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Christ, then, is so illustrious and singular a proof of divine love towards us, that whenever we look upon him, he fully confirms to us the truth that God is love. 
John Calvin

Test the Spirits – But Test them for What? – 1 John 4:1-6
John has just finished instructing us about the anti-Christ, which he sees as those who lead people away from truth. Then in Chapter 3 he move towards helping us to have confidence in our faith and our life with God.  He closed Chapter 3 in vs. 24 saying, “And this is how we know that he lives in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us.”
But how do we know it is God’s Spirit?  The first part of vs. 24 reminds us to “Those who obey his commands live in him.”  But are there not some who think or say they are of Christ but in fact aren’t?  That leads John to use a verb in vs.1 he uses only here in all of his writings – to test (dokimazo). It means to decide whether something is true and good (think 14:22).  Face facts John tells them, not everyone out there preaching “good news” is preaching the good news of Jesus Christ.  So what does he make the ruler by which one can ascertain that the teaching of the “spirit” is true – whether or not Jesus Christ has come in the flesh!  
Perhaps that seems like a strange thing to emphasise.  What John is getting at is Christology – who is this Jesus that we are worshipping?  In John 1 we see that Jesus is the Word made flesh, that he is truly God, that he was with the Father in the beginning. But John 1also states that he is really human.  In fact, even in the resurrection John’s Gospel points us to his true humanity (think eating the fish on the beach in the last chapter). We as Christians affirm that the man Jesus of Nazareth was truly God and truly man, that he both reveals fully who God is (think Col 1:15) so that we may know God and God’s goodness, but he also is fully human, not only showing us what it means to be truly human but also paying the price so that we may be re-born into his humanity and become as he is (1 John 3:2).  But none of this is true unless he really is in the flesh, come to us from God to show us what it means to be human.  
Remember, the issue here is Gnosticism, and they cannot really embrace the idea that divinity (which is what we all should be) would take on flesh (which is, I believe the technical work here is appropriate, icky).  That spirit looks like the Spirit of truth. It will talk about Jesus – but not a Jesus who shows us both God and our true humanity.  This is the spirit of anti-Christ, because it robs us of what God intends for humanity in the good news.  We see it today in the popularity of Jesus (even in the Da Vinci Code), but not the popularity of Jesus who is truly God and truly human.  

Be forewarned John is telling us – there are those who lie about who God is, and in the process draw people away from light and life.  Whether it is the liberal mainline churches that paid thousands to put on the Re-Imaging Conference (where in the end Jesus looked like a cooler version of Shirley McClain), the conservative churches and small groups that practice a form of control known as “shepherding,” or cults that offer utopia (remember, Jim Jones started off as a Disciples of Christ pastor), they all in the end substitute something for the reality of Jesus Christ – fully God and fully man. 
But our response is not fear!  Fear is a mark of a lack of faith (for perfect love that comes from God drives out fear).  John tells them that they are in this for the long run, and that he who is in them has overcome the world:

You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. 5 They are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them.. 6We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us. This is how we recognize the Spirit﻿ of truth and the spirit of falsehood. 

In other words, spiritual realities are spiritually perceived (but of course these spiritual realities are true in the physical world).  But doesn’t verse 6 mean that people who do not know God will know hear the word?  Here is the key – unless God is working in someone’s life, no matter how much and how powerfully we show and speak truth, they will not see it.  In my own life I was witnessed to a number of times, and the truth was made clear to me in ways that should have been obvious. My response was always a yawn – I simply did not see it. Until God’s Spirit had begun to open my eyes (the fancy term we use is God’s preveneient grace – divine Love that surrounds all humanity and precedes any and all of our conscious impulses.  In God’s perfect timing he makes things that were previously hidden visible to us. Once my eyes were opened (August 2000), I could not believe I had missed it so long.  But as was of the world and could only hear the world.  That is why we are called to love people and in loving them to stay in their lives – even those who reject God now may tomorrow have their eyes opened to the truth of God’s reality. 
God is Love – The Real Deal – 1 John 4:7-12

Of course this class’s title is “God is Love – So What? Hopefully the so what has begun to be seen in Chapters 1-4, but we need to remember the beginning of this, and John now makes it clear:

7 Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. 8 Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. 

Let us start with the theological truth first. God does not merely love (though of course he does do this), but God’s being is love (although Christian’s have long maintained that God is not merely love).  This means that all that God does is rooted in love (yes, even judgment). God’s character is firmly rooted in the nature of his being.  

This is one of the startlingly statement that stands against other notions of god(s).  The Greeks saw the gods as capricious, vindictive, and petty. John states – “No, God is love.”  The Gnostics saw god as pure mind.  No, God is love (and all intelligence should bring about love). Muslims, despite having 99 names for Allah, do not include “God is love” because Allah then would need someone to love and become a dependent being.  As John helps us see from John 1 and John 14, God exists eternally as Father, Son, and Spirit – one being known as God who exists as three persons unified in relationship through…Love.  There is simply nothing else like this.  God is love (note – Love is not God, it doesn’t work the other way around). We have early talked about how it is that God reveals the core of discipleship to be love (how it encompasses all else). Now we know why God says that incorporates the call of discipleship – because when we love we are living from God’s very nature.
With that reality firmly placed in our mind, we return to the call of discipleship – if we are truly born of God (we have our lives in him), then we will love.  Not loving tells us where our lives are truly centred (outside of him).  

Love challenges normal human relationships. It puts a divine veto against abuse. It puts a divine veto against control (alas, many Christian communities are more focused on control than on love).  The call to obedience is not rooted in fear (which has been driven out by God’s love), nor in earning our salvation.  Obedience comes from the inspiration of love. Anyone who loves (present active verb – who lives their life out of the inspiring reality of God being and action for us) has been born of God (perfect passive indicative verb – God has birthed us and it has happened in the past but continues on into eternity to be our central reality).  Obedience does not birth us – God gives us new life through his love that then brings about our obedience – and obedience marked by that same love. 
The one who does not love (as the nature of their actions) does not know God.  Remember that knowing is a personal reality, not merely (though it includes this) intellectual.  Are we in fellowship with God? If we are, we know he is love and are drawn into fellowship which gives us new life – we are born of God.  Remember, our identity is to be children of God – to live as a child of the one who is very nature is love.  The fun thing is that we are both adopted (through Jesus Christ), and in a very real way born into this family (though we are never ourselves gods).  
Remember, this being given to the Church – a Church marked and wracked not by love but by infighting and disunity.  As we read this we should be taken back to the last part of Jesus’ great prayer in John 17:

23I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.

Remember the way this chapter began – the false spirits do not say that Jesus has come in the flesh from God. Well, here Jesus tells us that we can testify against those false spirits by the way we love one another and live in unity – not necessarily a unity of action, but a unity of love.  

This is part of the “So What,” but it does not stop there, as John takes us back to the idea of sacrifice that he talked about earlier:

9 This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son﻿ into the world that we might live through him. 10 This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 11 Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 12 No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.

Love is always love in action!  God has shown us how deep and wide his love is for us – the true God has become flesh and lived amongst us.  So often we focus so much on the cross (which is after all, a really big thing), that we forget that God the Son gave us his majesty and divine right to become one of us.  God who is deserving of all praise and honour became a lowly human baby – complete with diaper rash and the whole reality of growing up having to listen to human parents, put up with neighborhood bullies, and the whole experience of daily life of a baby, a child, a teen, and then a young man.  He had to watch as the Romans took away Jewish men and brutalised them.  He had to watch his fellow Jews cheat one another, and do what sinful men do. And then he began his ministry, and had to put with all the depravations of life – hunger and thirst in the dessert, the suffering of the world that could not all be healed, and most importantly, with the rejection of so many of his message.  God’s great love for us is visible in the whole story of the incarnation.  In this incarnation we have life – he has showed us what we will become – truly human.  And then he died on the cross – to pay our debt and our death, and in his resurrection he made it possible for us to have life and that true, eternal and abundant. That is love as we have never seen it before and will never see again in the world. 
That is why we tell the Jesus story to people – so they can understand exactly how great God’s love for us is!  God calls us to love not because he is angry and bitter, but because he is love and calls us to emulate (literally to live in) his love.  In that reality John call us love another (note – the verb here means that we owe one another love, literally that it is a necessity, not because of what others have done to us or for us, but because of God’s great love for us). No one has ever seen God (he means God as the invisible Spirit, we know from Chapter 1 he has seen God in human flesh), but when we love one another (and here the injunction is that it start in the Church and flows outward) we experience God’s presence in us (literally, God lives in us – which beats merely seeing God), the world get to “see” God, and God’s love – is very nature – is fully made complete in us!  

So the call to love one another, which if we are honest to our own selves seems like a drag at times, is actually part of the good news.  When we love, we know God better and we experience his presence even more fully!  Loving one another then is one of those great paradoxical promises – like “anyone who wishes to save his life will lose it, but anyone who loses his life for my sake will find it” (Matthew 10:39).  If we love one another, which from a worldly perspective is a great loss, what we receive is the greatest gift of all!
Life Lived in God – 1 John 4:13-21
Lets be clear, truly loving one another (in a perpetual constant manner) is not something we can do on our own (note: I am not saying that those who are not of Christ cannot love, but their love cannot be constant and it is, in the end, marked by a self-interest).  Which is why if we live our life in God, and God lives in us, he has given us (when we come to him in repentance and experience the new birth) his Spirit (and this gift remains with us).  Now his Spirit lives in us and it testifies to the truth of Jesus Christ in our lives and the truth that he is who he says he is.  Remember, we began by being challenged to test the spirits.  When one comes to us and asks us to follow their way, we can see if their “truth” aligns with God’s truth because if they are of God they have his Spirit and will not tell us things contrary to what God’s Spirit is telling us. Again, think back to Jim Jones.  Many people had doubts, because the way he called the followers of his Temple to live was not marked by love, but by submission (to him).  Clearly God’s Spirit was not in him.  Our Spirit is focused on one thing, and that one thing does not affirm any human leader:
14 And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world. 15 If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of God, God lives in him and he in God. 16 And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.

Our faith is centred around the profound reality that the Father has sent his Son to the Saviour of the whole cosmos.  While we can and do get other things wrong, we can find essential unity with one another if we live in this reality – Jesus is that Son, he is our Saviour, and it is his way not ours that we live and move and have our being.  We rely on his love.  We know (perfect tense again – it is the basis of our becoming children of God, that we know him and his reality) and literally trust in the love God has for us.  It then is that love that we know is for us that motivates our response of obedience and love – not trying to earn his favour or impress him, but to live in the simple confidence of being God’s beloved children. 

John now returns to the core truth – God is love! You get the sense he thinks this is important.  It is that reality that reminds us live in that love, and in so doing to live in God and have him live in us. Okay, I know what I am thinking, and maybe you are as well – Doesn’t this mean that we okay all things. And doesn’t it mean that we act as if God’s grace just excuses everything?  Isn’t it necessary to bring up the reality of God’s judgment?  
Well, John does, and he lets us think about obedience in a different manner.  The fact is that God’s law reflects his Holy Love. Not everything is good for us, not everything is really loving. We do things that are merely satisfying the lusts of the flesh. We okay things in others because either we don’t want to seem disapproving or we don’t want to lose a friend or we want them to secretly give us the okay for our own sin. Legalism is easier than love, and easier than living our lives in God and vice-versa.  That is why the Church so quickly moves to legalism and is so quickly judged by the world to be about judgment than about love. It is hard. 
In fact, most Christians I know if they obey God it is because of fear that he will judge them and they will be found wanting. But John tells us that is not the way to have God’s love made complete in us:

17 In this way, love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment, because in this world we are like him.

Actually, the Greek says, “By this love, love is made complete.” In other words, by everything said above, by the principles we see in verses 7-16, God’s love is perfected among us.  In verse 12 it is “in,” but here it is among.  God’s love is perfected by our expression of it!  It must be shared.  And in sharing it we then can have confidence not that God is waiting to drop the other shoe, but to say, “welcome by beloved child!”  Thus, in expressing God’s love for another, we are like him, and one who is like God has no fear of judgment.  
Yes God’s Holy Love is a terrifying reality, but for those who have lived their life in that love, who know that reality and its depths, there is nothing to fear:

18 There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love.

John is not trying to make us feel bad, but if we are still living in fear of God’s judgment, which is ultimately fearing God’s presence, then we have not been fully living in his presence and experiencing that love.  Love will of course point out error, it will bring about repentance, but love that is experience in the life of Christ should drive us not away from God but more deeply to him.  In this we experience the fullness of Gods’ great goodness and his perfect love. This is grace experienced daily, looking outwards to the day of its full expression in God’s loving call to us to join him in the new creation and to be with him in new and deeper ways.
And so John can close out this calling by reminding us:

19 We love because he first loved us. 20 If anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. 21 And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother. 

Remember – God loved you first.  He knows all that you have done and will ever do.  And still he became human and then died on a cross – for you and me and all those who will embrace that love.  When we hate – and hate is both anger and control and the false love that says “Go ahead and ignore God, it doesn’t matter” – we show that we are not really of God.  We are liars!  We cannot love God and then live our lives with anything else than love.  That is again, as we talked about before, the reason that the call of discipleship can be put simply – Love your brother/sister/neighbour.  To love means to call them to life, and to stand beside them in their journey towards life and light.  Our challenge is to live in that love, not in the “love” of the world (as John has earlier reminded us).  Loving God is a big challenge because it means loving the world.  The great news is that this love comes from the very core of our new identity, our new “home” and through God’s own Spirit.  That is why the Christian is first and foremost the one who loves God by loving our brothers and sisters.

Going Deeper
1) What does it mean to love your brother and sisters?  What does it not mean?  How is the call of Christian love different from how love is understood in the world?

2) Re-read 1 John 4:6-16.  When you pray, how do you think of God?  How do you approach him?  Write a prayer to God that is rooted in this new reality of 1 John 4.
3) Journal about ways in which you can express the divine love that has come into your life in your relationships with those both close to you (family, friends, co-workers) and those far away (the poor in Africa, our enemies in the Islamic world, etc.).
4) This week in worship look at the songs, the prayers, and the call to worship.  How do they express the understanding that God is love?  How do they understand love?  What challenges do these items put before you as a Christian?
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