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If You Love God, You’ll Love People 
 (1 John 4:7-11)  
We’ve just began a new series entitled “Loving Your Neighbor” which is based upon something Jesus said in Matt. 
22. When Jesus is asked, “What is the greatest commandment of the Law? Jesus replies: “'YOU SHALL LOVE THE 
LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND.' This is the great 
and foremost commandment. The second is like it, 'YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.' On these two 
commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets." (Matt. 22:37-40) Jesus says that all the commands in 
the Old Testament and the New are simply applying these two commandments: love God and love people.  All the 
Bible really commands us to do is to love: to love God and love people.  It is simple but it is not simplistic – and 
over the next weeks, we’re going to look at what loving our neighbor really means.  This morning, however, I want 
to look at the relationship between these two commands.  When Jesus was asked which command was the 
greatest, why did He add a second?  Why didn’t He just say, “Love God” and leave it at that? What I hope to show 
you today is that we cannot separate loving God from loving people; and how my failure to love my neighbor is a 
failure to love God.  Look at what John writes in 1 John 4. “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.”  (1 John 4:20-21)  
Do you love God?  That’s a hard question to answer isn’t it?  How can I tell?  Do I get emotional when I think about 
God or sing His praises?  Do I have a passion to learn more about Him?  Do I want to devote all of my time to 
serving Him?  Those things can be evidence of a genuine love for God; but the Bible says that it’s possible to feel 
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; and that means, for those of us who love to worship, that no 
matter how you feel when you worship, if you don’t love people, the Bible says you don’t love God.  That means 
for you 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 for you activists who are busy night and day serving God, 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.”   I cannot love God without also loving my neighbor and I cannot love my neighbor unless I 
love God – and today I want to show you why.  Let’s look at 1 John 4:7-11. 
 
There’s only one command in this passage: Vs. 7 “Beloved, let us love one another...” The rest of the passage 
explains why we’re to love one another. The command is about loving my neighbor as myself but the rest of the 
passage is about my relationship with God; because John says that a love for people is the natural result of a 
healthy relationship with God. If my relationship with God doesn’t make a profound difference in my relationship 
with people, I don’t have the relationship with Him I think I have because according to John, God is the author of 
love (where we find love), He is the model of love (He teaches us what love really is and how to love) and He is the 
motive for love; (He is the reason to love.)  That’s why how I treat you says a lot more about what I think about 
Him that what I think about you.   
 
According to vs. 7-8 GOD IS THE AUTHOR OF LOVE. “Beloved, let us love one another…” (why?) …”for love is from 
God and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.  The one who does not love does not know God for God 
is love.”  John says that a love for people is the result of knowing God.  Real love isn’t based upon how I feel about 
you; or what know about you that makes you lovable.  Real love is based upon what I know about God; which 
means that I can’t really love people without first knowing God.  None of us is a natural born lover.   None of us 
burst out of the womb, “Hi world, I’m here to love you...to sacrifice for you...to lay down my life for you; what can I 
do for you? And by the way Mom, thanks for carrying me around for the last 9 months. You can take it easy now. 
I’m just here to make your life easier because I love you!” No, we’re all born selfish.  Now if somebody makes us 
feel good or if they look good or if we need them to get what we want, we may develop feelings of affection for 
them.  But that’s not love; that’s self interest.  That’s why that affection quickly disappears once that somebody no 
longer looks good or feels good or serves our interests.  We are not natural lovers.  Love is something we must 



learn to do; and before we can love people, we have to find a source of love outside of ourselves.  According to 
John, we’ll find the ability and the motivation to love from God Himself, because “Love is FROM God” God is the 
author of love, the source of love, and where we find love.  We don’t find love by making others lovable. (You 
know, “Think of 10 things you like about your husband and you’re stuck at number 1.)  We don’t find love by 
looking in ourselves, (You are not lovable but I will love you anyway because I am a CHRISTIAN!  As one guy said to 
me, “I have to love you.  I don’t have to like you!”). We only find the ability and the motivation to love our 
neighbor through a relationship with the living God who is love.  John says, “Love is from God.”   Where do I find 
the ability, the motivation and the strength to love people? “Love is from God.” I can only learn to love you by 
coming to the author of love, to God Himself.   Now because love is from God, John continues, “Everyone who 
loves is born of God and knows God.”  Who loves her neighbor as herself?  “Everyone who loves is born of God and 
knows God.” I have to be born into God’s family and I have to get to know my Dad.  First, I have to be born of God 
or born again, that is, born spiritually. Jesus said, “That which is born of flesh...(born physically) is flesh, and that 
which is born of the Spirit is spirit.” Every Christian is born twice.  We’re born physically of our human parents and 
inherit their characteristics; and we are born spiritually by the action of the Holy Spirit when we put our faith in 
Jesus as our own Savior and Lord and inherit His characteristics. The instant Jesus Christ comes to live in me I 
become a new person, a child of God, a brand new spiritual being, born of the Spirit, with the nature and the 
desires of Jesus.  Why must I be born of God in order to love people?  I can’t love people with God’s love until 
God’s love is in me and God’s love won’t be in me until I become one of His kids and share His nature.  I know what 
you’re thinking. “But I know lots of Christians who aren’t very loving. They’re born again.” They may be God’s kids 
but if they don’t love their neighbor, they’re not living at home and they don’t know their dad very well. John 
writes, “Everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. The one who does not love does not know God for God 
is love.”  Once we’re born again, we learn to love by getting to know our Father.  My relationship with you says a 
lot more about what I think about God than it does about what I think about with you; because no matter how 
long I’ve gone to church, or how much of the Bible I know, if I don’t love you, John says, I don’t know God.  Now 
when John talks about knowing God, he’s talking about more than knowing facts about God. He’s talking about an 
intimate relationship with God. When the Bible says that Adam knew Eve, it doesn’t mean he read her biography 
because the result of them knowing each other was baby Cain. When John talks about knowing God, he means 
knowing God intimately and not the way you’d know about a figure from history but the way you’d know a spouse 
or a close, personal friend.  That’s why we say that Christianity isn’t a religion, it’s a relationship.  Jesus said, “This 
is eternal life, that they may KNOW You, the only true God and Jesus Christ whom You sent.”  John’s point is that it 
is impossible to have that kind of intimate relationship with God and fail to love people because God is love. He’s 
the first lover and all love originates with Him. God didn’t look down from heaven one day and see people loving 
each other and ask, “Now that’s a good idea!  Maybe I should treat them the way they treat each other.” No, love 
is from God because God is love.  He is the author and originator of love; and anything we know of love is just a 
tarnished reflection of God Himself.  Any affection or compassion I have for others is just a small reminder of the 
inexhaustible love of God.  When you meet God, you’ve met love because all love finds its origin in Him.  Do you 
believe that you have been born of God – that you know God?  Then ask yourself, “How has my relationship with 
God changed my relationship with people?”   
 
God is love and so it is when we love our neighbor that we are most like God because God is the author of love and 
He is therefore the model for love. He shows us what real love is.  Look at vs. 9-10. “By this the love of God was 
manifested in us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world so that we might live through Him.  In this 
is love, not that we loved God but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.”  When you 
hear the word, love, what picture comes to your mind - a romantic evening, a mother nursing a sick child, tacos?  
People use the word love in many different ways but John says, if we want to see real love, we need to look at how 
the author of love loves.  What do we learn about love from God?  First, His love is active.  John says that God has 
manifested the love He has for us. Manifest means to demonstrate by action. God didn’t appear to John and say, 
“Write this down.  I am love.  Just take it on faith.”  No, God manifested His love for us by what He did, sending His 
only begotten Son into the world to rescue us from death.  Paul writes in Rom. 5:8, “God demonstrates His own 
love for us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”  That tells me that real love is active, never passive. 
A marriage counselor asks a client, “Why did you get married?”  The guy replies, “Because I love my wife.” The 
counselor says, “Really?  What do you do for her?” The guy finally sputters, “Isn’t enough for her that I just exist?”  
How do the people you love know that you love them?  If God is the model of true love, then true love is action; 



doing something for somebody because we love them.  The second way God models true love is sacrifice.  True 
love always costs the lover. What did God do because He loved us?  “He sent His ONLY BEGOTTEN SON into the 
world that we might live through Him.”  The heart of the gospel is that God sacrificed His own Son for us.  We were 
rebels; dead in our sins, under the just wrath of God for our crimes, separated from the source of life and 
spiritually dead, suffering the wages of doing wrong and on our way to an eternity in hell.  But because God loved 
us, He saved us in the only way He could; by sacrificing His only begotten Son, the Son with whom He had enjoyed 
sweet fellowship from all eternity, the Son He loved more than anything in the universe, to die in our place.  I 
would not sacrifice one of my children for you and neither would you. But God did because unlike you and me, 
God is pure love.  John writes in 1 John 3:16, “We know love by this – here is what real love looks like – that He 
(Jesus) laid down His life for us.”  Real love is sacrifice.  If love doesn’t cost me anything, it’s not love.  How do I 
know that Jesus loves me?  He gave His life for me.  And then in vs. 16, John adds the uncomfortable postscript, 
“…and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.”  What do I learn from God as the model of love? Loving my 
neighbor as myself means sacrificing what I want for myself (whether it is my time, my money, my convenience or 
my reputation) for my neighbor’s good. 
  
If God is the model of love, then true love is active, true love is sacrificial and finally, true love is free.  “In this is 
love (here’s what real love is) not that WE loved God but that HE loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation 
(payment) for our sins.” God didn’t respond to our love for Him because we didn’t love Him.  Just the opposite; the 
Bible says we were hostile towards Him. He loves us because He is love; not because of anything we do.  True love 
is unselfish.  It doesn’t demand anything in return.  It doesn’t depend on the one who is loved but on the one who 
loves. God loved us while we were His enemies and knowing that millions of us would never respond to His love.  
But He loved us anyway and sent His Son to die for us.  His love is free for us although it cost Him everything.  
When John says, “Beloved, let us love one another” he shows us how.  Love like your Father loves you. If God’s 
love is active, what am I doing for those I love?  If God’s love is sacrifice, what am I giving up for those I love?  And 
if God’s love is free, what do I charge for my love – and when do people use up their credit?    
Fireplace: locomotive. I hope you’re beginning to see that we can’t love our neighbor the way God loves apart 
from a relationship with the God who is love.  That’s why John says, “Beloved let us love one another” because 
God is the author of love, the model for love and finally because He is the motive for love. “Beloved if God so loved 
us, we ought to love one another.” Why should I love you - because you’re so smart, so good, so irresistible?  No, 
that’s called infatuation.  Well, do I love you because you meet a need in my life, because you care about me and 
are nice to me and stand by me and help me?  Is that a sufficient reason for me to love you?  No, that’s just self-
interest.  I don’t love you.  I love what you do for me.   Well, shouldn’t I love you just because love is the right thing 
to do?  Sure, but duty alone does not provide sufficient motivation to make the hard choices love demands at 
times.   John says that we should love people because God loves us.  His love for me is my motivation to love my 
neighbor. “If God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.”  Or as John writes in vs. 19, “We love because He 
first loved us.” My love for my neighbor is my response to God’s love for me.  He is my motivation for loving others, 
because He loves me even when they don’t.  He won’t fail me even when they do.  He won’t desert me or abandon 
me or gossip about me or want anything for me but my very best.  His love for me is perfect and all He asks of me 
is to love my neighbor the way He loves me. He’s my motive for loving.  That’s why I cannot separate loving God 
from loving my neighbor.  I cannot love my neighbor unless I love God and I cannot love God without loving my 
neighbor.  And the more I believe that He loves me, the more I’ll love you. 
Wingback: Two columns: Look at what John says in 1 John 4:17, “God is love, and the one who abides in love 
abides in God and God abides in him.  By this, love is perfected with us (grows within us)...”  “Perfected” means to 
grow and mature. How do I learn to love my neighbor?  How do I grow in my ability to love my neighbor? By 
abiding in and trusting in God’s love for me.  That’s why my relationship with you reveals a lot more about what I 
think about God than what I think about you.  I cannot love others with the love of God if I haven’t experienced His 
love myself.  So John gives us a little test to see whether love is being perfected in us. “There is no fear in love; but 
perfect love casts out fear, because fear involves punishment, and the one who fears is not perfected in love.”  (1 
John 4:18)  John says the opposite of love isn’t hatred but fear.  “There is no fear in love...” and therefore, “The one 
who fears is not perfected in love.” Why is fear the opposite of love?  Love for people is the result of my faith in 
God’s love for me, but fear is the opposite of faith.  Fear is the result of unbelief and so if I’m motivated by fear, 
I’m not motivated by faith. If I’m motivated by fear, I don’t really believe that God loves me; and since God’s love 
for me is my motivation for loving others, people motivated by fear can’t love others. If I don’t really believe that 



God loves me, that He will give me what I need, that He will protect me and satisfy me, the only alternative is to 
look out for myself which leads inevitably to fear. What if I can’t get what I need?  What if people reject me or hurt 
me or use me?  When I am motivated by fear rather than by faith, I see everyone and everything in terms of my 
survival – because if I don’t take care of me, who will?  If you love me, I’ll love you as long as it is in my interest to 
love you.  If you help me, I’ll help you.  But, if you threaten me, watch out!   So ask yourself, am I more motivated 
by faith in God’s love for me or by fear?  When people are in need, do I give them what they need or do I hoard it 
for myself?  Can I accept people who are different or who disagree with me because I’m secure in God’s love or do 
I exclude anyone who threatens me?  Do I forgive those who hurt me or do I punish them?  Do I treat people the 
way Jesus treats me or do I treat people the way they treat me?  Our ability to love others depends on what we 
really believe about God.   
 
I played rugby for several years with the Old Blues, the Cal alumni team, and one of my teammates was a dean at 
the University and one of the nicest guys I’ve ever meet. He had been a pastor but when his marriage broke up, he 
left the ministry and went to work at the University and by the time we met, he was no longer following Christ.  
There were a handful of Christians on the team and while we were friendly towards him, I think that we also held 
him at arm’s length since in our view he had denied the faith and had gone over to the other side.  We never said 
that to him of course, but I think our attitude toward him came through more than we intended. One day a couple 
of us dropped by his office on campus just to say hi, and he immediately sat us down, closed the door and told us 
he wanted to tell us something.  He told us how he had recently returned to church for the first time in years in 
what he described as a spiritual rebirth.  God was becoming real to him again, his faith was starting to grow and 
there was real joy in his life for the first time in years.  I asked him what precipitated this change in his life and he 
told us about an Episcopal priest who had befriended him.  He said that Christ was so real in this man that he 
began to feel homesick for what he had left behind and he soon got involved in a Bible study with him and one 
thing had led to another.  We walked out of his office that afternoon with mixed feelings.  We were really happy to 
see what was happening to him spiritually, but I had to wonder why he hadn’t seen Christ in us.  I realize now that 
for as much of the Bible we thought we knew - our behavior didn’t reveal Christ and that’s John’s whole point.  It’s 
impossible to really know the God of the Bible and to fail to love people.  We can’t separate loving God from loving 
people. I cannot love my neighbor unless I love God and I cannot love God without loving my neighbor. The better I 
know the One who is love itself, the more loving I will become.  Love for people isn’t a result of your personality or 
your background or your emotions.  We learn to love as we get to know God and how He loves us; and then step 
out in faith to share that love with others.   
 
This morning you might wonder if God really does love you.  You might think that if God really loved me, He 
would....and you can fill in the blank. But God has already proven how much He loves us. In fact, His love for us is 
the theme of the Bible.  The Bible consists of 66 books written by 40 authors from a variety of cultures, languages 
and ages over a span of 1600 years and yet it tells a single story.  It is a rescue story about how God rescues His 
creation and His people from evil and from death and the hero of the story is Jesus.  He is promised in the Old 
Testament and that promise is kept in the New.  God’s Son becomes a human being in order to do for us what we 
could not do for ourselves.  He lives the life we failed to live, perfectly obeying His Father in everything so that God 
can credit His record of righteousness as a gift to all who put their faith in Him.  He dies the death we deserve to 
die, bearing the punishment for our sins on the cross so that we don’t have to but can be pardoned when we 
repent and trust in Jesus as our Savior and Lord.  And He rises from the dead, defeating death for us so that we can 
live with Him forever.  Why does Jesus do all that for us?  He loves us and if I really believe that, I will love others 
the way He loves me. 
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