .  There was . . . an unassuageable ache deep inside, as I watched my vivacious companion of the years slip from me.
 Even in this loss, however, I made a wonderful discovery.   As Muriel became ever more dependent on me, our love seeped to deeper, unknown crevices of the heart.   Though she never knew what was happening to her, as I cared for her . . .  My imprisonment turned out to be a delightful liberation to love more fully than I had ever known.   We found the chains of confining circumstance to be, not instruments of torture, but bonds to hold us closer.

 But there was even greater liberation.  It has to do with God’s love.   No one ever needed me like Muriel, and no one ever responded to my efforts as totally as she.   It’s the nearest thing I’ve experienced on a human plane to what my relationship with God was designed to be:  God’s unfailing love poured out in constant care of helpless me (McQuilkin, 32-33).

When we love with agape love, we get a genuine experience of God.  Agape pays.
II.
Here’s  the second payoff.  When we love one another with agape love we get  a clear conscience before God.  That is, when we love, we can quiet our self-condemning heart.  When we love, our hearts are freed from the torment of false guilt and shame.  I get this from the last part of Verse 19 and all of Verse 20.  It  says,
NKJ 1 John 3:19 . . . and [we] shall assure our hearts before Him. 20 For if our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and knows all things.
A.
Remember, these verses are still governed by the phrase,  “by this.”  So we’re still talking about the results of agape love.
B.
John says that by loving one another we  will “assure” or put at ease or allay the fears of our heart in the presence of God.  Here, the words,  “heart” and “conscience” mean the same thing and can be used interchangeably.

C.
John explains the need to assure our heart or to clear our conscience by noting that sometimes,  “our heart condemns us.”
1.
As believers, our heart may condemn us for the sins that we have committed.  Intellectually, we may acknowledge that the Bible says God forgives us.  But somehow, we can have trouble forgiving ourselves.  And we suspect that maybe we belong to some special category of “bad” that is unforgivable and irredeemable and unlovable.  Satan, the accuser, seeks to deceive us by magnifying our feelings of guilt and shame so that we are immobilized.  We believe the lie:  “I’m no good, so why even try to do good?”

2.
Our hearts can also condemn us when we realize just how short of agape love we fall.  One of our elders emailed me this week, asking, “. . . are humans capable of pure agape?  I’m not sure I am! . . . Bob, I don’t think I’m . . . being unduly self-critical.  The truth is I am seemingly incapable of an act that doesn’t expect at least a little something in return, and usually more.”
When I got this email, we kicked the guy off the elder board.  We can’t have elders who are authentic and vulnerable and come off like ordinary people who struggle with sin!  Just kidding.
I can empathize with my brother.  There are times when, in the midst of expressing love, selfish thoughts can cross our minds.  Like, “It would be nice if someone else knew I was doing this good deed at the church so I could get some credit.”  Or, “These people are going to think I’m great when I take them a meal.”  And those of us who tend to be rather introspective and critical can begin to fixate on this.  “If this is 98% agape and 2% selfish does it count for anything?  Maybe I’m fooling myself.  Maybe the 2% is just the tip of the iceberg.  Maybe it’s all selfish and I just don’t know it.  I give up.  I’m hopeless.”
It’s easy for our hearts to condemn us because we’ll never express love in a consistently pure and perfect way this side of heaven.  Our goal is to become more and more Christ-like—more and more loving.  But it’s a process—a process of growth that never ends in this life because we all struggle with sin.

D.
But the truth is, while God never condones our sin as believers, neither does God condemn us for it.  Even if our heart condemns us, God doesn’t.  Jesus Christ has paid the penalty for our sin, and, by virtue of that payment, God declares us not guilty.  Romans 8:1  confirms,
NKJ Romans 8:1 There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus . . .
We can take comfort in this truth, even if our heart condemns us, because,  “God is greater than our heart.”  That is to say God’s grace trumps or covers our guilt every time.  The truth of God’s grace prevails over the lie of Satan’s condemnation.   First John 4:4 confirms it, saying,  
NKJ 1 John 4:4 . . . He who is in you is greater than he who is in the world.

And we can rest assured that God’s grace toward us does not stem from His ignorance of how bad we really are or how mixed our motives can be.  No.  John says God  “knows all things.”  God knows how imperfect and inconsistent our own attempts at agape love are.  God has taken everything into account and still loves us and forgives us, and bids us to keep working at agape love.
E.
We can talk and talk and talk about this truth, but sometimes our heart still seems to condemn us.  It can lead to persistent depression, anxiety, perfectionism, and guilt.  John tells us something that can help.  Our diligent, ongoing efforts to love one another—even imperfectly—can clear our conscience and quiet our hearts.  He says, “by this”—by loving one another—“we shall assure our hearts.”
How does this work?  I believe this can work from two perspectives.
1.
First, the self-condemning heart of a person can be quieted by the agape love received from another believer.  It’s often easier to believe that God loves you when you see it modeled by another person toward you.  So, by loving another person, you can actually be God’s instrument to bring healing to that person’s self-condemning heart.
2.
There is a second perspective that is perhaps less obvious.  Your self-condemning heart can be quieted when you yourself love others.  When you love others, it can actually help you enjoy a quiet heart and a clear conscience.  How so?
Consider this example.  Let’s say you’re a believer and you’re depressed.  You have a self-condemning heart.  For whatever reason, you simply do not feel like a new man or a new woman in Christ.  Satan is throwing lies at you and some of them are sticking.  “I’m no good.  I’m unlovable.  I’m beyond help.  I can’t.  I’m a worthless loser.  I give up.”
Maybe you’ve talked to some other believers about your struggles.  They say God loves you and He forgives you.  They say you’ve just got to realize your new identity in Christ.  Seems like you’ve heard it all before.  Somehow, it’s not helping.

Try this:  love somebody.  Identify someone you can serve with agape love.  Visit them in the hospital.  Or mow their lawn.  Or bring them a meal.  Or drop them an encouraging note.  Or spend time listening to them.  Your love won’t be perfect.  But your acts of agape love can help assure your heart in a number of ways.
a.
When you love another, you experience the reality that God’s love can flow through you, thus proving that you are indeed a new person in Christ, and that God still wants to use you.  You realize that you’ve got something worthwhile to give.
b.
When you love another, you experience God’s power to love—a power that perhaps you didn’t think you had.  The power assures you that you are His child, and God is working through you.
c.
When you love another, you are giving the kind of love God has for you.  Your love isn’t perfect.  But, in loving others, you can better realize how God could love you.

F.
I can anticipate some objections.  You may be thinking, “I don’t have time to love others,” or “I’m so out of touch with the needs of other people, I don’t know where to start.”
Let me make a suggestion.  In a few weeks, we are going to be starting some new Life Groups.  They’re small groups of people who do life together.  Joining a Life Group makes it easier to love one another because you get to know people.  You find out their needs and concerns, and you are therefore in a position to operate as a team in meeting each other’s needs.  You don’t need to go looking for needs to meet; they present themselves.  You don’t need to bear the burden of love alone; the group shares in labors of love.  So, stay tuned for more information about Life Groups, and join one as a step toward agape love.
III.
Here’s  the third payoff.  When we love one another with agape love we get  a confident outlook toward God.  Instead of being shy or embarrassed or even ashamed in God’s presence, our love produces confidence and boldness.  We can speak freely with God.  I get this from Verse 21.  It  says,
NKJ 1 John 3:21 Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence toward God.
A.
This may refer to a confidence felt at the coming of Christ.  You may recall back in 1 John 2:28 John says, 

NKJ 1 John 2:28 And now, little children, abide in Him, that when He appears, we may have confidence and not be ashamed before Him at His coming.
Indeed, agape does pay in the sense that our acts of love will be rewarded when Christ returns.  We are laying up treasures in heaven when we love others.  So, agape pays in the future.
B.
Nevertheless, the context suggests that John has a more immediate payoff in mind.  In the very next verse in our text, Verse 22, John talks about prayer.  So, the immediate link is between agape love and confidence in prayer.

The word John uses for  confidence conveys an attitude of complete openness and freedom in talking with God.  When we love others, we will enjoy that freedom with God.

Do you feel completely free to talk to God about anything, anywhere, anytime?  When there’s a victory to celebrate or loss to mourn or a crisis to face, to whom do you turn first?  Is your relationship with God such that He’s the first to hear from you?  Or is He well down the list, coming only after you’ve exhausted your list of friends and then say to yourself, “Well, I guess I better pray about this.”  If your prayer connection with God is something less than free-flowing and bold, maybe you’re missing the agape payoff.  Agape pays.
We’ll expand on this idea in a few weeks when John talks about confidence in prayer again in Chapter 5.
IV.
Here’s  the fourth payoff.  When we love one another with agape love, we get  an affirmative answer from God.  When we love one another, we get what we ask from God.  We ask, and God says, “yes.”  I get this from  Verse 22.  It says,
NKJ 1 John 3:22 And whatever we ask we receive from Him, because we keep His commandments and do those things that are pleasing in His sight.
A.
Now, this is not a blank check God gives us as some kind of tip for doing a good deed.  This doesn’t mean, for example, that all I have to do is volunteer in the nursery for a couple of Sundays, and then I can ask God for a new Corvette and He’ll give it to me.  We know it doesn’t work that way.  I’ve tried it.
John assumes that the requests God grants are in accordance with God’s will.  We know John is making this assumption because he says so in 1 John 5:14-15, where he  says,

NKJ 1 John 5:14 Now this is the confidence that we have in Him, that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us. 15 And if we know that He hears us, whatever we ask, we know that we have the petitions that we have asked of Him.

This makes sense.  Verse 22 conditions the receipt of our requests on keeping God’s commandments and doing the things that are pleasing to Him.  If you have your mind set on keeping God’s commandments and doing what pleases Him, what will you ask Him for?  Wouldn’t you ask Him to help you keep His commandments and do what pleases Him?  That would be asking for things according to what He wants, according to His will.  And when you ask that way, God gives you exactly what you need.

It’s like an earthly father who commands his son to mow the lawn.  The son obeys, but finds that the lawnmower needs gas.  So the son asks his father for some gas so that he can do the father’s will.  The father will provide.  And if the son asks for a rake, the father will provide.

But, what if, instead, the son says something like, “I’m not going to mow the lawn because I don’t really have the gift of lawn-mowing.  But I would like you to buy me a new video game”?  The son cannot reasonably expect the father to grant his selfish request.
B.
This is particularly relevant when facing the daunting task of loving other people.  Clearly, our heavenly Father commands us to love one another.  Agape is so hard that we’re going to need the Father’s help to pull it off.  And when we ask for help, He’ll provide it every time.  He’ll give us strength when we’re weak, refreshment when we’re weary, encouragement when we’re disheartened, wisdom when we’re confused.  “Whatever we ask, we receive from Him.”  That’s the agape payoff.  Agape pays.
C.
This payoff is important to keep in mind when agape love seems impossible.  I can almost hear the unspoken heart cry of some wife in this room:  “Bob, you don’t understand.  I’m sitting next to an unlovable idiot.  I’m spent.  I’ve got nothing left to give this man.”  I can sympathize.  But, if you are willing to love him, and if you ask God for the power to love him, you can love him.  Because “whatever we ask, we receive.”
I’m not saying you must be a doormat.  I’m not saying you should enable his sin.  I’m not saying you should put up with abuse.  I’m simply saying that the power to love is available for the asking.  And such love can include drawing boundaries, taking a stand, or seeking counsel.  The assurance is not that it agape love will be easy.  The assurance is that the power to love is available for the asking.  “Whatever we ask, we receive from Him.”  Agape pays.
V.
Here’s  the fifth and final payoff from our text.  When we love one another with agape love, we get  a purposeful life in God.  When we love, our lives take on fresh meaning.  When we love, it gives our lives direction.  I get this from  Verse 23.  It 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.

In this verse, John is giving us the bottom line in life, according to our Heavenly Father:  believe and love.  Believe in His Son and obey His Son’s command to love one another.  Believe and love.  If you’ve never believed in Jesus Christ for eternal life, do it now.  If you have believed, then your primary job on earth is to love.
This is so simple that it is surprising how quickly we lose sight of it.

A.
I have a confession to make.  I tend to be a Type-A person—performance-oriented, driven, perfectionistic.  I’m always looking for ways to do things better, particularly preaching because it’s what I do.  Is there a better way to say it?  Is there a better way to visualize it?  Is there a better way to study?  Are there better books I can consult?
I suspect I’m no different than many of you.  For you, maybe it’s not preaching.  Maybe it’s investment banking.  Or managing your portfolio.  Or practicing law.  Or pharmacology.  Or sales.  Or accounting.  Or real estate.  Or homebuilding.  Or education.  Or whatever.  In whatever field you’re in, you think about ways to do things better.

Thinking about ways to do things better is not what I need to confess.  It’s what I’m not thinking about that’s the problem.  Here’s what I’m not thinking about as much as I should.  Is there a better way to love my wife?  Is there a better way to love my children?  Is there a better way to love my next-door neighbor?  Is there a better way to love my co-worker?  Is there a better way to love the members of my church family?
If loving other people is my primary job, wouldn’t you think it would be a primary point of self-evaluation?  How quickly I lose sight of such a simple thing!
I have a suggestion.  If you have children somewhere else on campus today, in elementary grades, or in junior high, or in high school, they are learning about love, too.  Every Sunday most of the teaching on campus is based on the same text and the same idea.  Why not have a family pow-wow this week to consider the question, how can we love each other better?  If you don’t have children, or you’re single, maybe you could talk with a friend about the same issue.  I can’t think of a more important topic of conversation.
B.
I have sat across from countless believers who are depressed or despondent or discouraged or disoriented over a perceived lack of purpose in their lives.  “I feel like my job doesn’t really count for anything.”  “I don’t really know what I’m good at.”  “I’m stuck in a dead-end job.”  “I’m at mid-life and I’m wondering what I’m supposed to do now because what I’ve been doing is gettin’ real old.”  “I don’t know what I have to offer.”  “What I’ve been chasing does not seem all that attractive anymore.”
In the midst of these thoughts, it’s good to ask the question:  How’s your agape life?  Are you growing in your expression of agape love toward those all around you?  Maybe God has you right where he wants you.  Not to knock down a bigger paycheck.  Not to climb some corporate ladder.  Not to impress people with your professional accomplishments.  Not to validate your self-worth through performance.  But to love the people God has put right under your nose.  Isn’t that your primary job?  Maybe a part of the reason you feel directionless is that you’re overlooking the most important thing God has commanded you to do.
I’m not saying that you should never change jobs.  I’m saying that we should never lose sight of our primary job:  loving one another.  And when we love one another, we get to enjoy a purposeful life in God.  Agape pays.
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