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Laurie and I have been away on vacation for the past three Sundays and its really good to be back with our 
Creekside family.  I really appreciate the hard work Jeff and Richard did in filling in for me.  We didn’t go anywhere, 
we just relaxed at home, no plan, no responsibilities, did a lot of swimming, puttered around the garden, did a few 
home projects, read and just rested a lot.  It was exactly what we needed and we’re grateful that you give us the 
opportunity to recharge our batteries each year.  A couple of weeks ago I was driving home from one of my daily 
trips to Home Depot, traveling up 35th Ave. in Oakland which shrinks from four to two lanes when you cross 
International Blvd. So I’m waiting for the light to change at 35th and International; and there’s one car in front of 
me and two cars in the lane to my right who may or may not be aware they’re about to lose their lane.  So when 
the light changes, I wait to let the first car on my right pull in front of me, figuring that the car behind him will pull 
in behind me as the street narrows.  However he just pulls over into my lane on top of me.  If I hadn’t swerved to 
get out of his way and stopped to let him in, we would have ended up exchanging phone numbers and insurance 
information and who knows what else.  Well, I was mad.  I don’t remember honking my horn - though the horn of 
a Honda Civic will never be described as attention getting - but I did give him the death stare, telepathically 
commanding the wheels of his car to fall off.  (It probably is a good thing that God doesn’t give me the super 
powers I crave.)  Anyway now I’m driving up 35th behind this guy, righteously indignant and shocked by the evil in 
this world, when I remember what I had asked God for that morning.  I’ve been praying lately about living 
consistently with the gospel and part of living consistently with the gospel is treating people the way that God has 
treated me.  And as I drive, I’m thinking, “Is the way I’m treating that driver the way that Jesus treated me?   
Probably not.  Jesus is merciful with me, patient with me and  treats me far better than I deserve.  I’m not merciful 
or patient and I want people to get what they deserve. In fact, treating people the way Jesus treats me is the 
hardest part of the gospel for me to apply consistently.   And Jesus explains why in Matthew 5:43-48.  "You have 
heard that it was said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I say to you, love your enemies and 
pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for He causes His sun to 
rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.  For if you love those who love 
you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same?  If you greet only your brothers, what 
more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? Therefore you are to be perfect, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect.”  How is the way God loves different than the way that people love?  People love 
conditionally.  Our love for people is conditioned on how people treat us.  We love those who love us and hate 
those who hate us.  God, on the other hand, doesn’t treat people the way they treat Him.  He loves everyone, 
causing the sun to shine on both the evil and the good and sending rain to both the righteous and the unrighteous.  
That’s why Jesus says that if we only love those who love us and are only friendly to our friends, we’re no different 
than anyone else.  But if we’re truly God’s children, we will love the way He loves, because we’ll be responding to 
Him and how He treats us rather than to people and how they treat us; and that is the essence of John’s argument 
in 1 John 4.  John argues that our relationship with people is one of the most accurate indicators of whether we 
have a relationship with God or not.  In vs. 7-11, John says that if I KNOW God, I’ll love you.  In vs. 12-16 John says 
that if Jesus is living in me and through me, I’ll love you.  In vs. 17-18 John says that if I’m growing and maturing 
spiritually I’ll love you.  And this morning we’ll see that in vs. 19-5:3 John says that if I love God, I’ll love you. This 
morning I want to ask two simple questions.  How can I know if I love God and how can I know if I love people?   
 
John summarizes everything he’s said so far in chapter 4 about love in vs. 19. “We love because He first loved us.”  
Why are we to love each other?  Because God loves us.  His love for us motivates us to love people.   Real love is 
not a feeling we get when we like what we see or we like how we feel with a particular person.  Real love is not 
something we give to somebody so we can get something in return.  Real love is not a duty laid on us because 
we’re Christians and therefore we’re supposed to love. Real love for others is my response to God’s love for me.  
You don’t love me because I’m lovable. (That’s obvious!) You don’t love me so I’ll love me back.  You don’t even 
love you because it’s the right thing to do.  You love me because God loves you and the more of His love you 
experience, the more you’ll love people.  “We love BECAUSE He first loved us.”  My love for you is simply a 
reflection of my faith in His love for me. The Greeks had different words for love.  There was eros, for erotic or 



romatic love.  I love you if- if you make me feel good,  if you’ll give me pleasure, if you can satisfy me.  There was 
“Phileo” or brotherly love: I love you because - because you’re my wife, my son, my daughter, my friend. But when 
John talks about the love God has for us, and the love we’re to have for each other, he doesn’t use either of those 
words.  He uses a third Greek word for “love” - agape.  Agape isn’t I love you if or I love you because; it’s simply I 
love you.  Agape isn’t motivated by anything in the object of love, it all comes from within the lover.  God’s love is 
not motivated by anything in us.  We love because He first loved us.  He’s the initiator, not us.   “In this is love, not 
that we loved God but that He loved us...”  “God demonstrates His own love for us in that while we were yet 
sinners, Christ died for us.”  God doesn’t look down from heaven and see all these people who love Him and want 
to serve Him and then responds to our love for Him by loving us back.  That’s the way the Greeks and Romans saw 
the gods; as largely indifferent to people unless people could earn their favor through devotion and sacrifice.  But 
in the story of the Bible, people don’t love God, they hate Him; but He loves us anyway.  He loves us in spite of the 
fact that we were His enemies, in spite of the fact that we rebel against Him daily; in spite of the fact we wanted 
absolutely nothing to do with Him.  Nevertheless, He loved us.  That’s agape love.  I love you in spite of.  And agape 
isn’t God simply tolerating us.  Agape was used for the intense delight and affection a parent has for their favorite 
child.  Agape love is what made Jesus’ story of the prodigal son so scandalous to the religious people of His day, a 
story of a father who keeps on loving the son who deserted and dishonored him and keeps waiting and watching 
for his son to return.  Eros love reaches up for somebody to take you higher.  Phileo love reaches out to a peer, a 
companion, a friend.  Only agape reaches down to the unworthy, the rebel, the reject, and says I love you.  You are 
my favorite, my delight.   That’s how God loves us.  And that’s how we’re to love each other.  When John says, “We 
love because He first loved us” He literally says, “We agape because He first agaped us.”  That tells me that real 
love doesn’t depend on feelings or on attraction or on my need for someone. Real love doesn’t depend on the one 
we love at all.  Real love comes from God and is motivated by God.  We love God because He loves us.  We love 
people because He loves us.  God is the source of love, the example of love, the motivation for love.  So how can I 
tell if I really love God and if I really love people?  That’s the issue John addresses now. 
 
“If someone says, "I love God," and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does not love his brother whom 
he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen.  And this commandment we have from Him, that the one who 
loves God should love his brother also.  Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God; and whoever loves 
the Father loves the child born of Him.”  1 John 4:20-5:1  Do you love God?  That’s a hard question to answer isn’t 
it?  How do I quantify my love for God?  Do I feel emotional and get teary when I think about God or sing praise to 
Him?  Is that the way I know I love God?  Do I have a passion to learn more and more about Him?  Is that the way I 
know I love Him?  Do I want to devote all of my time to serving Him?  Is that the way I know I love Him?  All of 
those can be evidence of a genuine love for God. But its possible to feel all those things and still not love God. John 
says the best way to tell if you love God is if you love people.  People are the acid test of our true relationship with 
God.  That means, for those who love to worship, that even if we feel all mushy and teary and happy in worship; if 
we don’t love people, the Bible says we don’t love God.  That means for students of the Bible, that we can love to 
learn about God but if we don’t love people, the Bible says we don’t love God. And that means activists who are 
busy night and day serving and giving, that we can love to serve and to minister, but if we don’t love people, the 
Bible says we don’t love God.  The Catholic writer, Dorothy Day writes, “You cannot love God more than the 
person you love least.”   Because real love is not shaped nor motivated by the person we love, it is motivated by 
God Himself.  We love BECAUSE He love us.  That’s why Jesus commands His disciples to love our enemies, to love 
strangers, to love people from whom we’ll never receive anything back - so we will be like our Father in heaven 
who causes His rain to fall on both the just and the unjust.  
 
John gives us 3 reasons why our love for God is measured by our love for people. First, people give us a concrete 
opportunity to love God.  “If someone says, "I love God," and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does 
not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen.”  Each person I meet is a concrete 
opportunity to show God that I love Him.  Because each human being is created in God’s image and is the closest 
thing to God you will find in this world.  That’s why the way we treat people is the way you would treat God.  
Didn’t Jesus say something about I was hungry and you fed me; I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink; I 
was lonely and you visited me; I was naked and you clothed me?  And on the day of judgment, people will ask, 
“When Lord?  When did we ever see YOU hungry or thirsty or lonely or naked?”  And Jesus will reply, “To the 
extent you did to the least of these, my brethren, you did it to me.”  The way we treat people, especially other 



Christians, is the way we would actually treat Christ if we had the opportunity.  That’s why John says that nobody 
can love God and hate his brother, because if you don’t love the brother you see, the brother who’s right there in 
front of you, the brother you can love, then you can’t love God whom you haven’t seen.  There’s a great scene in 
the movie, “The Four Feathers,” which takes place in the Sudan during the late 1800s.  A young British army officer 
is lost in the Sahara and finally collapses in the sand, dehydrated and delirious.  He is rescued by a huge African 
tribesman who becomes his guardian angel for the rest of the film. At different times in the story, the young officer 
asks the tribesman why he is helping him.  The tribesman always replies, “God put you in my path.  I had to help 
you.”  That’s what John means here.  I don’t love people because they’re lovable, I love them because I love God 
and He put them in my path.  
 
So the first reason John can say that if you don’t love people, you don’t love God is because people provide a 
concrete opportunity to love God.  The second reason you can’t love God without loving people is because God has 
commanded us to love each other.  “And  (here’s a second reason if you don’t love people you don’t love God) this 
is the commandment which we have from Him, that the one who loves God should love his brother also.   Jesus 
said, “He who has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me.”  How do I know if I love God?  Do I 
do what He says to do?  Love for God isn’t just warm fuzzy feelings about God. Loving God means obeying God.  
Jesus taught that if we don’t obey Him, we don’t love Him.  Period.  And He’s commanded us to love each other.  
Love is a command to obey, not just a feeling.  And it’s a choice I make because of my relationship with God and 
not necessarily because of my relationship with the person I love.  When I’m selfish or insensitive or inattentive to 
Laurie, she doesn’t  forgive me because I deserve to be forgiven; she forgives me because God commands her to 
forgive me, and she loves God.  When the kitchen is a mess and nobody in our family has time to clean, I don’t 
drop what I’m doing and clean up because its my job, or to make the other family members feel guilty or so my 
wife will brag about me to her friends.  I do it because I love God, and He commands me to love and serve my 
family.  When folks from Creekside serve in the community, you don’t do it so people will tell you what good 
Christians you are or so that people will think you’re really spiritual.  You serve because you love God and He’s 
commanded us to care for the poor, the sick and the helpless and to take the good news of Jesus to them.  “If you 
love me, you’ll keep my commandments.”  We can’t love God and not love people because He has commanded us 
to love people. 
 
Here’s a third reason you can’t love God and not love people.  If you’re part of a family, you naturally love the 
other members of that family. “Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God:” Who is born of God?  Who 
is the child of God?  Whoever believes that Jesus is the Messiah.  Whoever puts their trust in Jesus as the Son of 
God, God’s promised King and the savior of the world. Does that mean that if a Catholic sincerely  believes that 
Jesus is the Christ, she’s born of God?  Sure.  Does that mean that if a Methodist sincerely  believes that Jesus is the 
Christ, he’s born of God?  Yes.  Does that mean that if a Russian Orthodox or a Baptist or an Episcopalian  sincerely  
believes that Jesus is the Christ, they’re born of God?  Yes.  How do you get into God’s family?  By trusting in what 
Jesus said about Himself.  If you’ve trusted Jesus to be your Savior and Lord, you’re in the family, regardless of 
what label you wear.  Which means that God’s family is a lot bigger than most people think it is.  You know,  history 
if full of religious wars between people who thought they and they alone loved God.  But look at what John writes.  
“...and whoever loves the Father loves the child born of Him.”  You’re in God’s family and I’m in God’s family and 
that makes us siblings.  Regardless of what church you attend or what denomination you belong to, if we’re in the 
same family, I’m to love you.  Why is it impossible to love God and to not love people? “Whoever loves the Father 
loves the child born of Him.”  Have you noticed that once you have kids, you find out who your real friends are?  
Because once you’ve got this screaming, unpredictable little bundle who demands to be center stage at all times, 
and who controls every moment of every hour and who usually doesn’t smell too good, you find that some of your 
old friends stop coming around and stop asking you to do stuff with them. Because if they do, you’ll bring the 
baby.  But you also find that other friends love that child because they love you.  They can’t imagine loving you and 
not loving your baby because he or she is part of you.  That’s the way it is with God.  God loves every child as if we 
were His only child.  And if we love Him, we’ll love them too.   
 
So John says  I can’t honestly say I love God without loving people because people give me the opportunity to love 
God, God has commanded me to love people, and if I love God, I’ll love His kids. Well, if loving people is the acid 
test of my love for God, how do I know if I really love people?  It’s very easy for me to deceive myself about loving 



God and about loving people.  John says the way we know we love God is that we love people.  But how do I know 
if I really love people? “By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and observe His 
commandments. For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His commandments are not 
burdensome.”  --  1 John 5:2-3  How do we know if we really love people?  John says when we love God and keep 
His commands.  How do I know that I love you? Do I do what God commands me to do in my relationship with 
you?  Because John says that keeping God’s commands is the essence of loving God and loving people. By this we 
know that we love the children of God, when we love God and observe His commandments. For this is the love of 
God, that we keep His commandments;  And John adds that His commands aren’t burdensome or impossible to 
keep - and next Sunday we’ll see why we can obey God’s commands as we look at the following verses and one of 
the most life-changing truths contained in Scripture.  John says that the way we know we’re loving God and that 
we’re loving people is when we keep God’s commands.  Why? Paul writes in Romans 13:10, “Love does no wrong 
to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.”  The goal of every command in the bible is love; how to 
love God and how to love people.  If I want to know if I love you, I have only to ask, am I obeying the commands of 
Scripture?  Because love is the goal of all those all those commandments.  The Bible is the book of love.  It tells me 
why to love: because God first loved me and it tells me how to love.  God is the motivation to love people and God 
defines what loving people means.  Because I don’t just naturally know how to love God or people.  I have to be 
taught by Christ how to love.  That’s what it means to be Christ’s disciple - learning to obey all His commandments.  
That’s why Jesus says in John 8:31-32, “If you continue in My word, you are truly my disciples and you will know the 
truth and the truth will set you free.”  A disciple is a person who obeys the commands of the Scripture.  The Bible is 
his compass, the way he knows right from wrong and truth from error. That’s why John says that to learn how to 
love, we need to learn God’s commands. God defines what real love is.  Which means that before I can really love 
God or you, I have to unlearn much about what I’ve been taught about love by my family, my experiences and my 
culture.  
 
I encouraged a friend to investigate Christianity and he began reading through the gospels.  I figured it wouldn’t be 
long before he became a Christian because to me, Jesus is the most compelling personality of all time.  If my friend 
would just take the time to really look at Jesus, I was confident that he would decide to follow Him.  But he didn’t.  
In fact, the more he read about Jesus, the less he liked Him.  He thought Jesus was rude, sometimes downright 
mean.  He called people names.  He got in people’s faces.  My friend told me that Jesus doesn’t seem nearly as 
loving as Christians often portray Him.  And my friend was right.  If you read the New Testament, expecting to find 
the meek, sensitive, politically correct, saccharine sweet Jesus our culture wants, you will be disappointed.  You’ll 
discover instead a tough-minded, in-your-face Jesus who calls them as He see’s them, who can be gentle and meek 
with people who admit their sin but who can be pretty tough on the religious hypocrites and the self-righteous - 
not because He doesn’t love them but because He does.  Because the Bible’s concept of love is quite different from 
every culture’s concept of love - as we saw earlier in the passage from Matthew 5.  That’s why we need God’s 
commands to teach us what real love looks like.  Our own culture swings back and forth between a sentimental 
view of love and a sensual view of love, neither of which are adequate for real life.  The sentimental view of love 
creates a god who is more like a big teddy bear than the holy and awesome Lord of the Universe and Christians 
who are  just nice, undemanding people, always smiling and never ever suggesting that anyone may be wrong 
about anything - which is why my friend reacted so strongly against the real Jesus.  Our culture has reduced the 
powerful love of the Bible with its toughness, its integrity, its self-sacrifice to a sweet, sickening niceness that 
accepts everything and everybody and never causes any conflicts.  Here’s a wife with an alcoholic husband.  He’s 
irresponsible,  a lousy dad and his children are suffering. Yet she puts up with him, doesn’t protect her children and 
keeps rescuing him from every mess his drinking creates.  Because she believes that’s what love means.  Or here 
are parents who can’t say no to their child.  Everything the little guy wants, he gets. He is a tyrant because his 
parents love him so much. They can’t refuse him anything nor do they discipline and train him. Is that love?  Or 
your friend is having an affair and  you know about it.  But you think, she needs my support right now, not my 
correction, so I’ll just keep my mouth shut and love her.  But is that love? For years, I bought into our culture’s 
sentimental view of love, because I naturally avoid conflict and like to please people.  I have made huge mistakes 
as a leader because I didn’t understand what real love is and that to be the leader Christ has called me to be means 
being direct and honest about what I believe God wants us to do and to hold people accountable, instead of 
keeping my mouth shut for fear of hurting people’s feelings or causing conflict.  I just told myself I was being 
loving.  But that’s not what Jesus did and He was the most loving man who ever lived.  Clearly, my definition of 



love needs some work.  That’s why I need God’s commands.  Because according to the Bible, what I thought was 
loving wasn’t loving at all.  It was cowardice.  God teaches us how to love by giving us His commands, a clear, 
objective way to see how love behaves in the different circumstances of life.  So I can answer the question, Do I 
really love people? Not by how I feel about those people, but by what I do as measured by the clear commands of 
God who calls me to love as He loves.   
 
And that means that for me to love you, I need to learn and apply what’s in this book.  If you are a disciple of Jesus, 
that is your purpose in life.  Because Jesus promises in John 15:10, “If you keep My commandments, you will abide 
in My love; just as I have kept My Father’s commandments and abide in His love.”   Notice that Jesus doesn’t say, 
“If you keep my commandments, I will love you.  He loves us whether we keep His commands or not. But Jesus 
says that if we keep His commandments, we will abide in His love - we will experience His love, His favor, His 
blessing, His presence - just like He experienced His Father’s love, favor, blessing and presence because He kept His 
Father’s commands.  Obedience is the key to communion with Christ, the way we experience Him and His power, 
His blessing and His favor more and more deeply.  That’s why Jesus says in John 14:21, “He who has My 
commandments and keeps them is the one who loves Me; (who loves Jesus?  Those who obey Him, who do what 
He says) and he who loves me will be loved by My Father and I will love him and will disclose myself to Him.”  
There’s the idea of abiding in His love, experiencing the love and the presence of the Father and the Son through 
obedience.  Which means I don’t love you because of what you’ll give me.  I love you because of what God gives 
me.  I want more of Him.  I want to experience His love, His favor, His blessing, His presence.  And all I have to do is 
to obey His command to love people. That’s why we can love our enemies.  That’s why John says, “We love 
because He first loved us.”  There are two simple truths I hope you will remember from this morning. First, real 
love is motivated by God. Second, real love is defined by God.  Every commandment simply explains what love 
looks like in a particular area of life.  So here’s a little experiment.  Who are you currently having a hard time 
loving? Who are you in conflict with right now?  Instead of focusing on who’s right and who’s wrong or on what 
you want to happen, focus instead on what commands in the Scripture do you need to obey in regard to this 
person?  How does God want you to love them?  The issue isn’t do you love them - the issue is, do you love God? 
And if you love Him, you’ll obey Him.  And when you do, you’ll discover that regardless of how that person 
responds, God will bless you.  He will draw near to you.  Things will start working out that haven’t worked out so 
far.  Your joy and peace will increase.  Simply because you obeyed.   
 
We don’t obey to become a Christian, we obey because we are a Christian.  We’re not saved because we obey, we 
obey because we’re saved.  “We love because He first loved us” is the gospel.  God loved us when we hated Him 
and in fulfillment of centuries of promises in the Old Testament sent His Son to save us by living the life we failed 
to live so that all who put their faith in Him would be credited with His righteousness; and dying the death we 
deserved to die, bearing the punishment for our sin on the cross so that we can be pardoned, and rising from the 
dead in our behalf so that we also can conquer death and live eternally.   God’s love always comes first.  Faith is 
our response to His love and to what He has done for us in Christ.  If you have never asked Jesus to be your Savior 
and Lord, trust Him today to come into your life, forgive your sins and make you God’s own child.  
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