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How to love effectively 

Charlestown and Swansea morning 1/8/21 

1 John 4: 7-21 1 John 5:1-5 

 

Slide 1 

In my last sermon I finished on a bit of a cliff hanger. We looked at the first 12 verses of 

Proverbs chapter 3 and I said that in order to see suffering instead of being something to be 

avoided at all costs but rather as discipline, training and teaching and something that can bring 

about the ultimate good requires something the Bible and Proverbs in particular describes as 

wisdom.  Ironically it was the suffering of Stephen due to his knee surgery which meant I didn’t 

have time to finish my sermon on wisdom.  So I decided to use a talk I gave many years at Night 

Church which has a number of links to the concept of wisdom, in particular the inherent wisdom 

of obedience. 

 

The other thing I should tell you about this sermon is that it was originally the second part of a 

double act.  The first part focused on 1 John chapter 4 verses 7-21.  If you have your bibles open 

at 1 John chapter 4 allow me to summarize.  Three questions were posed and then answered 

using 1 John chapter 4 verses 7-21.  The first question posed was what is love? And the answer? 

God is love, that is, love is the very essence of God.  The second question posed was how do we 

know that God loves us?  The evidence of God’s love for us is Jesus. 1 John 4:9 says: “this is 

how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son in to the world” … and later 

in verse 10 “….as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”  The final question posed was how should 

we respond to God’s love?  And the answer - by loving other people. This is to say that love of 

God and our neighbour are inseparable – so much so that John says in verse 20 that anyone who 

says I love God yet hates his brother, he is a liar.  And 1 John chapter 4 makes it clear that loving 

other people is not just a warm fuzzy “I love you man” type feeling.  We are to love other people 

as Christ loved us – self sacrificially and strongly desiring the good for the other person even if 

that person is our enemy. 

 

But here we come to a further question.  What 1 John chapter 4 shows us is how important it is 

for us to develop within us a character or personality traits that are loving.  A loving character 

that is motivated to actively desire good for another person even at great personal cost.  But is 

this enough?  Let me give an analogy to illustrate why this is might be a good question.   
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Let’s consider an example of romantic love.  Imagine you are a young man who has instantly 

fallen in love with the most wonderful young woman you have ever met.  She is beautiful, smart, 

godly, laughs at your jokes and against all probability seems to love you.  So naturally you want 

to express your love to this woman, so you go out and buy her a gigantic $100 bunch of long 

stem roses.  Sadly, however, she has a severe pollen allergy and when you present her with the 

flowers you almost put her in hospital.   
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You then decide to cook her a meal spending an absolute fortune on $50 a kilogram Wagyu steak 

only to discover that she is a vegetarian.   

 



2 
 

 

Slide 4 

Finally, you decide to pull out all the stops and give her as a present your entire collection of 

mint condition original Batman comics from the 1970s.  However, once again she is strangely 

unimpressed by your attempts to demonstrate love.  No one is questioning that you have the 

motive to love but your love is somehow not effective.  What has gone wrong?  In a nutshell 

your love is uninformed.  To be effective, the desire to love needs to be informed.  Love needs to 

be molded, shaped and directed by knowledge if it is going to be effective love.  In the example I 

have mentioned love needs to be shaped by the knowledge that the young woman in question is 

highly allergic to pollen, is a vegetarian and weird as this may seem really doesn’t care much for 

batman comics. 
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And so I sometimes wonder whether this isn’t the crux of the problem in the reputation 

Christians often have of being meddlesome do-gooders, all fired up with admirable zeal to show 

self sacrificial towards both God and neighbour but largely clueless in how to make their love 

effective.  So how do we make our love effective?  I’d like to suggest that we can observe three 

things about effective love from 1 John 5 verses 1 to 5.   

 

Firstly it starts and ends with faith in Jesus.  If you put together the first part of verse 1 and the 

last part of verse 5 we can clearly see that true Christians believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son 

of God.  Now I know that a lot of people these days talk about head knowledge and heart 

knowledge.  But this is to make a distinction that the bible doesn’t make.  We are to love God 

and our neighbour with our whole being.  Remember how Jesus said the greatest commandment 

is to love God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  Note also in 5:1 

that belief in Jesus means that you are born of God just as much as in 4:7 where it says that 

everyone who loves is born of God.   

 

But what does belief in Jesus mean?  Surely there is something more to be being a Christian than 

just believing that Jesus is the Christ the Son of God?  And if by that you mean surely there is 

something more than just intellectual assent to the proposition Jesus is the Christ the Son of God 

then yes you are right.  But I should also point out that being a Christian is not less than this 

either.   Let’s not fall into the trap where we think that love is all that matters and beliefs are 

unimportant.  Faith and love are inseparable.  And our beliefs about Jesus are foundational to our 

Christian faith.  If, for example, I have the belief that Jesus was just a great moral teacher then I 

cannot be a Christian and I cannot love either God or my neighbour effectively.  If Jesus was just 

a great moral teacher then I will not consider the gospel of Jesus death and resurrection to save 

people from their sins as a crucial part of loving my neighbour.  If Jesus was just a great moral 

teacher then I will consider that my neighbour’s or for that matter the world in general’s greatest 

need is not to be reconciled to God, but to have a higher standard of living, or a cleaner 

environment, or a better education system.  Now please don’t get me wrong these are all 

important things and may in fact be an important part of expressing our love to God and our 

neighbour.  But belief that Jesus is the Christ the Son of God will inform our love for God and 

neighbour so that these things don’t become ends in themselves. 
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OK got it you might say – I have to believe that Jesus is the Christ the Son of God – check!  Now 

can I get back to being loving?  Is that all the head knowledge I need to love God and my 

neighbour effectively?  Of course not!  If I have knowledge that my wife was born in New 

Zealand and is 5 foot 2 then this will be helpful in expressing my love to her in that I won’t buy 

her a Wallabies jersey for her birthday in size extra extra extra large.  In a loving relationship 

with another person we can never get to the point where we say yes I think I now know enough 

about this person I don’t need to know any more.  How much more is this the case in a loving 

relationship with God?  Can we ever get to the point where we feel we know enough about God 

and Jesus His Son?  I mean let’s just pause and look at the statement Jesus is the Christ the Son 

of God.  It’s only eight words but they are packed with meaning.  For example, what does the 

name Jesus actually mean?  Why was he given this name and not some other name?  What does 

the word Christ mean and why is it significant?  And how can Jesus be the Son of God?  There 

are of course answers to these questions but to answer them with any depth of meaning we need 

to draw on more than just a few key memory verses.   
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Graham Goldsworthy points out in his book Gospel and Kingdom that the whole bible can be 

described as Christocentric.  That is, all parts of the bible either foreshadow, point forward to, 

explain the need for or describe the work of Jesus Christ the Son of God.  Hence the whole bible 

can be considered our means of learning more and more about Jesus.  But isn’t that a bit 

extreme?  I mean come on have you seen the bible?  It’s really thick and it’s got a lot of pages.  

Can’t we just stick to the important bits?  I’ll just make two comments here.  Firstly if God is the 

creator of the entire Universe then wouldn’t you expect Him to be at least a little complex?  Isn’t 

it amazing that God has been gracious enough to say to us that all we really need to know about 

Him is contained in just one book.  Secondly, in any relationship how can I say that a certain 

piece of knowledge about a person is not something I need to know.  If my wife tells me she 

doesn’t like Vegemite then can I really say – look do I really have to remember that?  Do I really 

have to know that about you?  I do if I’m going to get her a breakfast in bed that she doesn’t 

throw straight back at me! 
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Alright David you’ve convinced me.  I’m going to spend the rest of my life learning more and 

more about Jesus.  But knowledge by itself is meaningless if it doesn’t lead to action.  Hence in 

verses 2 and 3 we read: 

This is how we know that we love the children of God, by loving God and carrying out his 

commands.  This is love for God: to obey his commands. 

Here is the sequence of events.  First our eyes are opened when we come to the knowledge that 

Jesus Christ is the Son of God and that he died on the cross and rose to life on the third day to 

save us from our sins and to restore us to a right relationship with God.  In response to this 

knowledge we are filled with a desire to please God and to live our lives according to His will 

and not our own.  This love will express itself in an insatiable desire to learn more about the God 

who has saved us.  But as we do so, we come to a greater understanding that Jesus is not only a 

savior to be loved and worshipped, He is a Lord to be obeyed.  As a Lord to be obeyed he has 

left us with certain commandments which will inform and shape the way we both love God and 

our neighbour.   
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Let me give two brief examples.  I may be filled with love for God and a desire to express this 

love.  Therefore, in what seems to me an expression of that love I spend all my money to make a 

50 foot statue of God and then bow down and worship the statue all as an expression of my great 

love for God.  But Exodus chapter 20 clearly says you shall not make for yourself an idol in the 

form of anything in the heaven above or the earth below.  You shall not bow down to worship 

them.  Sincerity is not the issue here.  Expressing love in ways that are contrary to God’s word 

actually makes Him angry and will drive us not closer but further away from God.   
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Another example is expressing love towards my children.  I may sincerely believe that giving my 

children whatever they want whenever they want it is the way to show them love.  But this is 

misguided love.  This is love that will not be effective.  As I read the bible carefully I come to 

the understanding that God has commanded me at times to rebuke and discipline my children 

and sometimes that may even involve corporal punishment.  Have a look at Proverbs chapter 23.  

This is effective love in that it will help my children grow up, not to be spoiled self centered 

brats, but godly Disciples of Christ. 
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But before I go on to my next point could I just suggest that obeying Jesus is so much more than 

treating the bible as a gigantic rule book.  You will not find specific commands that will help you 

to love effectively in every area of life.  But to think like this is to put too narrow a meaning on 

the word obey.  The word obey in Hebrew and then later in Greek carries the meaning of paying 

attention to or listening under authority.  When we read the bible we are not just looking for 

specific rules to obey but we are trying to construct a world view.  A world view where we learn 

to think God’s thoughts after Him that in turn will shape how we express our love to both God 

and neighbour.   If one of my children hops through the house wearing muddy soccer boots, I 

will be annoyed.  If they say “but you didn’t tell us the rule don’t hop through the house in 

muddy soccer boots” I will be even more annoyed.  Why is that?  I shouldn’t need to give a 

specific command.  If my children had bothered to understand the world view grime and mud in 

the house are bad things then they should have been able to extract a command from the world 

view. 
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But does all of this sound too hard?  Well yes it would be if all we had was our own resources.  

However, the 2
nd

 half of verse 3 goes on to add and his commands are not burdensome.  Why 

aren’t they burdensome?  Verse 4 goes on to give us the answer.  For everyone born of God – 

that is everyone who loves God and his neighbour as seen in 4:7 and expresses that love through 

faith in and obedience to Jesus Christ as shown in 5:1 – everyone who is born of God overcomes 

the world.  This is a great encouragement.  Sometimes it seems that the command to love God 

and neighbour as modeled to us by Jesus is just impossible.  The idea of loving self sacrificially 

informed by careful study and application of the commands of Jesus seems so bizarrely different 

to the culture I live in that I can be sometimes tempted just to pack it all in.   
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But here’s the exciting news – it really works, so much so that those who are born of God are 

described as overcoming the world.  The world in this context is the values and systems in our 

society that are opposed to the things of God.  When we are born of God, we overcome the world 

in two ways.  Firstly, slowly but surely, we start to have victory over sin in our lives.  This is 

expressed in chapter 3 verse 9 where it says no one who is born of God will continue to sin 

because God’s seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning because he has been born of God.  

This doesn’t mean that we will never sin but that sin will become the exception rather than the 

rule in a life that is increasingly characterized by effective love for God and neighbour.   

 

But I think overcoming the world speaks even more broadly than overcoming sin in our lives.  

As we love God and neighbour in ways informed by careful study of the bible, we will inevitably 

create communities that will model God’s love to the whole world.  These communities will be 

light to a dark world in that they will show the world the way God has always wanted us to live 

and in so doing they will display to the world the very essence of God.  But Jesus also told us 

that true disciples will be light and salt to the world.  Salt was a way of preserving meat and 

stopping it from going off.  When someone saw a hunk of meat going off they didn’t curse the 

meat.  They would curse the people who didn’t put salt into it.  In the same way when we see our 

world decaying around us we shouldn’t blame the world, after all that’s the natural course for 

societies that have rejected God.  Rather we should ask ourselves where are the Christians and 

what are they doing to preserve our society from decay.   Although it’s unfashionable to say so, I 

believe that genuine bible believing evangelical Christianity has been the greatest force for good 

in the last 2000 years.  Just ask yourself which countries have the most robust democracies, the 

least corruption and the best human rights records.  They are mostly countries that have had the 

most exposure to reformed evangelical Christianity.  For inspiration have a look at the movie 

Amazing Grace about William Wilberforce a committed evangelical Christian and his attempts 

to abolish the slave trade in 19
th

 century England.  Here was a man whose belief that Jesus is the 

Son of God led him to truly overcome the world through the effective loving of both God and 

neighbour.   

But greater still, overcoming the world looks forward to a time when Christian communities will 

be more than a glimpse and foretaste of heaven.  In the concluding remarks of chapter 5 John 

gives us a final encouragement to spur us on to love effectively when he writes in 5:13 

I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that 

you have eternal life. 

True love, effective love, Christ centred love doesn’t just get us in to heaven, it is what heaven 

will be all about  - perfect loving relationships between God and His people where we finally 

will be able to love God with all of our hearts souls and minds and our neighbour as ourselves. 

 

Let’s pray.  Thank you that you have shown us what love is by sending Your Son Jesus to restore 

us to a right relationship with you.  We pray that you will enable us to respond to that love with 

love that is informed by reading your word and obeying your commands.  Enable us to grow in 

wisdom so that we will be able to apply your word to all areas of our lives so that we will love 

you and our neighbour effectively.  And we pray all these things in the name of Jesus our Lord 

and Saviour.  Amen. 


