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A Faith That’s Real. . .
Embraces the Gospel, Part 9
A Study in 1 John

Small Group Questions
Introduction:  Describe the most loving unbeliever you know.  What do you think motivates them to be loving?

1.  Consider the definition of Love:  the passion to do what’s best for another.  How does this differ from the way the world usually defines love?

2. When loving according to the biblical definition how does this help to love enemies?

How does this help to love strangers?

3.  Review the six reasons why we can love anyone outlined in the message.

Which one is the easiest for you to understand?

Which one is the most difficult to understand or accept?

4.  If the world know God only by looking at your church what do you think they would learn about God?

5. Read verses 17 & 18.  What does it mean to you that “perfect love drives our fear?”

6.  What do you see to be the greatest challenges in the church to love each other as brothers and sisters in Christ?
John 3:16 (NIV)  For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 

This is the message of the gospel.  God created us.  Sin separated us.  Jesus redeemed us and invited us back into relationship with God.  This is the gospel, the good news – I once was lost but now am found.

Ephesians 2:1-5

Ephes. 2:1-5 (NIV)  As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, [2] in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. [3] All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. 

We talked about propitiation a few weeks ago; the turning away of wrath.  God, in his holiness, cannot ignore sin.  Wrath is a holy response to sin.  This is not the a capricious, bad tempered parent, quite the contrary.
[4] But because of his great love for us, God, 

God has a problem.  If he didn’t love you, sin would be a no brainer.  You sin, you go to hell.  But God doesn’t want that.
God, who is rich in mercy, [5] made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions--it is by grace you have been saved. 

Verse 4 again:  because of His great love.  1 John 4 is one of the richest, most expansive treatises on the nature of Biblical love that we’ve got.  Few things in the world, if any, are more talked about, sought after, studied and shared more than love.  You were created by love.

You were created for love.  You were created to love.  From the movies we watch, the music we listen to, the poetry and novels we read, the world is captivated by the concept of love.

The question is, “Do we know what love really is?”  John tells us, twice in this passage:  God is love.  Let me give you a definition of Biblical love:
LOVE:  the passion to do what’s best for another
Biblical love is the willingness to do what is good for another person, what is in their best interest.  And that’s not always easy to define.  The Bibles uses three different words to talk about love:
Eros

Phileo

Agape

Eros, from which we get the word erotic, or eroticism.  It’s the physical dimension of love.  It’s sexual in nature.  Phileo, from which Philadelphia derives its name, the city of brotherly love.   This is friendship.  But the Bible uses the word, agape to describe a supernatural love that seeks the best for others.  Someone described the differences this way: 

Eros – All Take

This form of love is rampant in our society; physical gratification at the expense of what’s best for the other person.  The guy will say, “I love you” to get what he wants.  Girls will do that too.  It’s a self motivated, selfish form of love.  Erotic love takes, true love waits.  Question:  can you have physical passion within the parameters of a godly relationship that waits? You better believe it.   Studies have shown over and over again that those who wait, those who confine sexual activity within the boundaries of a committed marriage,  in other words, those who agape first; studies have shown; they have a higher success rate in marriage and they have a stronger sexual relationship in marriage.  Eros is all take
Phileo – Give and Take

This is the nature of friendship.  I like you, you like me; we share common interests.  Our personalities mesh well.  You create a relationship of shared affection.  
Agape – All Give
This is the love of God, this is godly, supernatural love.  It is not emotion, it is not personal agenda, it is not selfish.  It is the desire, the willingness, the passion to do what is best for another person.  Now, here’s something we need to understand:  Agape may not feel loving at the time.  When you’re doing what’s best for another person, that person may not feel good about it at the time.  Example:  The book of Hebrews says that God, our father, disciplines us.

Loving us for our own good.  In personal relationships:  confrontation, correction, exhortation, speaking difficult truth;  love, genuine, godly love doesn’t always feel good, but it is always good.  Can something be good that doesn’t feel good?  Of course it can.  The problem we’ve gotten ourselves into in this society is that anything that doesn’t feel good, isn’t good.  So, we avoid this kind of love.  And we’ve reaped all sorts of problems because of it.  Genuine love does what is right and it does what is best.  This is the nature of God.  This is the way Jesus lived.  And this is what Jesus taught.

Jesus Taught Us To Love. . .
I want to give you two particular people that Jesus taught us to love.  People that require more than eros or phileo, they require agape.  
1)  Enemies

Matthew 5:43-44 (NIV)  You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' [44] But I tell you: Love your enemies . . . 

Those who hurt you, hate you, oppose you, try to defeat you.  Most of us don’t feel like loving our enemies.  I believe God understands that.  But here’s the point:  with agape, you can love anybody.   When love is a decision of the will, when it is simply doing what is best for another, you can choose to love, even your enemies.  Jesus teaches us to love our enemies, and this one may be a little easier, to love strangers.
2)  Strangers

Matthew 25:34-36,40
This is where Jesus said, if you’ve done it to the least of these, you’ve done it to me.

And he talks about serving the hungry, thirsty, the naked.  Jesus says in that passage:  I was a stranger and you took me in.  People you don’t know, people you don’t think about, you don’t necessarily care about.  We call them the marginalized in our society.   Jesus says to love them.  How can you love them?  Well, again, agape is a decision of the will, it’s not emotion, it’s not selfish.  You can love people you don’t know; you can love people who don’t notice your kindness or don’t express gratitude for your sacrifice.  In other words, loving without any expectation of return.  Jesus teaches us to love; get this, to love as He loved.  This is the gospel he calls us to embrace:  to love the world with the love of God.

Six Reasons to Love:  Love is

John gives us six reasons to do that.  Why do you and I, followers of Jesus and messengers of the gospel have reason to love?  
1.  The Essence of God, 7-8

1 John 4:7-8 (NIV)  Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. [8] Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. 

Those who have God as their father has built into their DNA the supernatural ability to love.  Two point I want to make here: First,  every human being is created in the image of God and therefore have the capacity to love.  You don’t have to be a Christian to love.  And loving someone else doesn’t qualify you as a Christian.  I think we understand that.  But here’s the point:  only a relationship with God will enable you to understand love and empower you to love the way God created you to love.  The second point builds on this:  the verse says God is love.  It doesn’t say love is God.  And there’s a reason for that.  The world tries to define God by using a human understanding of love.  We impose our view of love on God all the time.  Example: one of the greatest objections to Christianity is characterized by this question:  how can a loving God send people to hell?  My response is, how could he not?  Heaven is a place where the children of God enjoy the presence of God for all eternity.  People who love God, in essence, go to heaven because they want to be with God.  The logic follows:  People go to hell because they don’t want to be with God.  Why would a loving God force heaven on people who don’t want any part of Him?   What’s more, what loving father would do that to His children?

Why would a loving father impose on his children, for all eternity, a group of people who rejected their Father and ridiculed His children all through life?  You didn’t want to join us on earth.  Why would you want to join us in heaven?  Here’s our problem:  we don’t understand love.  Love doesn’t define God, God defines love.  You don’t understand God by knowing what love is all about.  You understand love by knowing what God is all about.  That’s why John says those who love are born of God.  1 Peter says those who are born again participate in the divine nature.  It shows up in our DNA.  You look at a baby.  I did this with Hallie Mitchell a couple of weeks ago.  Even at birth you can distinguish who this child belongs too.  I looked at her and said, oh, she looks like Jonathon.  And then I said, wait a minute, no, she looks like Jessica.  Oh, man, I can’t tell.  But what I never said was, Oh, she looks like ______.
Here’s my point:  if you’ve been born again, if you are partaker of the divine nature – you love.  
A loveless Christian is a like a child claiming parents who don’t look like him.  Love is the essence of God.   

2.   Demonstrated in Jesus, 9-11
1 John 4:9-11 (NIV) This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. [10] This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 
This is agape at its finest:  the passion to do what is best for another.  God saw a world in sin; you and me trapped in the futility of our lives.  And, He showed us love through the work of Jesus on the cross.  Isaiah captures the essence of the gospel: 

Isaiah 53:6 (NASB)  

        All of us like sheep have gone astray,

        Each of us has turned to his own way;

        But the Lord has caused the iniquity of us all 

        To fall on Him.

And so, John makes his argument:
[11] Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 

Any sincere, honest Christian cannot stand at the cross with the blood of Jesus dripping over his sin, you just envision that, you can’t grasp the extent of your need matched by the extravagance of God’s grace and then turn around to a dying world and be selfish or indifferent.
A loveless Christian knows nothing of the love of Christ.  Nothing.  
3. Our Testimony to the World, 12
1 John 4:12 (NIV)  No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.  

John 13:35 (ESV)  By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.
Allister Begg once said:  The church of Jesus Christ is the audio/visual of the gospel.  It is the kingdom of God in tangible form.  In other words:  They see you, they see God.  This past week we got a group picture of 200 Milligan graduates, Katie included.  A couple of weeks ago Tressa came home with a group picture of 150 Highest Praise teenagers.  Here’s my question:  It doesn’t matter how many are in the picture, when you look at picture, whose mug do you look for first?  Usually your own.

You want to make sure you’re in the picture and what’s more you want to make sure you look right.  You want the right representation.  I’ll be the first to admit – the church gets it wrong a lot.  What we display to the world is not always consistent with the message we embrace.

We want to be in the picture, but we’ve got to be presentable.  You are the face of God to a seeking world.  And what they see in you will influence what they know about God.  Love is our testimony.   
4. Our Assurance of Relationship,  13-16

1 John 4:13-16 (NIV)  We know that we live in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. 
In these next couple of verses is one of the few places in the Bible that references the trinity in a succinct passage.  We believe in a Trinitarian God; Father, Son, Holy Spirit.  The Bible never uses the word Trinity but often indicates the three-in-one nature of God.  Verse 13 mentions the spirit.    How do we have the capacity to love with the love of God?

Romans 5:5  (ESV)  God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.
You can love anybody.  Why?  Because you have the eternal, infinite Spirit of God in you.

Therefore, your capacity to love is unending and indiscriminate.
 [14] And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world. 
And so you have all three:  the spirit, the father and the son.  We don’t have time to talk about the Trinity which is good because I can’t explain it anyway.  I believe it was John Stott who said:  if you deny the Trinity you lose your salvation.  If you try to understand the Trinity you lose your mind.  And just as a side note:  I run into a lot of people who just won’t surrender to Jesus until they’ve nailed everything down.  They want everything to make sense before they commit.

And to be honest, I don’t get that.   Granted, it takes faith.  But I do not have a mindless faith.  It’s grounded in solid, irrefutable evidence.  People say, I can’t believe in a God I can’t understand.  And I say, I can’t believe in a God I do.  I can’t even program my VCR, why would I think I could figure everything out about God?  And think about it, if I could, I wouldn’t be impressed. God wouldn’t be necessary.

Does that make sense?  I digress, sorry.
[15] If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of God, God lives in him and he in God. [16] And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.      God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him. 

Why do I have a relationship with God? Number one:  I have his spirit living within me.

Two:  I believe that Jesus is the Christ the Son of the Living God.  And third:  I am growing consistently, practicing day by day the love of God in my life; something I could not do on my own.  And then another point before we move on:  Three times, here, John makes a similar statement, verse 13:  we live in Him, he in us.  Verse 15  God lives in him and he in God

Verse 16:  whoever lives in love lives in God and God in him.  Which is it?  Are we in God or is God in us?  And the answer is ‘yes.’  The apostle Paul tells in Corinthians that as a new creation you are in Christ.  And he tells us in Colossians that the hope of glory is Christ in you.

You in Christ, Christ in you.  As a believer, you are irrevocably intertwined with the person of God.  And love is the assurance of the connection.
  Our Confidence in Judgment, 17-18
1 John 4:17-18 (NIV)   In this way, love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment, because in this world we are like him. 

The love of God; the sacrifice of Jesus, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit; they give us confidence or boldness when it comes to the day when we stand before God and God says:  Why should I let you into my kingdom?  And the answer is:  Because God, you love me.  You’ve demonstrated that in your Son in whom I have placed my trust.  You can say that to God.
God’s Love Drives Out:  FEAR
[18] There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love. 

Have you ever been intimidated by important people?  You don’t know what to say, afraid of saying the wrong thing , their very presence kind of sobers you.  I think about all of our Presidents who have had children growing up in the White House and how they run through the halls and open doors without knocking and walk in uninvited, John Kennedy Jr. playing under the desk of the President of the United States; things you and I would never think of doing. Why?  Because they’re not subjects, they’re children.  Romans 8 says that you have been given a spirit of Sonship.  The degree to which you live in fear is an indication that you have not realized the love of God in your heart.  You can’t approach him in love and hide from Him in fear.  He wants a relationship with you.  And what he wants to have with you he wants you to have with each other.  John sort of wraps in up in these final verses:  Why do we love or why can we love?  

5.  Who We Are,  19-21

1 John 4:19-21 (NIV)  We love because he first loved us. 

One of the distinguishing characteristics of Christianity from all other religions is that we worship a God who loved us first.  We don’t try to make our way to Him, he came to us.

We don’t try to please Him, his sacrificed His own Son to appease His wrath.  Religions says, you go first.  Christianity says:  God went first.
[20] If anyone says, "I love God," yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. [21] And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother. 

John addresses the gap between profession and practice.  God is not exclusively concerned about the vertical relationship.  He knows that if the world is ever going to understand his character and respond to His message, they’re going to get it from you and me.

When we are Jesus to each other, we can’t help but be Jesus to the world.  God’s love drives out fear between you and God.  In this passage John says to us: 

God’s Love Drives Out:  HATE  
Anyone who does not love his brother does not understand the love of God.  It is a delusion, you are self-deceived to claim love for God and live indifferently toward others.  And again, what is love?  This brings us back to the beginning.  Love is the passion to do what’s best for another.
So, What About You?  (Questions that only you must answer.) 
Who do you need to love with the love of God?

Here’s, what I get out of this passage.  You will not ever be affective in expressing the gospel to the world until you have experienced the gospel in your own life.  Listen, it is not so much that we have to grasp this theological teaching, but that we need to be grasped by it.  It’s one thing to lay hold of something intellectually, it is an entirely different to be laid hold of it.  Have you been captured by the love of God?  Remember the one who loves you and be different because of it.

