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Fyodor	 Dostoyevsky,	 in	 his	 book,	 The	 Brother	 Karamazov,	 records	 a	 conversation	
between	 two	 brothers,	 Ivan	 and	 Alyosha	 Karamazov.	 During	 this	 conversation,	 Ivan	
explains	 to	 his	 younger	 brother,	with	much	 bitterness,	why	 he	 just	 cannot	 accept	 the	
Christian	God.	His	reason?	The	senseless	suffering	of	children.	He	goes	on	to	outline	his	
reasoning	with	detailed	examples	of	abject	cruelty	to	children	by	adults.	His	question	is:	
How	can	a	loving	God	allow	such	suffering	of	children?	It’s	not	that	he	doesn’t	believe	in	
God,	he	just	cannot	accept	him.	In	Ivan’s	words,	he	“returns	the	ticket”.	
	
When	we	stop	to	think	of	this	world	upon	which	we	live,	this	“grubby	little	tennis	ball”	of	
a	planet	(as	someone	once	said),	set	in	the	vast	infinity	of	space—our	own	lives	spent	as	
just	 insignificant	 moments	 in	 the	 onward	 march	 of	 time,	 and	 our	 petty	 individuality	
among	 countless	millions—can	we	 really	 talk	meaningfully	 about	 God	 loving	 us?	 And	
when	we	 look	 at	 the	world	with	 all	 its	 evil	 and	 suffering,	with	 so	many	damaged	and	
broken	lives,	how	can	there	be	a	God	who	really	loves?	
	
Yet,	the	apostle	John	insists	that	this	is	the	very	nature	of	God.	Surely	the	great	creator	of	
the	 universe	 is	 far	 too	 great,	 far	 too	 important	 to	 be	 bothered	 with	 us	 poor,	 puny	
specimens	of	humanity.	Such	questioning,	however,	misses	the	mark.	The	point	is,	that	we	
should	not	think	of	God	as	being	too	great	to	be	bothered	about	our	tiny	lives.	We	need	to	
understand	that	he	is	so	great	that	he	can	be	bothered	with	each	of	us	individually.1	
	
How	then	should	we	understand	this	love	that	God	so	freely	bestows	on	us?	What’s	its	
foundation?	What’s	its	substance?	What	is	its	evidence?	And	what	assurance	does	it	give	
us	in	our	relationship	with	God?	
	
In	previous	passages	John	has	already	written	of	our	love	for	others	as	the	evidence	of	our	
walking	in	the	light	and	walking	with	Christ.	Our	love	for	others,	he	tells	us,	is	the	evidence	
of	our	relationship	with	God.	He	has	also	written	of	our	love	for	others	as	one	of	the	most	
vital	aspects	of	righteousness.	Now,	John	writes	of	our	love	for	others	as	a	fruit	of	the	Spirit	
in	our	lives	and	a	reflection	of	God’s	love	for	us.		
	
So,	here	is	the	focal	point	of	John’s	message:	The	ground	of	love	is	found	in	God	(7-8).	
		
There’s	a	lot	of	talk	about	love	today.	“All	you	need	is	love”,	sang	the	Beetles,	way	back	in	
the	60s.	It’s	displayed	in	the	way-to-many	soap	operas	that	invade	our	TV	screen	every	
day,	which	I	know	you	do	not	waste	your	time	on.	It’s	written	about	in	all	those	Mills	and	
Boon	paperbacks,	which	 I	 know	you	would	never	dream	of	 reading.	Nevertheless,	 the	
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media	 often	portrays	 love	 as	 a	 subjective	 feeling	 that	 comes	 and	 goes	with	 emotional	
passion.	But	that’s	not	the	kind	of	love	that	John’s	writing	about	here.	He	writes	that	the	
ground	of	love	is	found	in	the	truth	that	“God	is	love”.	
	
Everything	else	in	this	passage	and	indeed	the	whole	of	this	letter,	circles	around	this	one	
supreme	reality:	“God	is	 love”.	This	means	that	those	who	are	truly	God’s	children	will	
reflect	in	their	own	lives	something	of	that	love	with	which	God	has	loved	them	and	will	
not	display	 the	 emotional	 sentimentality	 that	we	 see	portrayed	 so	often.	 If	 those	who	
know	that	“God	is	light”	are	supposed	to	walk	in	the	light,	then	those	who	know	that	“God	
is	 love”	should	walk	in	love—God’s	kind	of	 love—a	sacrificial	 love.	It’s	only	the	person	
who	loves,	who	can	claim	to	be	a	child	of	God.	It’s	only	the	person	who	loves,	who	can	
claim	to	have	true	knowledge	of	God,	and	claim	the	eternal	life	that	such	knowledge	gives.	
	
There	may	be	those,	as	there	were	in	John’s	day,	who	know	a	great	deal	about	God	but	
they	do	not	really	know	God.	Instead	of	loving	their	brothers	and	sisters	in	Christ,	the	way	
God	has	shown	his	love	toward	us,	they	show	arrogant	contempt	for	them.	This	kind	of	
inconsistency,	gives	us	no	indication	that	God’s	love	shines	through	their	lives.	God’s	love	
never	operates	in	any	way	that’s	inconsistent	with	his	character.	And	God’s	character	is	
summed	up	in	the	declaration	that	“God	is	love”.	
	
However,	 in	 order	 to	 understand	 the	 substance	of	God’s	 love,	we	need	 to	 look	 a	 little	
further—we	need	to	look	at	Jesus	Christ—for	it	is	he	who	demonstrates	what	true	love	is.	
(9-10)	God’s	love	is	ultimately	made	evident	in	the	cross	of	Christ.	Jesus	Christ,	both	God’s	
messenger	and	God’s	message,	was	sent	by	the	Father	into	the	world—not	to	condemn	
us,	 not	 to	 burden	 us	 with	 the	 weight	 of	 our	 disobedience—but	 to	 save	 us	 from	 the	
consequences	of	our	rebellion	and	to	give	us	new	life	in	him—through	the	cross.	
		
It	is	in	the	cross	of	Christ	and	only	in	the	cross	of	Christ—where	the	sinless	Son	of	God	
died	for	the	sins	of	humanity—that	we	see	what	true	love	really	is.	And	it’s	against	this	
demonstration	 of	 love,	 that	 we	 find	 the	 measurement	 for	 our	 love	 of	 others.	 John’s	
conclusion,	that	“God	is	love”,	comes	from	the	fact	that	in	Christ,	God	provided	pardon	for	
our	 sins.	 The	 fact	 that	 he	 does	 so,	 through	 Christ’s	 death	 on	 the	 cross,	 is	 the	 final	
demonstration	of	his	love.	This	is	love—its	source	is	in	God,	it’s	manifest	in	Christ	and	its	
purpose	is	the	blessing	of	those	whose	lives	are	made	right	with	God,	through	the	death	
of	his	Son.	
	
With	this	foundation,	then,	the	evidence	of	this	kind	of	love	is	found	in	the	Christian’s	love	
for	others.	(11-12)	
	
Last	Sunday	was	the	commemoration	of	Anzac	Day—the	time	we	set	aside	to	specifically	
remember	those	who	gave	up	their	own	 lives	 for	 the	cause	of	 freedom.	We	remember	
their	sacrifice,	with	admiration	and	gratitude,	for	the	way	in	which	it	has	enabled	us	to	
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live	in	freedom.	The	commemoration	of	Anzac	Day	is	not	just	so	that	we	might	remember	
the	sacrifice	of	so	many	people,	for	its	own	sake,	however;	it	is	so	that	the	recognition	of	
the	tragedy	of	war	may	become	so	 ingrained	 in	each	of	us,	so	 indelibly	printed	on	our	
minds,	that	we	might	never	let	it	happen	again.	We	live	our	lives	differently	because	of	it.	
	
If	we	remember,	with	gratitude,	those	who	have	fallen	for	us	in	battle,	how	much	more	
should	our	gratitude	be	towards	God,	who	gave	up	his	only	Son	so	that	we	might	be	freed	
from	 the	 consequences	 of	 our	 sin.	 God’s	 love	 becomes	 evident,	 therefore,	 in	 the	 way	
Christians	show	love	for	one	another—as	a	response	to	God’s	sacrificial	love	for	us.	If	God	
loved	us,	so	we	ought	to	love	one	another.	
	
If	we,	as	members	of	the	body	of	Christ,	have	been	cleansed	by	the	work	of	Christ,	in	his	
death	on	the	cross,	then	we	should	seek	to	live	lives	in	suitable	response	to	this	truth.	If	
the	church	is	the	body	of	Christ	on	this	earth,	then	she	must	reflect	Christ’s	character	in	
her	relationships	and	in	her	inner	life.	None	of	us	has	ever	seen	God,	but	we	should	be	
able	to	tell	something	of	his	character	by	the	way	in	which	his	people	love	one	another.	
	
But	there	is	also	another	benefit	from	the	knowledge	of	God’s	love.	It	is	that	the	assurance	
of	love	is	found	in	faith.	(13-21)	
	
“In	the	early	days	of	radio	in	Britain,	George	Bernard	Shaw	was	giving	a	talk	about	the	
peculiarities	of	the	English	language,	in	the	course	of	which	he	mentioned	that	there	are	
only	two	words	in	English	which	begin	with	the	sound	“sh”	but	are	not	spelt	“sh”.	One	
listener	wrote	in	to	say	that	this	seemed	untrue.	There	was	only	one	such	word,	“sugar”.	
She	received	a	postcard,	in	reply,	on	which	there	was	just	one	sentence:	‘Madam,	are	you	
sure?’”2	
	
Being	sure	about	anything	in	this	day	and	age	is	a	very	dangerous	business	and	this	 is	
nowhere	more	so	than	in	matters	of	spiritual	life,	and	yet	John	insists	that	God	wants	us	
to	know	that	we	are	his	and	that	our	Christian	experience	is	real.	At	the	heart	of	Christian	
assurance	 lies	 the	 conviction:	 that	 “we	 live	 in	 God	 and	 he	 in	 us”.	 In	 a	 culture	 where	
everything	is	determined	by	our	experience,	we	often	have	great	difficulty	with	this	kind	
of	 notion.	 How	 can	 we	 be	 sure	 of	 the	 reality	 of	 our	 Christian	 experience	 or	 of	 our	
relationship	with	God?	
	
The	maxim	that	“if	it	feels	right,	it	is	right”	is	not	a	solid	foundation	for	spiritual	reality.	All	
the	normal	methods	we	would	apply	in	a	quest	for	certainty	would	seem	to	be	irrelevant.	
There	is	no	scientific	experiment,	as	far	as	I	know,	that	we	can	apply	here.	So	how	can	we	
be	sure	that	our	experience	of	Christian	faith	is	valid?	Well,	John	goes	on	to	point	out	that	
although	we	may	not	be	able	to	see	God,	if	we	love	one	another	and	have	a	spiritual	bond	
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with	one	another,	 then	we	not	only	have	God	with	us,	we	have	God	 in	us.	Our	 love	 for	
others	is	an	indication	that	the	Holy	Spirit	lives	within	us.	
	
When	we	love	one	another,	the	Spirit	bears	witness	with	our	spirit	that	God	is	in	us	and	
that	we	are	children	of	God.	As	John	says—we	Apostles	have	beheld	the	Incarnate	Son	of	
God	and	continually	give	testimony	to	the	fact	that	the	Father	has	sent	the	Son	and	that	
the	results	of	this	are	everlasting.	We	may	not	be	able	to	see	God,	but	by	faith,	we	have	
personally	 acknowledged	 Jesus	 as	 God’s	 Son.	 Where	 such	 confession	 is	 made,	 God	
promises	to	make	his	home.	
		
Therefore,	 we	 can	 have	 confidence	 in	 God’s	 love	 for	 us.	 The	 proof	 of	 our	 theological	
knowledge	 and	 convictions	 are	 proved	 and	 deepened	 by	 our	 experience.	 And	 our	
experience	of	God’s	love	is	grounded	in	his	unchanging	character—that	of	love.	The	more	
we	 grow	 to	 be	 like	 Jesus,	 the	more	 God’s	 love	 is	 perfected	 in	 us.	 It	 is	 this,	 then,	 that	
becomes	evident	in	the	way	in	which	we	love	our	brothers	and	sisters.	It	would	be	the	
easiest	thing	in	the	world	to	make	a	verbal	confession	of	Christian	commitment,	or	to	say,	
“I	 love	God”.	But	if	at	the	same	time	I	do	not	love	my	brother	or	sister	in	Christ,	 it’s	all	
really	 just	a	 lie.	Love	 for	God	 is	best	expressed,	not	 just	 in	words,	but	 in	deeds	of	 love	
towards	others—something	we	also	looked	at	last	week.	
	
And	there	we	have	it.	Love	is	grounded	in	the	very	nature	of	God,	demonstrated	in	the	
sacrifice	of	his	Son,	Jesus	Christ,	on	the	cross.	In	response	to	that	sacrificial	love	and	with	
the	same	attitude,	we	are	commanded	 to	 love	one	another.	To	 love	God	 is	 to	 love	one	
another.	So,	in	order	to	love	others	as	we	are	commanded,	we	must	first	know	the	love	of	
God	in	Christ.	Lack	of	love	for	another	means	that	we	do	not	yet	know	God's	love	as	we	
ought.	
	
As	we	all	progress	in	our	Christian	walks,	we	are	faced	with	many	trials,	not	the	least	of	
which	come	in	the	form	of	many	of	those	we	see	around	us	each	Sunday	morning.	It’s	a	
fact	of	life	that	times	will	arise	when	we	will	feel	anything	but	love	for	a	certain	Christian	
brother	or	sister.	It’s	at	those	times	that	we	need	to	remember	the	way	in	which	God	has	
shown	his	love	towards	us.	We	need	to	recognise	that,	in	ourselves,	we	are	unable	to	deal	
with	our	attitudes	and	the	guilt	that	comes	along	with	it.	It’s	then	that	we	are	forced	back	
onto	the	mercy	and	love	of	God,	who	loves	us	unconditionally	and	who	seeks	to	show	his	
love	through	us.	In	the	knowledge	of	his	love,	we	have	the	assurance	of	his	promise	that,	
in	spite	of	our	failures,	we	will	dwell	in	him	and	he	in	us	as	his	love	is	continually	fulfilled	
in	us.		
	
To	him	be	all	glory,	honour,	majesty	and	power.	Amen.	


