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Last week we talked about how strong family ties are; how often the older we get, the more we see our parents in 
us and ourselves in our kids.  That’s the essence of John’s argument in 1 John 3.  If God really is our father, there’s 
going to be some family resemblance.  Chapter 3 is about how to know if we’re really God’s children, if we’ve really 
been born again and last Sunday we looked at the first proof of membership in God’s family, a new relationship 
with sin.  John says that if we’re truly born of God, then we can no longer practice sin as an unconscious habit and 
something that just comes natural.  Every Christian sins but John says no true child of God practices sin because 
God has changed our nature and sin is no longer natural.  That’s why when we’re born again we suddenly become 
conscious of behavior we were once not conscious of and conflicted about behavior which once came naturally to 
us.  That’s why John writes in 1 John 3:10 “By this the children of God and the children of the devil are obvious: 
anyone who does not practice righteousness is not of God, (that’s a summary of vs. 1-10 and our new relationship 
with sin) nor the one who does not love his brother.   John says that the child of God obvious from the way she 
relates to sin and from the way she relates to the rest of God’s family, and that’s what we’re going to talk about 
today. Loving other Christians is a natural result of being born of God.  And if I don’t love you, it reveals more 
about my actual relationship with God than it does about my relationship with you.  In vs. 11-15, John explains why 
a love for Christians is a valid test of membership in God’s family. Then in vs. 16-17, John explains what he means 
by love.  In verse 11-15 John gives us 3 reasons why those born of God will love the rest of God’s family.  1. 
Because God commands us to love. 2. Because like attracts like. 3. Because the only alternative to love in God’s 
sight is hatred.  
 
How can John say in vs. 10 that the one who does not love his brother is not of God, meaning is not born of God?  
First reason, God has commanded to love.  [11] “For this is the message which you have heard from the beginning, 
that we should love one another; “  John says that if there’s any command which we’ve heard since we got into this 
family, it’s “love one another.” John already showed us back in chapter 2 that if we know God, we’ll obey God.  1 
John 2:3 “By this we know that we have come to know Him, if we keep His commandments.”  So if I have no 
interest in obeying God, I don’t know Him, I haven’t been born of Him, I’m not one of His kids yet. That’s why my 
relationship with you reveals so much about my relationship with God.  If I don’t love you, its not because you’re 
not lovable or because you’re unattractive, or because I can’t find anything about you I like.   If I don’t love you, I’m 
disobeying God because He commands me to love you.  I don’t love you because of who you are but because of my 
relationship with Him. Recently God has been speaking to me about my lack of interest in people in social 
situations.  If it’s just you and me, I do fine.  I’ll ask you questions and we can have a great conversation.  But in 
group conversations, I tend to go on automatic pilot and let other people do all talking, especially if I’m not 
particularly interested or knowledgeable about the topic of discussion.  It’s not unusual to see me in a group of 
four or five people who are enthusiastically engaged in a discussion and yet I’m just standing there, silent, 
unengaged, with my mind somewhere else.   Now I have years of excuses of why I do this.  I talk all the time and I 
like other people to have a chance.  I’m a slow processor and by the time I figure out what I could contribute to the 
discussion, the topic has changed.  I’m an introvert and I’m better in one to one conversations.  I grew up in a 
home where I was expected to be seen and not heard.  However,  bottom line,  I’m selfish.  I want to talk about 
things I’m interested in, not about what you’re interested in.  I want to talk about things where I can shine, not 
where you can shine.  But God commands me to love people and that means taking an interest in people, being 
curious about people, looking for ways to encourage and honor and build people up.  And because God commands 
me to love,  I need to put to death years of selfish habits in these kinds of situations and love people the way Jesus 
loves people.  Love is not a feeling I get when I’m around lovable people.  Love is a command to obey. John said if I 
know God, if I’m born of God, if I’m really God’s child,  I’ll obey God and that means loving people, particularly 
fellow believers. So the first reason why those born of God will love the rest of the family is because our Father has 
commanded us to love each other. 
 
The second reason John gives for why a love for Christians is the proof that we’re born of God is like attracts like.  
Look at what John says in verse 12.  “[12] not as Cain, who was of the evil one and slew his brother. And for what 



reason did he slay him? Because his deeds were evil, and his brother's were righteous.”  Not only is love 
commanded - and how we respond to the commands of God indicates our true relationship with Him - but second, 
how we respond to righteousness in others reveals our own inner nature and spiritual family.  Cain and Abel were 
the first sons of Adam and Eve and Cain killed his brother.  John asks, why did Cain kill Abel? “Because his deeds 
were evil, and his brother's were righteous.”  John answers that even though Cain and Abel had the same mom and 
dad, they were from two different spiritual families.  Cain couldn’t love Abel because their basic natures were in 
conflict.  Cain’s nature mirrored that of the devil and his deeds were evil.  Abel’s nature was godly and his deeds 
were righteous.  And John says that because of the conflict between their natures, Cain was unable to love Abel.  In 
fact, he couldn’t stand him.  It was only a matter of time before he snapped. Which is why John says the way we 
get along with Christians reveals so much about us and our relationship with God.  If we’re in conflict with God’s 
children, if we’re not drawn to the righteous, if we can’t stand believers, then we have more in common with Cain 
than we do with Abel.  Like attracts like.  Righteousness in others is attractive to the righteous.  Evil in others is 
attractive to the evil. There’s a natural attraction, and a natural abhorrence - which is why how a person reacts to a 
child of God is a good indicator of where he’s at spiritually himself. When I was a freshman at LB State, the person I 
most admired was my buddy Greg.  Greg was a junior who lived on my dorm floor and one of the smoothest con 
men I ever met.  His motto in life was “show enough brass and you can get away with anything.”  He could talk his 
way into anything, pick up any girl, con anybody.  And I thought Greg was just about the coolest guy I had ever 
met. But by the time I reached my junior year, the person I most admired was another guy named Greg.  Nobody 
would have accused this Greg of being smooth.  He was one of the boldest Christians I ever met, constantly talking 
to people about Jesus and their need to get right with Him. You couldn’t find two more opposite guys than those 
two Gregs.  So what changed?  I changed.  I became a Christian, and the type of people I used to be attracted to 
were no longer attractive and the kind of people I used to be repelled by became attractive, because now I was in 
the same family.  Like attracts like.  Which is why John continues,  [13] Do not be surprised, brethren, if the world 
hates you. [14] We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren. He who does not 
love abides in death. Because like attracts like, we shouldn’t be surprised by the fact that those outside God’s 
family hate us just like Cain hated Abel.  You can be the most loving, compassionate, humble, likeable person in the 
world, but because you are a child of God, there will be people who hate you.  Don’t take it personally.  Jesus was 
perfect and they crucified Him. The children of the devil hate the children of God.  Live with it.  Because believing 
that I can never be happy unless everybody loves me is a good way to go insane.  The important thing is that you 
love the brethren, because that’s clear evidence that you have eternal life and a relationship with the Father.  
Because as John says, He who does not love abides in death.   Death in the Bible means separation from God and so 
John is saying that he who doesn’t love is spiritually dead and separated from God. He may think he’s a child of 
God but his real nature is evident from the way he relates to God’s family. 
 
The third reason John gives why love is a valid test of family membership is because the only alternative to loving 
people is hating them. He who does not love, hates. John explains vs. 14, “He who does not love abides in death.”  
Why?  [15] “Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer; and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding 
in him.”  John leaves no middle ground. I can’t say, “I don’t love him, but I don’t hate him either.  I’m just 
indifferent toward him.”  Love is a command to obey and either I obey it or not.  And if I don’t obey the command 
to love my brother, John says I hate him, and if I hate him, I’m a murderer and how could a murderer have eternal 
life?  Wait a minute, John, you lost me there.  I’ve never killed anybody.  How can you jump from not loving is 
hating and hating is killing?  John replies, that’s what Jesus taught. In Matthew 5:21-22 Jesus says, "You have heard 
that the ancients were told, 'You shall not commit murder' and 'Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the 
court.' [22] "But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and 
whoever says to his brother, 'You good-for-nothing,' shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever says, 
'You fool,' shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell.   Let me ask you a question.  Who is on the list of the 
people you love? Who is on the list of the people you hate?  Who’s left?  Who is not on either list? Probably most 
people. But because God commands us to love one another and to love our neighbor as ourselves, I don’t have the 
luxury of the third list.  I can’t be indifferent to anybody because God commands me to love them.  So in vs. 11-15 
John demonstrates why love for other Christians is a valid test for membership in the family of God.  First, God 
commands us to love. Second, like attracts like and if I love the Father, I will love His child.  And third, the only 
alternative to love is hatred and murder - which is wholly inconsistent for a child of the God who is love.   



But how do I know if I love the children of God?  If love is a valid test for membership in God’s family, then we 
need to know what real love looks like - which is what John talks about in vs. 16-17.  Because I can’t know if I really 
love people until I’ve defined love. Some think of love as a feeling you have when you like what you see, you like 
how someone treats you and this warm, fuzzy feeling comes over you and you say, “I think I’m falling in love.” And 
because feelings come and go, love comes and goes, which is why over 50% of the couples who will say, “I do,” this 
year, will say, “I quit.” sometime in the future.  Others think love is just being nice and so as long as I keep the 
peace and don’t have any personality clashes with anybody and nobody is made at me and I occasionally say “I 
love you,” I must be a child of God.  Well, let’s see how John defines love. We know love by this, (here is what real 
love looks like) that He laid down His life for us;   John says that love is more than a feeling, more than a word we 
say to each other and more than just being nice.  John says that love is sacrificing ourselves for others.  Jesus laying 
down His life for us on the cross is the clearest definition of real love we have.  He sacrificed His reputation, His 
rights, His desires, His comfort, and ultimately His life - laying it all aside for His enemies.  John says, “that’s what 
real love looks like.”   When you look for a definition of love in the dictionary, all that really needs to be there is a 
picture of Christ on the cross.  Jesus put Himself there for us.  It wasn’t the nails that held Jesus to the cross, it was 
the great love He had for you and me.  We were lost, hostile toward God, enslaved to sin and facing eternal 
judgment and death. But He voluntarily paid for our sins by enduring the most painful and humiliating death 
possible as God poured out on Him the punishment we deserved.  We know love by this, that He laid down His life 
for us;   Real love is Calvary love - far more than a feeling or a word or a good attitude.  Real love is sacrificing 
yourself for the benefit of someone else.  We know love by this, that He laid down His life for us; and WE ought to 
lay down our lives for the brethren.” Jesus set the standard.  The same self-denying, sacrificial love He showed for 
us is what we’re to practice toward each other. Jesus says in John 13:34  "A new commandment I give to you, that 
you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.   The disciples already knew they 
were supposed to love each other.  The OT told them to love your neighbor as yourself - love people the way you 
would want to be loved.”  But Jesus raises the bar.  He says, “Love one another like I have loved you.”  How did He 
love us?  He laid down His life for us and that’s why John says we ought to lay down our life for the brethren. 
 
What exactly does laying down my life for my brother mean?  There are a number of Greek words in the NT for life 
and this particular one means heart, soul and mind.  John is talking about more than laying down our physical life 
here.  He’s talking about sacrificing our entire self for our brothers and sisters, and not as a one time sacrifice but a 
daily one.  That means I’m to imitate Jesus as He went to the cross every day in all my relationships, saying NO to 
my desires, to my comfort, to my  convenience, to my rights when it will benefit others.  That’s what real love is; 
sacrificing what you want, what you need, what you have a right to for others, because that’s the way Jesus loves 
us.  A teacher in a creative writing class assigned the class to write something that said, “I love you,” without using 
the word love. Here are some of the things the class came up with. “Your hair looks great that short, honey.”  
“These cookies are hardly burned at all.”  “I’d love to go to the huge truck pull with you, Dear.”  “Cuddle up——I’’ll 
get your feet warm.” “You take the last piece of pie, I’m full.”  “Of course I’m still here.  I wouldn’t leave when my 
little girl is sick.” “We knew you were a little short on cash and we want to pay for your next semester.”   What do 
all those ways of saying “I love you” have in common?  They all involve sacrifice.  Love is more than warm feelings, 
kind words, or a helpful attitude.   Love is sacrificing yourself for the benefit of someone else. “We know love by 
this, that He laid down His life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.”  That’s the definition of 
love. Now John moves to practical application.  Here is what love looks like in real life. [17] “But whoever has the 
world's goods, and sees his brother in need and closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide in 
him? “ John gets very real here.  If I’m going to love my brother the way Jesus loves me,  I’ll need to have the 
resources my brother needs, I need to be able to recognize his needs and I need to respond to the love which God 
has for him and for me. That’s how we love the way Jesus loves.  So let’s look at verse 17 a little more closely. 
 
First, before I can love my brother the way that Jesus loves me, I need to have the resources my brother needs.  
You may notice that verse 17 is not addressed to all Christians.   John writes, But whoever has the world’s goods...”  
John is talking to Christians who have something, in this case, financial resources.  He’s not talking to the needy 
brother.  He’s talking to the brother who has the ability to meet those needs.  And that tells us something very 
important about love.  Love is something you have to be prepared for.  If love is sacrificing something, I need to 
have something to sacrifice.   If love is giving, I need to have something to give.  If I don’t have what my brother 
needs, I can’t love him the way Jesus loved me.  Which means that for me to love my brother, I must first have the 



spiritual resources or the emotional resources or the physical resources or the  financial resources he needs.  And 
that’s one reason we may have a hard time laying down our life for one another.  We’ve got nothing left to lay 
down. “I’d like to help you with that problem.   I know there’s a verse somewhere about that but I just don’t know 
my Bible that well.”  “I know she wants me to listen to her problems but I’m just wrung out with everybody else’s 
problems...tell her I’ll call her back later.”  “I’d love to help you move on Saturday but unfortunately , I’ve already 
got a commitment.”  “I’d love to give to that ministry but I can’t afford to right now.  I’ve already spent too much 
this month.”  “I don’t have time to talk right now.  Send me an email, ok?”  Get the point?  Because our culture 
pushes us to do everything, be everything, buy everything, experience everything, many people are  running on 
empty.  And we’re not only hurting ourselves, we’re hurting others.  We don’t have anything left to give.  The more 
I read about Jesus, the more amazing He becomes to me.  He is always surrounded by needy people; people who 
want to be taught, to be healed, to be affirmed, to be loved, to be paid attention to.  Plus, He’s always surrounded 
by people just waiting for Him to slip up, to make a mistake, to say the wrong thing so they can jump Him.  Yet 
Jesus is never hurried or stressed or anxious.  He walks through this sea of frantic, needy folks serene and tranquil.   
He always has time for people.  He always gives people what they need.  Because He takes time each day to spend 
with His Father and He looks to His Father every minute to provide all He needs for that moment.  And to love like 
He loved, we have to do the same thing.  Go back to our Father regularly to get our batteries recharged and our 
tank filled; and then leave enough space in our lives for the unexpected.  Enough time in our day, enough money in 
the bank, enough power in the tank for the people whom God wants to love through us.  Because if I’ve always got 
the pedal to the metal, running as fast as I can go, if I’m empty and depleted and running ragged, I just won’t have 
the resources to love people.   
 
Now the second thing I need in order to love the way Jesus loves is to be able to recognize when my brother is in 
need.  John writes,  But whoever has the world's goods, and sees his brother in need...  To love people, I must first 
have what they need AND second, I must be able to recognize that they need it - which is where loving people 
often breaks down for me.  I have the resources, but I’m oblivious to the needs around me.  I’m like the priest in 
the story of the Good Samaritan, in such a hurry to get to the temple and do my religious thing that I completely 
miss the guy who’s been robbed and beaten and left for dead in the road.  I remember a time when I was working 
at Cal and Josh McDowell - a speaker who works for CCC - came to the University to speak at Zellerbach 
Auditorium.  It had been an intense week of preparation.  Every day we were either getting up early to write on 
every blackboard on campus, “Josh is coming” or carrying a coffin around on campus to publicize Josh’s talk on the 
resurrection or some other zany thing to publicize the event.  It was the biggest thing we did that year.  The night 
finally rolled around and we had several thousand people in attendance at Zellerbach.  And just before the curtain 
went to go up, one of my student leaders approached me and said, “My dad died this afternoon.”  We used to call 
this particular student “Spock” because he prided himself on being non-emotional and intensely logical.  I said, 
“Are you ok?”  He said, “Yeah, fine.”  And I thought, “Great.  Because we’re just about to raise the curtain and I can 
talk to you later.”  I was completely blind to the pain this young man was going through.  Most people don’t wear a 
badge, “I need your help.”  Most people won’t ask.  Most of us are pretty good at camouflaging needs.   But until 
I’m able to recognize those needs, I’ll be unable to love people the way Jesus loved them. 
 
What does it mean to lay down my life for my brother?  Verse 17 tells me that to love people the way Jesus loves 
people, I must have resources - the things people need, I need to be able to see those needs, and finally, I need to 
respond to the love of God.   But whoever has the world's goods, and sees his brother in need and closes his heart 
against him, how does the love of God abide in him?   John says that if I have what people need and I see that 
people need it, I will step forward if I’m really a child of God, if the love of God really is in me.  You see, I don’t 
think that many of us deliberately turn our backs on needy people.  I don’t think that you see somebody in need 
and know you have what they need but deliberately choose to do nothing.  I think instead that either we don’t 
have what people need (or don’t believe we have what they need) or we simply can’t see the needs.  Because John 
is pretty clear.  If I have the resources and I see my brother in need and then close my heart, how can I claim to be 
a child of God?  How can I claim to believe in a God of love? If we were able to go back in time and see the early 
church, what do you think would be different than what we see today?  Around 200 AD, Tertullian - one of the 
ancient church fathers described what non-believers saw when they looked at Christians, "Look," they say, "how 
they love one another and how they are ready to die for each other."  If we went back in time, the thing we would 
notice first about the early Christians would be how much they loved one another.  And how much more they were 



involved in one another’s lives that Christians typically are today; how they were always together,  encouraging, 
serving, correcting and sacrificing themselves for each other.  I believe that until we also are that kind of spiritual 
family, we cannot grow to maturity ourselves or convince the world that Jesus has really made a difference in our 
life.   Jesus said, “By this all men shall know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”   Our goal 
isn’t to create community.  Our goal is to love one another as He loves us.  If we do, the result will be a magnetic 
community which those outside the church will long to become a part - just as people flocked to become Christians 
in the first 300 years as the gospel spread throughout the Roman Empire.  We cannot grow that kind of community 
in a day.  But we can take a tiny step toward it this week.  At the end of each day, ask yourself a simple question.  
Did I lay my life down for anyone today?  Whom did I put before myself? 
 
“We know love by this, that He laid down His life for us and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.”   If we 
live consistently with the gospel we preach, we’re to treat people the same way Jesus treats us.  He didn’t save us 
because we deserved to be saved but because He loves the unlovable.  It’s not that we are good, it’s that He is 
good.  He loved His enemies and gave His life that we might become His brothers and we’re to love our enemies 
the same way.  But that’s only possible if He has come to live within us and our hearts have been changed because 
we have been born again as God’s children.  If you are not certain you have experienced that new birth, you can be 
today.   
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