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Family Ties III (1 John 3:18-24) 
 
Over the past few weeks, we’ve been talking about the strength of family ties; how 

often, the older we get, the more of our parents we see in ourselves. And 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. Last week we learned that God’s children love one another. Mutual love is a 
defining mark of God’s people.   

But in saying this, we need to be careful. “Love” is such a vague word. It’s one of the 
most ambiguous words in the English language. It can mean almost anything. And therefore, it’s 
practically meaningless. I did a little experiment this week. I read the lyrics of various songs on 
Billboard’s Top 100 List. And I looked for occurrences of the word, “love.” And based on my 
findings, I tried to construct a definition of the word. Here’s what I concluded; “love” can mean 
almost anything. Love can mean lust, or longing, or affinity, or commitment, or even violence; 
yes, violence. But whatever love is, it’s something you desire deeply. Love can be lots of things, 
so long as they’re things you really feel.  

Our love for one another proves we’ve been born of God. But what kind of love is John 
talking about? And what does this love look like in practice? Thankfully, John doesn’t leave us in 
the dark on these matters. According to John, love isn’t something we possess in the abstract. 
Rather, God’s love is a dynamic force in the lives of his children. 

And this morning, we’ll see that true love acts, it prevails, and it assures. True love acts; 
true love prevails; and true love assures. And this kind of love demonstrates that we’re born of 
God; that we are his children. Let’s look at each of these characteristics more closely.  

1. True Love Acts: First, true love acts. In verse 18, John says, “Little children, let us not  
love in word or talk, but in deed and in truth.”  

To appreciate the thrust of this verse, we must recall what comes before it. In verse 16, 
John defines God’s love. God reveals his love to us through the death of Jesus. Jesus lays down 
his life for us. Through this act, we know what love is. And John says we should love one 
another in the same way. Then in verse 17, he gives a concrete example of what this looks like. 
He says,  

“But if anyone has the world's goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart 
against him, how does God's love abide in him?” (v. 17) 
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True believers embody Jesus’ sacrificial love by meeting one another’s practical needs. 
But if someone consistently refuses to meet such needs, they don’t have God’s love. They are 
not born of God. 

Now, in verse 18, John sums up his argument. In effect, he says, “display God’s love  
through your actions.” In context, John is calling us to meet the practical needs of others, even 
if it’s costly. And, specifically, he’s telling us to act this way towards fellow Christians. True 
Christians prioritize the needs of their spiritual family. They serve one another in costly ways.  

True love acts. I may have loving feelings. I may think loving thoughts. I may say loving 
words. But if these feelings and thoughts and words never translate into actions, I don’t have 
God’s love within me.   

This passage challenges me. I love to talk. You may have guessed that, given where I’m 
currently standing. Speaking words of love comes naturally to me. But when Jesus chooses to 
reveal the extent of his love, he doesn’t talk. He acts. 
 The week before Jesus is crucified, he’s eating a meal with his disciples. During this 
meal, Jesus demonstrates the extent of his love for them. But how does he do this? He doesn’t 
write a poem, or sing a song. He doesn’t say, “disciples, I gotta tell you; you really mean a lot to 
me. I mean, really! I mean it!” No. Jesus removes his outer garment. He takes the position of 
the lowliest servant. And he performs the most menial, disgusting task. He washes his disciples’ 
feet. And then he says, “that is how I much I love you. Love each other in the same way.” It’s a 
beautiful picture of what Christ is about to do on the cross. And it’s our model. True love acts.  

And since this is true, I must ask myself, “do I love this way?” Do I demonstrate that God 
is my Father by meeting the needs of my siblings? Do I provide for other Christians with my 
time, money, resources and energy?   

Perhaps it’s difficult for us to imagine obeying this commandment. We are far removed 
from John’s context. Most of us don’t have acute material needs; the kind that first century 
Christians did. And even if we have real needs, perhaps we’re hesitant to share them. 
Americans prize self-sufficiency, and self-reliance. Culturally, we lean towards independence, 
rather than interdependence.  

When I played sports, many athletes followed an unspoken rule; it was never ok to take  
yourself out of a game. Regardless of how bad an injury was, you were never allowed to quit. 
Many athletes have this mentality. That’s why a guy can shatter his tibia and then yell at his 
coach for benching him. And inevitably, when athletes get injured, what do they say? “I’m 
good.” “I’m good coach.” “I can play.” We live in an “I’m good” society. We have a built-in 
reluctance to admit there’s a problem; to ask for help. 

Now here’s why this is problematic. God did not design us to live independently. We’re 
a family. And we are designed to live inter-dependently. We flourish when we lean on one 
another for strength and support. In Mark 10, Jesus says that his followers will function as an 
extended family, providing for each another’s material needs. And this is exactly what we see 
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happening in the early chapters of Acts. In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul says that we are a body. And 
no part can say to another, “I have no need of you.” Now let me be clear. Scripture does not 
encourage us to exploit the generosity of other Christians. In fact, the Bible consistently 
discourages laziness and encourages hard work. But this doesn’t negate the fact that we’re 
made for each other. We belong to one another.1

a. Share Needs: First, we can share needs. Share your needs with other  

 And thus we need the material, spiritual, and 
emotional support of our faith family. But to experience this, we’ll need to swim against some 
cultural currents. Here are three ways to foster inter-dependence; three things we can do 
practically to love one another.  

believers. If you’re in a small group, here’s a question to consider; do you know what people in 
your group need? If you’re a small group leader, you should foster an environment where 
people share needs openly. Here’s a suggestion. Start asking the people in your group, “what 
would you like help with this week?” Now, people may be reluctant to share. So share first. Lead 
by example, and ask for help. It’s ok to start small. Maybe someone is moving. Maybe someone 
needs a ride to the airport, or help with the yard. Maybe someone needs a gallon of milk, or 
help with their kids.  

Or, it could be that someone actually has an acute need. Years ago, Kashelle and I were 
in a small group. And we knew the people in this group fairly well. But one evening, we were 
surprised to find out that a couple in our group had a sizeable medical bill. It was a stressful 
situation. Thankfully, God gave them the courage to share their need. At that time, Kashelle and 
I were in a comfortable place financially. We could meet this need fairly easily. When we heard 
about the situation, my first thought was, “wow, we need to pray for them.” Thankfully, my 
wife’s first thought was, “wow, we need to write a check for them.” It was a real need for them. 
But it was a small sacrifice for us. Here’s the point; Christians around you may have real needs. 
But it could be that they simply aren’t willing to share them because of fear, or shame, or pride. 
Create a context where it’s ok to share.   

b. Offer Proactive Help: Share needs. Second, offer proactive help. When it  
comes to helping others, I tend to be more reactive than proactive. If someone comes to me 
with a need, I’ll try to help. But I struggle to take the initiative in helping others. Since we’re a 
family, I think it’s right that we get into each other’s business; that we look for ways to serve 
one another. 

However, this will require creative energy on our part. When you learn that someone is 
in need, how do you respond? Often, I say something like, “Let me know how I can help.” Or, “if 
there’s anything you need, call me.” Now, I don’t think this is a terrible thing to say. But neither 
is it very helpful to the person in need. In effect, we’re saying, “tell you what, why don’t you go 
compile an itemized list of your needs. Then share them with me. I’ll see what I can do.” We 
should be wary of adding this burden to someone who’s already under the pile. We must do  
                                                           

1 See Romans 12:5; Ephesians 4:25.  
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the hard work of determining how we can help.  
A few weeks ago, our good friends Glen and Casey had a family crisis. Casey’s family 

lives on the East Coast. She had to take a flight home on the spur of the moment. Glen stayed 
home to watch their two boys. Casey had just given birth to their second child, Paxton. Glen 
was just coming off of paternity leave. So he’s home with a newborn and Hudson, who’s two. 
He’s slammed with responsibilities at work. On top of that, he’s in the middle of his semester at 
Cal, where he’s getting an MBA. All that to say, Glen and Casey were in a bind. My first reaction 
was, “we better ask if there’s anything we can do to help.” Thankfully, my wife had plan. She sat 
me down and said, “honey, this is a traumatic situation. And Glen and Casey need to be 
together. Paxton is a newborn. He needs to be with them too. But Hud doesn’t. And Glen and 
Casey need a break. So here’s what I think we should do. We’re going to watch Hud for awhile, 
so that Glen and Pax can fly out there.” And then, she added, “by the way, they aren’t going to 
ask us to do this for them. So we need to insist that we really want to do it.” And, being the 
visionary spiritual leader that I am, I said, “oh? Yeah…Ok…”  We ended up taking Hud for 
awhile. He and Addie had a great time. And Glen and Casey got to be together during a very 
difficult time. Now, you can’t help people like that unless you’re proactive. We should initiate.   

Look for ways to help. Here are a few suggestions. First, listen well. Ask people how 
they’re doing. Ask about their fears and anxieties. In all likelihood, you’ll find out what’s on 
their to-do list; what they’re stressed about. Then, brainstorm with other people. If you want to 
help someone, talk to the people closest to her. Ask them for ideas. They’ll be able to identify 
what would be truly helpful, and what wouldn’t. Then, offer help. “I’d like to bring you a meal. 
Is there a day that works best?” “I’d like to take your car into the shop.” “I’d really like to help 
you with this; would that be ok?”2

c. Enlarge Your Family: Share your needs. Offer proactive help. Third, enlarge  
   

your family. We have brothers and sisters all over the planet. Many of them are in dire need. 
And we can meet these needs.  

We have family members around the world. And Jesus wants us to take care of them. 
Now, that realization can be overwhelming. I’m not here to overwhelm you. And I don’t want to 
guilt you. Loving people this way will bring you joy. And there are simple ways to do it. One of 
the easiest is to sponsor a child through Compassion International.3

Bruce Wydick is an economics professor at the University of San Francisco. Several years 
ago, he conducted the first in-depth study of child sponsorship, and its long-term impact.

 For less than $40 a month, 
you can partner with Compassion to release a child from poverty, and help them learn about 
Jesus.  

4

                                                           
2 Suggestions taken from 

 His  

http://www.ccef.org/more-things-not-say-those-who-are-suffering. 
3 www.compassion.com.  
4 See http://blog.compassion.com/charity-research-research-shows-that-child-sponsorship-through-

compassion-works/#ixzz2VYBuE6hG. Study can be accessed here: http://usf.usfca.edu/fac_staff/wydick/csp.pdf 

http://www.ccef.org/more-things-not-say-those-who-are-suffering�
http://blog.compassion.com/charity-research-research-shows-that-child-sponsorship-through-compassion-works/#ixzz2VYBuE6hG�
http://blog.compassion.com/charity-research-research-shows-that-child-sponsorship-through-compassion-works/#ixzz2VYBuE6hG�
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team tracked the development of children sponsored through Compassion. The team compared 
the adult outcomes of sponsored children with those of their unsponsored peers. Here’s what 
they found: (1) Sponsored children were 50-80% more likely to have a university education. (2) 
They were 14-18% more likely to have salaried employment. (3)They were 35% more likely to 
secure white-collar employment. (4) They were up to 75% more likely to become community 
leaders. (5) And, they were 40-70% more likely to become church leaders as adults.  

All that to say, the initial findings on child sponsorship show that it works. It is such an 
easy way to introduce children to Jesus, and help them work towards a sustainable future.  
What kind of love demonstrates that we’ve been born of God? First, love that acts. 

2. True Love Prevails: Second, love that prevails. I realize your notes say,  
“persuades.” I looked at my notes last night, and thought, “that’s not the right word.” I 
obsessively tinker with things. So I apologize for that. You can cross out “persuades” and write 
in, “prevails.” Sometimes, we fail to act. We don’t extend God’s love to our siblings. We forget 
to live out of our identity as God’s children. So what happens then? What happens when we 
refuse to love? John goes on to discuss this scenario in verses 19-20: 

“By this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure (literally: persuade) our 
heart before him; 20 for whenever our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and he 
knows everything.” (1 John 3:19-20) 

Sometimes our hearts are open. We earnestly desire to love. But other times, our hearts 
are closed. We disregard the needs of other believers. Yet, God has a way of winning us over. 
And this is another sign that we’ve been born of God; that we are of the truth. Let’s look at this 
passage a bit more carefully.5

Most English translations use the word “reassure” in verse 19. The Greek word is peitho. 
It’s used 52 times in the New Testament, and it usually means, “to convince,” or, “persuade.” 
And aside from here, it’s never translated, “reassure.” Thus, I think “persuade” is a better 
translation. And that changes the sense of the passage.  

    

There are times, John says, when our hearts must be persuaded. Our hearts are cold; 
they condemn us. I don’t think John is talking about a troubled conscience. Rather, I think he’s 
talking about a callous heart; a heart that’s reluctant to love. Remember the context. Back in 
verse 17, John warned us not to, “close our hearts” to fellow believers. When we do this, our 
hearts testify against us. They reveal that we have broken God’s law. That’s what John is saying. 
But thankfully, God does not leave us in this condition.   

John says we must come into God’s presence, and persuade our hearts. How do we do 
this? According to verse 20, we must remember two things; (1) that God is greater than our 
hearts, and (2) that he knows all things. God knows us. He sees our callousness, and 
indifference; our ill-motives and harsh judgments. And God is greater than our hearts. His heart 

                                                           
5 Interpretation adapted from Colin J. Kruse, The Letters of John (PNTC: Grand Rapids/Cambridge: Eerdmans, 

2000); 139-141.  
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abounds with mercy, and compassion, and generosity. Our hearts are so small compared to his. 
When we remember that God knows our hearts, it should sober us. He will not take our 
disobedience lightly. But when we remember that God is greater than our hearts, it should 
soften us. And this will move us to love again.    

God’s love is a dynamic force in our lives. God gives us his love so that we can love in 
God-like ways. We’ve been born of God. Our spiritual DNA gives us a new disposition; a 
disposition to love like our Father. We can refuse this. We can resist this. But we will not be at 
peace. And when we come before God, we will remember that he knows us and love us. And 
this will move us to love. True love prevails; it overcomes internal resistance.  

I’ve seen this dynamic in my life. As you now know, my wife likes to meet needs. When 
she hears about a need, her impulse is to give. I don’t have that gift. You could say I’m a 
practitioner of “controlled generosity.” I’m excited about being generous, so long as we can 
afford it. I’ve even tried to budget for random acts of giving. But every so often, my wife comes 
up with some crazy idea, and it ruins everything. She wants to give. But I’m reluctant. And I 
have brilliant justifications for my reluctance. I talk about stewardship, and financial planning. I 
use the Bible to defend my position. But if the need is legitimate, and we can meet it, God 
won’t leave me alone. I won’t be able to stop thinking about it. And ultimately, my heart will 
soften. True love prevails.  

Perhaps you know a Christian in need. Maybe they need financial help. Or maybe they 
need emotional support. Whatever the case, their need is legitimate. But your heart is closed to 
them. You’re indifferent. If you find yourself in this situation, only God can your change heart. 
So reflect on his love for you. If you refuse to be generous, reflect on God’s generosity towards 
you. No good thing does he withhold from you; not even his own Son. If you’re reluctant to 
sacrifice time, remember Jesus, who currently spends his time praying for you in heaven. If you 
feel uncaring, reflect on the God who cares for you; who invites you to cast your cares on him. 
People cannot motivate you to love like this. Only God can. So let his love move you to love.   

3. True Love Assures: What kind of love demonstrates that we are God’s children?  
Love that acts. Love that prevails. And finally, love that assures. 

In verses 21-24, John writes, 
“Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before God;  22 and 

whatever we ask we receive from him, because we keep his commandments and do what 
pleases him. 23And this is his commandment, that we believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ 
and love one another, just as he has commanded us. 24 Whoever keeps his commandments 
abides in him, and he in them. And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit whom he 
has given us.”  

John has just written about the callous heart. There are times when our hearts condemn 
us. They testify that we are lawbreakers; that we are indifferent to the needs of other believers. 
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But other times, our hearts are pure. They don’t condemn us. We are open to our spiritual 
siblings. We seek their welfare.  

At such times, John says, we have great assurance before God. An obedient heart leads 
to confident prayer. John sums up our responsibilities in a two-fold commandment; we must 
believe in Jesus, and we must love one another. And in the weeks to come, we’ll see why these 
two commandments are inextricably connected. When we trust Jesus and love our siblings, we 
have confidence before God. Such obedience demonstrates that we are abiding in God, and 
God in us. In other words, obedience reveals that we are living in close relationship to our 
heavenly Father.  

At the end of verse 24, John offers one more sign that we’re born of God. We can know 
we’re God’s children by the Spirit, whom he has given us. This is a transitional comment, as 
John proceeds to speak about the Spirit in chapter 4. So we’ll table our discussion of this 
statement until next week.  

In the meantime, let’s return to the issue of assurance. When we act in love towards 
fellow believers, we have confidence that God will answer our prayers. Why? Why is that? Does 
this mean God only answers when we’re good enough? Is he harsh and exacting? Or, is God a 
genie? Does obedience enable us to manipulate him; to make him do our bidding? No. John is 
saying none of these things. 

God is our Father. He’s always attentive to us. And he delights to give us good things. 
But he’s also committed to maturing us. And if we refuse to love our brothers and sisters, he 
may withhold blessings until we repent. We have a personal relationship with God. But it isn’t a 
private relationship; it isn’t insulated from our relationships with other Christians. If we 
mistreat fellow believers, it may hinder our prayers. Scripture makes this point repeatedly.6

If you’re a parent, you understand this. If your kids are mistreating each other, you can’t 
pretend that everything is ok. Imagine that I’m playing with my two kids; Addie and Jake. Jake 
and I are playing in our sandbox, but Addie wants my complete attention. So she shoves Jake 
out of the way and says, “play with me, Dad!” This is all purely hypothetical, by the way. My 
response can’t be, “of course, honey! By the way, what else would you like from me today? Tell 
me, I’m all ears.” Addie has done something that disrupts the harmony of our family. And I 
cannot give her what she wants until the situation is addressed. Similarly, God may withhold 
blessings to teach us how to love our siblings.   

 We 
cannot enjoy close fellowship with God if we persist in neglecting Christians close to us. God 
will not allow it.  

By contrast, when we obey our Father, we have assurance that we are aligned with him; 
that we are living out of our new identity as his children. And when our lives are aligned with 
his will, we have confidence that our prayers will be as well. As we submit to God’s will, our 
prayers change. Our desires become God’s desires. And we can pray with greater expectancy. 
                                                           

6 See Isaiah 58; Matthew 5:23-25; 1 Peter 3:7.   
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Kashelle and I have experienced this. As we have become more generous, God has provided for 
our needs in more spectacular ways. Money shows up. Bills are less than we anticipate. Our  
prayers for provision seem to get answered more quickly.  

True love assures. When we sacrifice for our brothers and sisters, we have greater 
confidence in prayer. Are you confident in prayer? Is God answering your requests? If he’s not, I 
don’t have any easy answers. Unanswered prayer is often a mystery. Sometimes, we simply 
don’t know why God doesn’t respond to our requests. But, it may be that you’re refusing to 
love a brother or sister in need. Maybe you aren’t in close proximity to other Christians. You 
don’t know of needs, because you truly don’t know other Christians very well. If that’s the case, 
you need to find a small group, or some primary group of Christians. Commit to loving them. In 
any case, ask God to search you, to show you if there’s an individual that you’ve been 
neglecting.   

We are God’s children. We share his spiritual DNA. And therefore, we will show our 
siblings in Christ the love of God. We will act in sacrificial ways. We will overcome internal 
resistance. And we ultimately will have greater assurance in prayer, knowing that we are 
coming into greater alignment with his will. This kind of love demonstrates that we are born of 
God. 

 
If you’re new to Christianity, here’s the stark truth. We cannot imitate this love until we 

receive it. Love comes from God, and only God can make us truly loving. God’s love is more 
than a feeling or a desire. God’s love is revealed in the person of Jesus. Jesus came to earth to 
live the life that we should have lived so that we could receive his perfect record of 
righteousness as a gift. He died the death we deserved to die, bearing God’s judgment on our 
behalf so that we don’t have to. And he rose from death, defeating all of God’s enemies, so that 
we can live with him forever. This is the ultimate demonstration of love; Jesus died to save you. 
That’s the love you need. If you trust in Jesus, you will experience it as a reality of life. And God 
will not just show you his love for you. His love will work through you to bless others. Let’s pray.   
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