I John 4:19-21

I.   Introduction

One of the blessings of technology is the expanded ability to find contradictions.  For example, if a politician made a speech five years ago and one today, it is easy to compare the two.  With the Bible, we can compare our lives to an eternal standard.  And we are looking for contradictions.

II. We love God and our brother because he loved us first.

1.  We have learned by now that John deals greatly in comparative concepts like love and hate, what is seen and not seen, and God and neighbor.  Perhaps we can add positive and negative.  John begins and ends with a positive.  A negative is in the middle.  It invites a comparison and a contradiction. 

2.  The first positive is the concept of love (19).  An essential characteristic of the Christian is the ongoing activity of love.  Love is a verb here.  Verbs are action words.  You cannot love passively.  We know it is present by certain actions.  We will fail if we think of love as an abstract concept.  This is the problem with John’s antagonists.  The Gnostics were into knowledge.  Certainly, knowledge of the faith is essential but so is love.  There is no direct object to the verb.  Contextually, we can add God and neighbor.  This is good Old Testament theology.  See Deuteronomy 6:5.  The action concept is driven from the fact that there is but one God; therefore, all of our devotions and affections must be upon him.  In the realm of divinity, we rely upon no one and nothing else.  God claims everything.  You cannot share him for that is to hate God.  This is demonstrated in the 1st Table of the law.  See also Leviticus 19:18.  This is the concept of the 2nd Table of the Law.  We know that it applied to the alien (cf. Luke 10:29ff).  Jesus intensifies the concept by expanding it to include our enemies (cf. Matthew 5:43f).  Paul captures the essential aspect of all of the law by collapsing the many into one.  See Romans 13:9.  While much of the action of love is prohibitive (murder, steal, covet, slander), the positive is everywhere as well.  See I Corinthians 13: 4ff, 16:2, Galatians 6:10, and Ephesians 4:32.  These actions define love.  Appl:  be proactive.  Appl:  love is abstract and passive (no love is concrete and active).  Illus:  courtship in a marriage is active and sometimes becomes passive once the marriage is finalized.  

3.  But notice the causal clause:  because he loved us first.  God is the cause and origin of our actions of love.  He engaged us.  He takes the initiative.  This is an essential concept of the Reformed faith.  God’s love is causal.  See Ephesians 2:4-5 (he made us alive).  Apart from his actions, there would be no actions on our part.  We can love because we are loved.  The priority falls upon the divine.  Yet, John is making a subtle comparative.  When love is absent, so is God.  Illus:  pool (cue stick and ball and balls).  We are passive until God acts.  When he does, we become active.  See Philippians 2:12-13.  Love begins with God.  He starts the process.

4.  The comparative is intensified as we shift from concept to contradiction in vs. 20.  This is the negative.  The one who says he loves God but hates his neighbor is a liar.  John is linking God with neighbor.  You cannot pick.  You must do both.  Perhaps a restatement is in order.  You cannot be hot for God and cold or indifferent to your neighbor.  You cannot profess the faith as valid and have no consideration for your neighbor as this is an utter contradiction.  The more subtle linkage is with the word liar.  See 2:4.  The man who has but a single part of the equation is a contradiction.  He is also linked to the devil.  See John 8:44.  This makes the contradiction to be of no little account for to love one and not the other can be terminal and eternal.  The comparison is that love for the unseen God is set against service for our neighbor who is seen and consideration tangible.  When the two are together, love is genuine.  When there is just one object of the verb, it is disingenuous.  The construct forms a test for true faith.  When your love for neighbor is passive, your love for God is false, and the failure can be final and irrevocable.  Appl:  erase the contradiction with the concept.

5.  John concludes with the positive (21).  We have moved from concept to contradiction and now to the clarity of love.  The one loving God should love his brother also.  This is the right way.  This makes the verb to have a double object (God and neighbor).  But notice the necessity of just this equation.  John says this is a commandment from him (God, Jesus, or both).   This is legislation from heaven.  It is the reminder that you cannot disregard it or you do so at extreme peril.  This is not an elective part of our faith and neither is it optional.  Appl:  our culture is increasing libertine (self) and anti-nomian (no law of love).  We must shake this off.   This positive defines our faith as true and valid.  Appl:  young and old.  What are some concrete actions of love:  prayer for one another, encouragement of one another, giving of time and aid when one is wounded.  Illus:  our faith is a team sport, and we can only survive when we are united in loving one another.

6.  A life without contradiction is a life of love as there are no contradictions in love.  

