Love: The Flame of the Church

1John 4:7-12

Introduction:  Between the state of Maine and Canada there is a river called St. Croix River.  At one point along the river there is a town on the Canadian side called St. Stephen town.  Across on the American side there is a city called Calais.  What is unique about the Canadian town of St. Stephen and the American city of Calais is that even though an international border divides them the residents of these two communities regard their cities as one united community.  They help each other, like there is only one community.  When a house catches on fire in one town, the fire fighters from the other come to help too.  When the Americans celebrate Fourth of July, the Canadians cross over to join in the celebrations and when the Canadians honor their Queen, the Americans cross over to participate in parades, and then they also attend church together.  How has this been possible?  Before the war of 1812, Duncan McColl, a Christian minister, planted a church on the Canadian side, but he also reached to the American side and ministered among people there.  So the members of his church came from both Canada and Maine, and they formed a true Christian church characterized by deep faith and genuine love for the Lord and each other.  When the War of 1812 started McColl told his people that they were brothers in Christ and that they should love each other with the same sacrificial love that Jesus loved them.  So they ignored the war and continued to worship together, show brotherly Christian love to each other and together serve others in Jesus’ name.  When the British army provided St. Stephen with a large supply of gunpowder for protection against the enemy Americans in Calais, the town elders gave the gunpowder to Calais for its July Fourth celebrations.  Christian sacrificial love was the flame of that local church and that flame still burns today in that community.  When a church has and practices the love of God, this agape love or the unconditional sacrificial love as the Bible calls it, that church and its members can stand the wickedness of the world and they will have a positive impact in their families and communities.  Remember this: when a church is filled with the love of God that church will originate unity and peace in her community.  The same is true about its members.  When a Christian believer is filled with the love of God he or she will bring unity and peace in his and her church and family.  

1. How can we have such love?  And if we have it what are its manifestations in our lives of faith?  John answers to these questions in his first letter.  We will spend some time this morning to look throughout 1 John and see Christian love as the flame of the Church.  John writes to Christian communities in his time which were facing false teaching and heresies as well as persecutions for believing in Jesus as their Savior.  These false teachers where once members in the Christian church but they left the Church and were now trying to spread out their false teachings.  They were saying, “We are true Christians also, we serve the Lord too!”  And John writes to show that the true church, the true community of Jesus is a community build on genuine love, and that when that church has such love the impact is powerful and positive.  A church filled with God’s love is a church in flames, a church burning for serving God, standing against wickedness and sinfulness, maintaining unity and peace, and reaching out to others.  Just as in John’s time so in our time there are many churches, believers, teachers, preachers, leaders, and so on claiming to be genuine Christians.  John says here, “Would you like to know how genuine you are?  Put your love to test.  Test it practically and it will show the authenticity of your faith.”  So, what do we love and what do we hate in our lives will show how genuine Christians we are.   Let’s look shorthly at how to get divine love and what effects it has in church and our individual lives:

2. Love Comes from God.  

The first essential aspect we need to know when it comes to divine love is that it comes from God.  Only God can puts in us this unconditional sacrificial love.  It is not an ability, or gift that we have but it is a gift that God gives each one of us when we give our lives to him.  In 4:7 John says, “Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God…”   So love comes from God.  How do we get it?  We get it by being born again or born of God.  The Bible calls this our spiritual renewal or rebirth.  John says here in v.7, “Everyone who loves”  or in other words “everyone who has love from God is born of God and knows God.”  So how do we get to have this unconditional divine love in us?  By knowing God and being born of God.  Now a question can be raised at this point.  How about unbelievers who still help others and show love to them?  What they do is not real love.  One can help somebody out of pity but not of love.  For example a successful bussinessman can give some change to a beggar on the streets of New York.  Is he showing genuine Christian love?  No.  Genuine love would mean to take that beggar and spend time and energy to get him out of his critical situation.  Then one can help out of self-interest.  I watch Oprah now and then.  In some of her shows she gives away money, furniture, cars, and such other stuff to different people.  Is that real genuine love?  No that is advertisment for herself.  In the end she benefits by making her show popular.  She gives away thousands of dollars and gets in return millions and fame.  

Now you can see acts of genuine love and hear about them but those who do such acts I believe they are real believers who know the Lord.  So yes there are many out there helping others and showing true love but these are real believers.

Illustration:  Harlow Fullwood served 23 years as a policeman in Baltimore living a normal life with his family.  After he retired he went to work as a manager for two Kentucky Fried Chiken restaurants, and made millions of dollars.  Yet he put most of his earnings into a family foundation which helps underpriviledged kids attend colleges.  This foundation helped 500 students up to this point paying more than $5 million.  Fullwood is a dedicated Christian. 

Zell Kravinsky also a dedicated believer donated most of his millions to building a school for special-needs children.  More than this, two years ago he donated a kidney to a total stranger who was on dialysis saving his life.

Real love is from God and is unconditional and sacrificial.

3. Love Builds Morality

The second effect of divine love in our lives is that it builds morality.  When God gives us His divine love, it motivates us to walk in light as oppossed to walking in darkness.  John talks in chp.1:5-10 about God as being light and about true believers as walking in light and not in darkness.  Light represents morality and darkness represents immorality, and John says here that when God puts His divine love in us, it motivates us to live moral lives as oppossed to immoral lives.  Again we love God not because of our own powers but because God puts in us this love who also serves to empower us in living moral lives.  See the members of  Duncan’s church could have easily fallen into the temptation to hate each other as the result of the war of 1812.  The desire to conquer each other and gain more land could have divided their church serving both the Canadian and American towns.  Yet, because the love of God was in them they remained united and faithful.  Instead of living in darkenss with the rest of the world they lived in light.  So love motivates us to live moral lives.  Does this means we will never do mistakes?  No.  It might happen that we fall or stumble in our walk with the Lord, but as John says here “If we confess and repent God who is faithful will forgive our sins and cleanse us from unrighteousness…”   

4. Love Leads to Obedience

So first love comes from God, second, it motivates us to live moral lives, and third love leads to obedience.  Listen to what John says in 2:3-5, “Now by this we might be sure that we know him, if we obey his commandments.  Whoever says, ‘I have come to know him’ but doesn’t obey his commandments, is a liar, and in such a person the truth does not exist; but whoever obeys his word, truly in this person the love of God has reached perfection…” 

John says here that our relationship with God is based on love.  God loved us first and saved us, and He is faithful to fulfill His promises to us.  As a result we love God.  Just as a child loves his loving and caring parent so we love God who loves us and cares for us.  What is the most important expression of our love toward God?  It is our obedience.  If we truly love God then we obey Him.  If we love God less then we obey less, if we love Him much then we obey Him much.  Our love and dedication to God can be easily measured by how much we obey Him.  If we love God then we obey when He asks us to do things for Him, or go places, or serve others in His name, or build His church and so on.  When it comes to our love toward God we cannot say “We love Him” but skip obeying Him.  No!  True love leads to true obedience.

The truth of the matter is that obeying God is not always easy.  Sometimes He asks us to go where we don’t want to go, or do what we don’t want to do, or speak when we don’t want to speak, or keep quiet when we want to speak, or be patient when we cannot be patient.  Yet if we really love God we obey Him at any cost.

Illustration: In Hebrews 11 we are told about the Hall of Fame of the most faithful men and women from the Bible.  Among them Abraham is described as one of the most faithful persons.  In fact James mentions in his Epistle that Abraham’s faith was credited to him as righteousness (2:23).  Why was Abraham faithful?  Because he obeyed God?  When God called him to go to an unknown land he left his country and kin and went.  When God made him a promise, Abraham believed it and obeyed God even though he did not see the promise fulfulfilled.  Abraham obeyed God.  Why did he obeyed God at any costs?  Because he loved God.  James also says that Abraham was called the friend of God.  His obedience and devotion came from his love.  

In Matthew 21 Jesus tells a parable about a man who had two sons.  “He went to the the first and said, ‘Son go and work in the vineyard today.  He answered ‘I will not’ but later he changed his mind and went.  The father went to the second and said the same and he answered ‘I go sir’ but he did not go.  And then Jesus asks, ‘Which of the two did the will of the father?’  In other words ‘Which really showed love his father?”  Jesus’ listeners answered, ‘The first.”  Jesus point in telling this story was to show His listeners that God’s sons and daughters who really love God, will in the end obey Him, even though innitially they might have reasons not to do so, while those who don’t love God don’t obey Him in the end even if innitially they might say so.

Real love to God will always end in our obedience.  A church who loves God is a church who obeys Him 

5. Love Reaches always to Others.

The fourth effect of divine love in our lives is that we always consider others.  In other words love always reaches to others through us.  If we have the love of God in us we cannot hate people but love them.  In 2:9-10 John says, “Whoever says ‘I am in the light,’ while hating a brother or sister, is still in the darkness.  Whoever loves a brother or sister lives in light and in such a person there is no cause for stumbling…”   Also in 4:20 John says, “Those who say, ‘I love God’ and hate their brothers and sisters are liars, for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen…”

Love always considers and reaches out to others.  When we have the love of God in us, we are also empowered to love those around us.  Now sometimes it is hard to love others especially when they fail us, contradict us, and mistreat us.  But John says very clear here, that God’s love in us, this divine gift that God gives us, enables us to be kind, compassionate, forgiving, accepting, and helping others even though they might mistreat us.  It is not because of us, but because of God’s love which is in us.  John says here to especially show love and compassion to one another as members of the Church.  Why?  Because if we cannot love one another as members of the body of Christ which is the church, how can we show love to outsiders?  Jesus goes even further and says, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you so that you might be children of your Father in heaven” (Matthew 5).

Illustration:  I saw on the news a few days ago about this young minister from Tennesse who was found dead in the parsonage.  He was 31 years old, and was pastoring this church in Tennesse since last February, and the members were so excited and pleased.  This past week they found him dead in his bedroom, and his wife and children missing.  The police stopped his wife somewhere in Alabama and she confessed she shot him.  Now let’s supposse he was not who he appeared to be.  Let’s say at the church he was a faithful minister and at home he was an abusive husband.  Should she have killed him?  No.  The fact that she shot him dead is telling me what kind of believer she was.  A believer who has God’s love in him or her cannot hate somebody else that deep.

God’s love in us motivates us and enables us to be kind, gentle, compassionate, helpful, and forgiving toward others.

1Corinthians 13: “Love is patient, love is kind, love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.  It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrong doing, but rejoices in the truth.  It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things…” (4-7).  

6. Love Encourages Godliness

The fifth impact of divine love in our lives is godliness.  When you and I are filled with God’s love we seek godliness and spiritual growth more than anything.  To test ourselves at this point John says to compare our love of wordly things to our love for God.  If we give ourself to pursue the world and the things in the world more than we devote to God then we fail the test.  In 2:15 he says, “Do not love the world or the things in the world.  The love of the Father is not in those who love the world…”   We can say that we are true believers, we can say that we love God, if we run after the world and its things we are not who we are.  Why is the world and its things so low in John’s view?  Don’t we all need the basic material things and comforts that the world provides us?  Don’t we all need a job, house, car, clothes, money, and many other things and pleasures from the world?  Yes we do and we should work to gain them.  We should also work to provide them for our family.  But when the things of the world and gaining them replace God and hinder us in our spiritual growth we are going in the wrong way.  If all we struggle with in life and all that matters for us are the materialistic pleasures of the world than we miss what is really important.  What is important and essential is to grow in faith and do God’s will in our lives, because one day that will be the only thing that will really mater.  John says here that “The world and its desire are passing away but those who do the the will of God will live forever…” (v.17).

We live today in a very materialistic oriented culture.  Many people have riched the point of not having any time for attending the church or doing something for God, but seeing their own family members.  Fathers and mothers are working long hours and even two jobs to gain more and more things of the world.  John says here, that such people do not have the love of God in them, and don’t realize that one day they will find themselves empty-handed in front of their Creator, and that they only what they did for their soul will really matter.

Illustration:  I had a friend who had a very good job and a decent living for him and his family.  He went 8 hours a day, five days a week to his job, made good money and had plenty of time for his wife and children.  They attended church regularly and even got involved in some ministries.  Then one day somebody offered him a job that paid double what he was making at that time.  He accepted immediately.  Yet he had to work more hours, and even be gone for days.  Since he made more money bought a bigger house.  Yet day by day he got more and more stressed out.  His wife also got streesed out for dealing herself with the kids.  Their church attendace dropped visibly.  They could bearly attend several times a year.  Their stress and spiritual apathy led to tension and quarrells, and finnally to a nasty divorce.   For what?  For several thousands more dollars. 

Jesus said, “Seek ye first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and all the other things shall be given unto you as well” (Matthew 6:33).

James said, “Don’t you know that the friendship with the world is enmity with God?  Therefore who wishes to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God…” (4:4). 

7. Love Conquers Fear.

The last effect of love in our spiritual lives is that it conquers fear.  When God puts his love in us we get confidence and courage.  It is a cause and effect process.  God loves us and we love and serve Him in turn and this leads to experincing His presence and power more and more in our lives.  And when God is present in our lives fear is gone.  In 4:18 John says, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear…”   Do you have God’s love in you?  Then don’t fear anything this morning.  As John says here God’s love is perfect.  In other words God loves fully not in half measures.  And if He loves us perfectly He will care for us perfectly.  Pray to Him this morning and ask Him to fill your heart with His love, and then give you the power to love others unconditionally, and then based on the promise of His Holy Word made here in John ask Him to cast out any reason of fear that you might have. 

Love is the flame of the church and of the genuine believer.  If we have it in our souls and hearts we will show deep passion for God and true compassion for our neighbor, and be thus a blessing in our community and families.  Proverbs 3 says “Let love and faithfulness never leave you; bind them around your neck, write them on the tablet of your heart.  Then you will win favor and a good name in the sight of God and man” (3-4).  


