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True Love
Trinity 1 T 1 John 4:16-21
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Coming off the coattails of Trinity Sunday, 
it’s appropriate for us to start this long green church season,
by talking about the source of our growth:
God’s love for us,
And our love for each other.

Love serves God and it serves neighbor.
This love is explained in the Ten Commandments.

What does it mean that we love God?
It means to have no other gods.
It means to use God’s name faithfully.
It means to gladly hear and receive what God says.
That’s the first three commandments, the first table of the law.

What does it mean to love our neighbor?
It means to honor, serve, love, and obey our parents and other authorities.
It means to help and support our neighbor in every physical need.
It means to live chaste lives, reserving yourself for your spouse who complements you physically, spiritually, and emotionally.
It means to help protect and respect our neighbors’ possessions and income.
It means to speak well, not ill, of our neighbors, explaining things to them in a kind way.
It means to respect your neighbor’s stuff and his family and workers.

This is how love expresses itself towards God and towards our neighbor.
But of course, true love can only be seen at the cross.
Through Christ’s sacrifice for us, we know true love,
For the Father sent His Son Jesus to be a propitiation for our sins.

In this discussion of true love, we look to our epistle text from John to teach us three things about love:
First, true love comes from God.
Second, true love is not afraid of God.
Third, true love for God cannot be separated from true love for our brothers and sisters in Christ.

First, true love comes from God. 
St. John says it in our text: “God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God.” 
God and love are identified together.
There can’t be one without the other.
There’s no possibility or capacity for true love unless one is first loved by God.

What kind of love is St. John talking about?

He’s not talking about man-made definitions of love – that’s not love.
True, divine love is revealed on Calvary’s cross.
It’s the love that He’s given to us. 
For God so loved the world, that he gave His only begotten Son,
That whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.
It’s a hard, strong love that endures all things for the goodness of the world.
It’s a pain-filled love.
It’s a type of love that goes where sin is and destroys it, so it won’t destroy us.
It’s a love that required suffering and death,
a love that drank the cup of God’s wrath poured out against sinners.

There is no love apart from this bloody, suffering kind of love.
If one isn’t centered in this blood, covering your sin,
One cannot know God.
One cannot know love. 

The world has other pictures and examples of ‘love’.
It even boasts of love,
which is on display this month.
But it’s a man-made attempt at love,
Because only God can do what love requires.

Love is not about feeling something,
it’s about doing something.
And the fruit of the world’s actions is evident,
because its love centers on the service of individual autonomy,
rather than the blood of Christ which covers OTHERS of their sins.

God instituted the Holy Sacrament to GIVE us His Body and Blood,
which covers our unrighteousness.
This is true love,
For it’s a love that comes from God alone.

Second, true love is not afraid of God.
St. John writes, “Perfect love casts out fear.”
But then elsewhere in Scripture, 
we’re told to fear God!
Like in Proverbs 1:7 which says, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.”
So which is it? Should we fear God or not?

There are two different ways of fearing God.
First, there is the fear of the one who does not know God’s love in Christ.
This person is afraid that God will come to him.
Second, there is the fear of the one who knows God’s love in Christ. 
This person is afraid that God will leave him. 

Those who don’t know God’s love cannot stand in the day of judgment.
Thus, it brings them fear,
because they don’t know where they stand before God, our righteous judge.
That very idea – that God will judge the world – makes them uncomfortable and afraid.
This sort of fear of God has to do with punishment. 
And so, God’s love has not been made perfect in them.
That is, God’s love had not yet met its goal in them.
They have not come to know God as love.

Those who know God’s love in Christ, on the other hand,
have no fear of Judgment Day.
Actually, they stand confidently in the day of Judgment, 
because they know they don’t need to fear God.

Why? 

As the epistle says, “as he is, so also are we in this world.”
As Christ is, so are we. 
We have Christ.
He has taken our sins upon Himself, so that they can’t burden us. 
He has felt the terror of God’s abandonment on the cross,
so we won’t have to face it. 
He has brought us that love which casts out fear,
And so we are, as He is. 

His righteousness is ours. 
His holiness is ours.
His life is ours.
We fear God as those who are afraid, not of God’s punishment, 
But we are afraid of dishonoring His name, His teaching!

We’re afraid of dishonoring Him! 
We fear God as sons and daughters fear their loving father,
not as slaves who fear punishment from their master.
We fear God as ones who know His love,
who cling to Jesus in faith, 
not as ones who would run away from God.

Third, true love for God cannot be separated from true love for our brothers and sisters in Christ.
St. John writes, “If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar, for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen? And this commandment we have from Him: that he who loves God must love his brother also.”

There is unity in love. 
True love cannot be divided.
We cannot divide our love for God,
from our love for one another, 
anymore than we can divide the Father from the Son, or the Son from the Holy Spirit.
Just as God cannot be divided, neither can love be divided.
It’s foolish to think that we can love God, yet withhold love from others.

We all know that the Bible tells us to love others as ourselves.
Scripture even makes special note that we especially love those of the household of faith (Gal. 6:10).
But Christ also says to love your enemies and pray for them,
For what reward is there if you love those who love you? (Matthew 5:43-48)
Does one have to be a regenerate Christian to do that?
No, but we are called to be perfect, even in the way of love,
Even as our heavenly father is perfect.

Here, St. John is talking specifically about loving our brothers, 
which is a fellow Christian,
one who has received the love of God through the same Gospel and sacraments that we ourselves have received.
So, we are one with each other, because we are all connected to Christ.
We love God, and so we love our brother without division.
We love each other, full of sacrifice of ourselves for our brothers and sisters in Christ.

Love always serves outside of oneself.
That’s why the Church isn’t much of a place for ‘love of self’ talk.
Because that is no longer love, that’s just service of one’s base desires and passions.
And not all desires are good, godly, or healthy.

Rather, God tells us to serve others, not ourselves.
Because by serving, loving, helping, and sacrificing for another,
we know love as God designed it to be. 
If we want to know love, we just look at the relationship of the Trinity.

The Father loves the Son – we see this in the fact that the Father has given all things to the Son (John 3:35).
The Son loves the Father – we see this in His obedience to the Father. (John 6:39)
The Father and the Son send the Holy Spirit that His love may break into the world through those who are in Him.

And so we see, love never serves self. 
It’s never inwardly focused.
It serves at the expense of oneself for the betterment of another. 
It’s outwardly focused.

Is love something that the Christian can ignore?
An option that we can decline to exercise in our own personal versions of Christianity?
No. To love is to be Christian.
If we do not love, we can’t be Christian,
For anyone who says ‘I love God’ and hates his brother is a liar.
Whoever does not love and pray for their enemies is no different than an unregenerate, spiritless, godless world of unbelievers.

God is love. 
He can’t not be love. 
And so it is with His children.
We cannot help but love. 
Because we have God, who is love.

So, we pray for the Spirit of God to bring God’s love to us.
Not only that we may experience the forgiveness of sins in the means of grace, 
But that we may then love even the most unlovable in our communities – 
Not seeking to love others only that our love may be ‘paid back’ by the actions of others.
But love freely, unconditionally, and without seeking reward.

For this sort of love to have its way with us,
We come to the source of love received by Word and Sacrament,
Receiving the love of God’s body and blood in forms of bread and wine at this Supper.
We come before God forgiving our brothers and sisters in whatever sins they’ve done against us,
even as God in this Holy meal gives us the forgiveness of our sins.
This is true love.
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