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How to Experience God More Fully:

Experiencing God’s Love
A Study of 1 John 4:7-21
Characteristic of Completeness:  Worship
Big Idea:  Let the love shown to you show through you.
Related Scriptures:  Romans 5:8; John 15:12-13; 1 John 2:5, 28;


2 Corinthians 5:10-11; Hebrews 12:6; Revelation 3:19;


Matthew 25:40, 45; John 15:10-11
Introduction:

A.
(Scripture reading)
 NKJ 1 John 4:7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.  8 He who does not love does not know God, for God is love.  9 In this the love of God was manifested toward us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world, that we might live through Him.  10 In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.  11 Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.  12 No one has seen God at any time. If we love one another, God abides in us, and His love has been perfected in us.  13 By this we know that we abide in Him, and He in us, because He has given us of His Spirit.  14 And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent the Son as Savior of the world.  15 Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God.  16 And we have known and believed the love that God has for us. God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God, and God in him.  17 Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness in the day of judgment; because as He is, so are we in this world.  18 There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves torment. But he who fears has not been made perfect in love.  19 We love Him because He first loved us.  20 If someone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen?  21 And this commandment we have from Him: that he who loves God must love his brother also.
B.
 What does the world think of us?  I mean, what comes to people’s minds when they think of Christians?  As believers in Jesus Christ, what is our public image?
I realize that there is a sense in which we shouldn’t be too concerned about what people think.  After all, we are out to please God, not people.  And the Bible tells us that many will view true Christianity as foolishness.

But I think there is a sense in which it’s good to consider what people think of us.  After all, we are out to reach people for Jesus Christ.  And we can better reach them if we better understand them.  Besides, considering what others believe about us can sometimes help us see things about ourselves that we might otherwise overlook.  It is with that intent that I want to show you a short video that provides some caricatures of how Christians are viewed in America.

( Highway Video:  “Evangelism” here)

C.
 The video is funny because there is some truth to it.  And because there is some truth to it, it is also sad.  It’s a sad commentary on our lack of love.  The perspective of much of the world on the members and message of Christianity is captured by the guy who said in response to the obnoxious, unintelligible megaphone, “It’s just a bunch of noise.”  It reflects the truth of  1 Corinthians 13:1:
NLT 1 Corinthians 13:1 If I could speak in any language in heaven or on earth but didn't love others, I would only be making meaningless noise like a loud gong or a clanging cymbal.

D.
It will come as no surprise that I’m going to be talking about love this morning.  But love is not what I’ve chosen as our key characteristic of completeness in Christ.  I’ve chosen  worship.  We’re going to consider love as an expression of worship.  Worship can be viewed as a life response to the truth about who God is and what He has done.  A big part of that life response is loving one another.  We’re going to be looking at who God is and what He has done as motivators to love one another in worshipful response.
E.
Let me tell you what the big idea of my message is, then I’ll explain what I mean by it.  Here’s the  big idea:  Let the love shown to you show through you.  That is to say that we ought to pass on to others the same kind of love God has shown us.  We should be aqueducts, not reservoirs.  We should channel God’s love to others and not just keep it to ourselves.  There are two dimensions to this idea.  

1.
First, there’s the love God has shown to us.  That’s  the vertical dimension.

2.
Then, there’s showing God’s love through us to other people.  That’s  the horizontal dimension.

These two dimensions serve as the framework of my message this morning.  I get them from the biblical text read earlier,  1 John 4:7-21.  And my message serves as preparation for communion we will share later on.  So I invite you to enter into a communion mindset, to reflect on what God has done, and to examine yourselves before God in light of who He is and what He has done.
I.
First, let’s consider  the vertical dimension of love—the love that God has shown to you and me.
A.
In  1 John 4:7-8 it says,
NKJ 1 John 4:7 . . . love is of God . . .

and 
NKJ 1 John 4:8 . . . God is love.
In this, the Apostle John points out the reality that God is the source of love.  If there were no God, there would be no love.  And everything God does is thoroughly loving.  It’s His nature.  As we have seen in previous studies, this is not a sickly, romantic, selfish, commercial kind of love.  It’s the highest form of love.  Agape love.  It’s a love that sacrifices itself for the sake of another person.  It’s a love that unselfishly and unconditionally serves the needs of another.
B.
John tells us plainly and beautifully how God demonstrates this love toward you and me.   Verse 9 says,

NKJ 1 John 4:9 In this the love of God was manifested toward us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world, that we might live through Him.
Jesus Christ came into the world, humbling Himself to become a man, so that He could offer us eternal life, so “that we might live through Him.”  He came to offer eternal life to all who will simply believe Him for it.
C.
And no merit of ours compelled Him to come.  We don’t deserve His favor.  His agape love for us brought Him.  Jesus came not just to offer eternal life, but to pay for it.   Verse 10 explains,
NKJ 1 John 4:10 In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.
1.
 Propitiation means satisfying the wrath of God.  You see, wrath toward sin is one of God’s attributes, just as love is.  And because God is infinite, whatever attributes He has, He possesses infinitely.  Therefore, God’s wrath and love are infinitely great—greater than we’ve ever imagined.

2.
How could God satisfy the dictates of both His infinite love toward us and His infinite wrath toward our sin?  He did it through Jesus Christ who is the propitiation for our sins.  Jesus came to take our place on the cross, to take upon Himself the wrath we deserved, to pay the spiritual debt we incurred but cannot not pay.  That’s how He loved us.  And He loves us still.
D.
And this is no religious placebo dreamed up to assuage our feelings of guilt.  This is neither a philosophy nor an idea.  It’s a person—the person of Jesus Christ, the only God-man of history, the one who appeared to the apostles personally and physically, both before and after His resurrection.  John speaks on behalf of these apostles in  Verse 14, saying,
NKJ 1 John 4:14 And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent the Son as Savior of the world.
In effect, John is saying, “Jesus is not someone we dreamed up. We were with Him.  We were witnesses to His death and resurrection.  We heard Him.  We saw Him.  We touched Him.  We received the message of eternal life directly from Him.  We were personally commissioned by Him to testify that He is the Savior of the world.”

E.
 How do we respond to this kind of love shown to us?  There are only two responses that make any sense to me.

1.
First,  let’s believe.  Let’s believe in Jesus Christ for eternal life.  Let’s take Him at His word and receive the free gift of eternal life that He is offering to us all as an expression of His love.  What must we do?  It’s simple.  Believe Him for it.  We are saved from the penalty of our sin through faith alone in Christ alone.
2.
Having believed in Jesus, having received the gift of eternal life, then  let’s give thanks for the gift.  As we look ahead to the communion that will be served a little later, will you join me in thanking God for His great gift of love for us?

A song is going to be played.  As it is played, I invite you to bow your heads and close your eyes and, in the quietness of your own hearts, you join me in thanking God for who He is and what He’s done.
(Song played here.)

II.
Now, I want to talk about  the second dimension, the horizontal dimension.  It’s where you let the love show through you.
A.
Over and over again, John exhorts us to love one another.  And the basis of his exhortation is that God loved us first.  We have learned that some things John says are hard to understand, but not his encouragements to love.  They are unmistakable.  In various ways he says, “Let the love shown to you show through you.”

1.
In  Verse 7, he says,

NKJ 1 John 4:7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God . . .

2.
In  Verse 11, he says,

NKJ 1 John 4:11 Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.
3.
In  Verse 19, we have a slightly more ambiguous statement, but its meaning is still pertinent no matter how we take it.  It says,  
NKJ 1 John 4:19 We love Him because He first loved us.
This is somewhat ambiguous for two reasons.
a.
First, the verb,  “love” is in a form that can be taken one of two ways.  It can be translated, “we love.”  Or it can be translated,  “Let us love.”  Personally, I favor, “Let us love,” because it fits well in the context.  Back in Verse 7, the exact same word is translated, “let us love.”
b.
Second, the word  “Him” appears in some ancient manuscripts and not in others, so we can’t be certain whether it belongs there.  Most English translations leave it out.  The unresolved question is whether John has loving God or loving one another in view.  But it doesn’t really matter because, even if loving God is in view, in the very next verse—Verse 20—John relates it right back to loving one another.  He  says,
NKJ 1 John 4:20 If someone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar . . .

This brings us right back on point.  We ought to love one another.

4.
John concludes the section with this clear summary statement in  Verse 21:
NKJ 1 John 4:21 And this commandment we have from Him: that he who loves God must love his brother also.

That we are to love one another as Christ loved us is abundantly clear.

B.
 We are to love because God first loved us.  That certainly is a good motivator.  But John also gives us some other good reasons to love one another.
1.
For example, John says that we ought love one another because, in doing so, we get to experience God more deeply.  That is to say, by loving one another, we enjoy rich fellowship with God.
a.
I get this from  Verse 7, where John says,

NKJ 1 John 4:7 . . . everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.
The word for  “knows” emphasizes knowledge by experience.  The idea is that everyone who loves others gets to experience God more.  We discussed this a couple of weeks ago.
b.
A similar idea is presented in  Verse 16, where John says,

NKJ 1 John 4:16 . . . he who abides in love abides in God, and God in him.

When we love one another, we enjoy an abiding closeness with God.

2.
Here’s  another reason to love one another.  We should love one another because we are the personification of God’s love in the world.  We bear the image of God’s love.  When we love others, we show the world how loving God is, because we’re letting His love show through us.
I get this from  Verse 12.  It says,

NKJ 1 John 4:12 No one has seen God at any time. If we love one another, God abides in us, and His love has been perfected in us.
No one has seen God the Father, but they see us, His children.  And if we love one another, we provide the world with a glimpse of our Father and His love.  That’s what John means when he says, “His love has been perfected in us.”  In this case, the word  “perfected” does not mean to improve or make better.  It means  “to complete, to finish, to bring to its goal, to bring to full measure” (BDAG).  God wants the people of the world to see His love expressed through His children.  We complete God’s intended circuit of love when we love others.  When we don’t love, we short-circuit God’s love and come off like the characters in the video we saw earlier.  I like the way the New Living Translation renders this verse.  It  says,
NLT 1 John 4:12 No one has ever seen God. But if we love each other, God lives in us, and his love has been brought to full expression through us.

The Scriptures call the church the body of Christ.  We are the body—the body that the world sees.  So, we are to be the full expression of Christ’s love in the world.  We are to engage our world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
3.
John  gives us yet another reason to love one another.  We ought to love one another because we will thereby experience boldness and not fear before God.  We will feel confident and not ashamed in God’s presence.  Verse  17 says,
NKJ 1 John 4:17 Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness in the day of judgment; because as He is, so are we in this world.
Here’s the logic of this verse.  When we love one another, God’s love is completed or perfected among us.  When that happens, we represent God to the world because God is love.  And when we’re loving one another in this way, we will enjoy a boldness, a freedom, an openness before God because we know we’re doing exactly what He wants us to do.  We’re completing the circuit of love He intends.  So, in loving one another, we can stand confidently before God without fear.  That’s the point, and it carries over into  Verse 18, where John says,
NKJ 1 John 4:18 There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves torment. But he who fears has not been made perfect in love.
I’m afraid this verse has been widely misunderstood and misapplied.  It’s very easy to ignore the context and jump to the conclusion that  “perfect love” must refer to God’s flawless love for us, and that all we have to do is somehow think real hard about how perfect God’s love is for us and then we won’t be afraid of stuff anymore.

Nice thought, but I don’t think that’s what this verse is saying.  In this context, we have learned that “perfect love” or “perfected love” is a completed love in the sense that it is the love of God that shows through us to other people.  Perfect love is a love that is brought to its goal as we love others.  God’s love is perfected in us as we complete the circuit by loving others.
The focal point of the fear in Verse 18 is identified for us in  Verse 17.  It’s the “day of judgment.”  And Verse 18 says that this fear “involves  torment.”  The word “torment” means punishment or chastisement or discipline or judgment.  So, the fear that perfect love casts out is the fear of God’s judgment experienced by the believer before God.  When we are actively engaged in loving one another, we needn’t be afraid of God’s judgment.  When we love one another, we don’t have to worry about being ashamed before God because we know that we’re doing exactly what He wants.  Conversely, to the extent we are not loving one another, we have good reason to be afraid of God’s judgment because we are disobeying Him.
Let me be clear.  As believers, we should never be afraid of God disowning us, because once we believe in Jesus we’re adopted into God’s forever family and that can never be undone.  Once you’re adopted, family membership is never in question.  But family discipline sure is.  As God’s children, we should never fear condemnation in hell because our Father will never take us there.  But our Father might take us to the woodshed to correct us.  God will never disown us, but He may chasten us.  And it’s perfectly consistent with His love.  In fact, it’s an expression of His love.  Hebrews  12:6 explains,

NKJ Hebrews 12:6 “For whom the LORD loves He chastens, And scourges every son whom He receives.”
If we fail to love one another as God has commanded us, we can expect to receive God’s discipline, and we can expect to experience loss of reward and even shame before Him.  That’s why John says in  1 John 2:28,
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.

That’s why the Apostle Paul speaks to believers in  2 Corinthians 5, beginning in Verse 10, saying,

NLT 2 Corinthians 5:10 For we must all stand before Christ to be judged. We will each receive whatever we deserve for the good or evil we have done in our bodies. 11 It is because we know this solemn fear of the Lord that we work so hard to persuade others.
4.
You see,  our text not only gives us the command to love, it also tells us why.  There are good reasons to love one another.  We are to love one another because God loved us first; so that we can experience God more fully; so that we can represent Him well; so that we can stand before Him with boldness.
C.
So,  how are you doing?  Are you loving other people the way Christ loved you?  Is the love shown to you showing through you?  As we think ahead to communion, another song is going to be played.  As it is played, I invite you, once again, to bow your heads and close your eyes and examine yourselves before God.  If you need to ask forgiveness for your failure to love, now is the time.  Now is the time to turn it around and decide to love.  Now is the time to ask God for the power to love.  Now is the time to ask God to show you specifically how you can love another in the days ahead.  Maybe by listening intently.  Or helping with homework.  Or helping out in a class at your church or school.  Or refusing to fight.  Or sacrificing your career agenda to invest time in your children.  Or caring for your parents as they get older.  Or writing a check.  Or writing a note of appreciation to your spouse or friend.  Or being a mentor.  Or volunteering in the church office.  Or being kind to the server who messed up your order.  Or visiting the sick.  Or saying you’re sorry.  Or praying for your neighbors.  Or having them over for dinner.  Or joining a Life Group.  Or spending time with someone who is depressed and discouraged.  Or giving to feed those who are hungry in the aftermath of the tsunami.  Whatever it is, ask Him to show you.
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