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“Love God? Love People? Prove It!”
1 John 4:7-12 June 30, 2019

At the center of the Christian faith, there is a story. It 
is the story of God’s unending love for the whole world, 
the story of the sovereign God of the universe choosing 
to come close enough to touch and hold and embrace and 
deny and betray and crucify. We Christians tell the story of 
a God who is not distant and unapproachable but available 
to each of us. It is a beautiful and compelling story that has 
united the body of Christ for two thousand years. 

But this is not only the story that we followers of Jesus 
tell. It is also the story in which we are called to live. We 
are a part of the story of God’s love for the world. We 
belong to this story at least as much as the story belongs 
to us. It is a story about us, the narrative through which 
we try to live as individual followers of Jesus and as a 
community of faith.

As we continue our summer sermon series of scriptures 
to know by heart, we turn to a passage that weaves 
together the story of God’s love and the story of our lives. 
Listen now for God’s word from the First Letter of John:

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; 
everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever 
does not love does not know God, for God is love. God’s love 
was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only 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 atoning sacrifice for our sins. Beloved, since 
God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. 
No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives 
in us, and his love is perfected in us. This is the word of the 
Lord. Thanks be to God.

A pastor in California tells the story of a young man 
in his mid-twenties who showed up one Sunday in 
worship. Afterward, he approached the pastor with 
determination: “I am checking out churches and 
wondering about something. I go to some churches and 
I hear a lot about Jesus but very little about the world. I 

go to other churches and I hear a lot about the world but 
little about Jesus. Today, I heard a lot about Jesus and a 
lot about the world. But here’s my question: It’s easy to 
find people like me, we are a dime a dozen; what I want to 
know is, if I hang out at your church, will I meet people 
who are like Jesus?”

The pastor writes, “This young man was paying close 
attention to what our church said, but what he wanted 
most was to meet people who lived and loved like Jesus in 
the world. For a moment, I looked into his eyes for any sign 
of a cynic or an accuser. What I saw instead were bright 
and honest eyes asking a clear, serious and unguardedly 
earnest question: does following Jesus show?”i

His is an essential question for people of Christian 
faith—is our love of God, our commitment to Jesus 
Christ, visible in the way we live? Many in our time 
are justifiably skeptical. They have heard messages of 
exclusion and judgment thinly covered in Christian 
language. They have seen acts of hatred done in the 
name of Christ and watched churches preach love while 
practicing condemnation. Does following Jesus show?

According to our passage, this morning from the first 
letter of John, there is a straightforward and unambiguous 
way to determine if an individual believer or a church is 
living the Christian story. The test is this—do we love 
one another? It is as simple and as difficult as that. Do we 
love one another?

In this morning’s passage there is a significant change 
that is so smooth and subtle you may have missed it. After 
emphasizing the extraordinary love of God shown to us 
in the life and death of Jesus Christ, the author urges 
believers to embody that love: “since God has loved us this 
much, we also ought to…” The most natural conclusion to 
this statement would be that we ought to love God. We 
live in a world of reciprocity where turnabout is fair play, 
and so if God loves us we should also love God. But you 
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already know that this is not how the sentence ends. Since 
God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. 
It is a remarkable shift—the love of God is not reciprocal. 
We human creatures could never love God as God loves 
us, we could never pack back the gift of grace. Instead, we 
are called to pay it forward, to love one another. 

Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought 
to love the people around us. Not some of them, not the 
easiest to love or the most capable of responding in kind. 
We are simply called to love one another. At the heart 
of the story, we Christians tell is an act of sacrificial and 
all-encompassing love. Therefore, if we love God and if 
we love people, we will demonstrate that love in concrete 
acts of compassion, justice, and kindness. In other words, 
we will prove it. 

Author and journalist Krista Tippett puts it this way, 
“When all is said and done, we will not be measured by 
how much we have accomplished, but on how well we 
love…A church will not be measured by the orthodoxy of 
its theology or the purity of its people. A church will be 
measured by love—how much of God’s love it pours back 
into the world.”ii

I love these words because they challenge me to 
remember that love is not an abstract proposition. We 
love people. We love with action. Love does not exist 
in theory or in concept—love is about doing. As I was 
writing this sermon, a minivan pulled up in front of the 
window where I was writing with a bumper sticker clearly 
meant for me to share with you today. It said, “Love 
People. Cook them tasty food.” That’s the thing about 
love—you can touch it, see it, hear it, even taste it. I’ve 
tasted love in more than a few casseroles, pound cakes, 
and pork barbeque sandwiches over the years. This week, 
I saw love in a group of dedicated volunteers sharing 
food and friendship with our neighbors at the Northside 
Food Pantry. I saw love exchanged in snacks handed 
out at Vacation Bible School. I heard love in the stories 
of transformation in each of these places. Not abstract. 
Concrete, active, lived love.

The impact of God’s love is to make us more loving—it 
draws out, perhaps against our will or better judgment, 
perhaps challenges our normal hesitancy, our instinct for 
self-protection that warns us to be careful, to not care too 

much, to not become too vulnerable. In those moments, 
the love of God urges us on. My greatest lessons in the 
risk of love these days come from Ben, our energetic and 
hard-charging two-year-old. I think often of Barbara 
Kingsolver’s words in her novel Animal Dreams, “God, 
why does mortal man have children? It is senseless to love 
anything this much.”iii  And then, on Friday afternoon, 
I watched my two-year-old son, who has known love 
from a wide circle of friends and strangers since the day 
he was born, walk up to another toddler, a total stranger, 
on the playground. The two stood silently next to each 
other, then pointed at each other, finally smothering 
each other with a hug. No embarrassment, no judgment 
or discrimination, just filled with love to the point of 
overflowing. That, it seems to me, is the call of the church. 
To overflow with God’s love. 

And I’m not sure there has ever been a more important 
time to live out of that call. Parents who love their 
children as fiercely as we love ours are grieving the pain 
of separation and the tragedy of loss. Divisive rhetoric 
and hateful actions threaten to tear us apart. In such a 
time as this, abstract love is not enough. We are called 
to more than that.  We are instructed and compelled to 
love in action, investing all of ourselves into this mission. 
This is a difficult, soul-searching, life-changing demand. 
It requires each of us to question our intentions, our 
actions, our priorities, and our commitments; to ask 
ourselves, “I wonder if God sees it that way?” I wonder 
if I’m investing my whole heart and sound and mind in 
ways that God would intend?”

The work of love is never complete; but if we choose 
to make love our aim, we will have a lifelong mission that 
expands our minds, opens our hearts, and nourishes our 
souls. It will give us a reason to live beyond the thin and 
passing goals of success or happiness. It will unite us to 
God and to others who are trying and failing to love as 
God loves, just like us. 

Brothers and sisters, here is what I know. You can quote 
scripture until you are blue in the face, shout out other 
voices with pious proclamations of pure love for Jesus; 
you can boast and brag about how much faith you have 
or how devoted you are to the idea of God’s grace and 
love—the fact remains that the only proof of our love of 
God we have to offer is the life we live. The only evidence 
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of our faith is how well we have loved one another. The 
only part we have in the story of God’s love for the world 
is to pay forward the love that God has offered us, sharing 
that love with all of God’s beloved people. At the center of 
the Christian faith, there is a story of unconditional love 
demonstrated in concrete action. In that story, we find 
our call as Christ’s disciples—to love and serve without 
condition, to prove our love for God with acts of justice, 
compassion, and kindness toward others. Beloved—let 
us be defined by nothing less than love. Amen. 

____________________________________________
i  Mark Labberton, What the Church Has to Offer,  
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/mark-labberton-phd/what-the-church-
has-to-offer_b_1681111.html.
ii  John M. Buchanan, “Measured By Love”, Sermon preached at Fourth 
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