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The Shape of God’s Love in the World:  1 John 3:16-24 
 
A number of years ago I conducted a bit of a personal tithing experiment.  I decided 

to see what would happen if, instead of putting a set amount of money into an envelope 
every week, I put whatever I had in my wallet into the offering plate. Some Sundays that 
meant I put in a couple of dollars, other Sundays it meant $50 or more.  Which was a lot 
of money for a student.  It’s unlikely that I made it to that standard 10% by the end of the 
year, but that wasn’t the point of this experiment.  The point was, could I give all that I 
had in that particular moment? Those were the days before Interac and banks charged a 
fee for every withdrawal made from the bank. My sophisticated weekly budget practice 
would be to take out the cash I thought I’d need for the next several days or week and 
hope it lasted.  You should know that I was terrible at budgeting.  So, if on Sunday 
morning I gave everything I had, and if I hadn’t planned ahead (which I seldom did), I 
was going to be pretty short until I could get to the bank again.  Sometimes that meant I 
didn’t buy groceries for several days, or put gas in the car (which meant I couldn’t go 
very far), or, meet up at the local coffee shop with some friends.   

This was a difficult exercise for me.  Sometimes I would find myself purposefully 
not going to the bank until after Sunday so I wouldn’t have much in my wallet on Sunday 
morning.  Once or twice I actually took money out of my wallet on Saturday so that it 
wouldn’t be there on Sunday morning.  Good thing we don’t live in the days of Ananias 
and Sapphira anymore. 

What we are talking about today is how love compels sacrifice and what it means to 
give everything for the sake of demonstrating God’s love in the world.  “We know love 
by this, that he [Jesus] laid down his life for us – and we ought to lay down our lives for 
one another”  (1 John 3:16).  Jesus revealed the nature of the Father’s love for us – love 
that sacrifices everything for the sake of restored and renewed life and relationship with 
God. God’s love is rooted in the self-giving relationship the Father shares with the Son in 
the power of the Holy Spirit.  God’s love takes the shape of cross and resurrection.   
Which begs the question: where does God’s love abide today?  The cross is done with, so 
where is God’s love here and now?  Jesus’ act is the meaning of love, and it defines the 
character of Christians and of the church, because Christians and the church continue to 
be indwelt by Jesus by the power of his Spirit.  God’s love abides in Jesus – his ministry 
and sacrifice, and therefore in all who are in Christ:  all in whom Jesus dwells, in all who 
believe (John 15).  The outpouring of sacrificial love in us and through us is the evidence 
of God’s love abiding in us and therefore in the world. 

John asks the question, “how does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s 
goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses to help” (1 John 3:17). Simply 
put, it doesn’t.  But if we are to be faithful Christians and a faithful faith community, we 
are called and commanded to believe in Jesus and to love one another.  These aren’t two 
separate commandments. They are the same commandment.  Believing in Jesus 
necessarily means loving one another in the way that he loved us.  

When it comes to loving one another sacrificially, there are two basic categories:  
giving of ourselves in moments of extreme conviction and passion, and the dying we do 
everyday as we give up our very selves for one another in love.   

Most of us can imagine laying down our lives for things we feel gut-wrenchingly 
passionate about: our children, or perhaps during war to fight global evil, oppression and 
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injustice.   The passion of conviction makes sacrificing ourselves in these kinds of 
situations, sometimes quite literally to the point of death, something we are actively 
prepared to do.   

The daily sacrifice of self can be a bit more complicated.  What does it really mean 
to love one another in daily life? What does it really mean to love in truth and action? 
What does it mean to love one another in a society that has lots of social services who 
will do that work for us? Often, when we are asked to help out the needy in our midst, we 
are quick to give some money, and then come up with all kinds of reasons not to give of 
our entire lives (our time, our gifts, our resources) sacrificially. We spend years trying to 
analyze the reasons for poverty, address the causes at their root instead of the symptoms 
or secondary effects.  We tell ourselves that we don’t need to give away the milk in our 
refrigerator because the poor person on the street corner can go to the food bank or 
O’Share, and besides, why should I give away my milk if I already donate to the food 
bank?  If I send an extra sandwich in Alice’s lunch for the kid in her class who never has 
lunch, am I just perpetuating the problem?  Am I telling that kid’s parents they don’t need 
to look after their child’s needs because someone else will do it for them?  What about 
the person who comes into the church several times a week, often at inconvenient times, 
looking for bread or milk or coffee?  Am I obligated to help him if he is just taking 
advantage of our generosity?   And what if someone repeatedly asks me for bread, when I 
know they could buy it themselves if they didn’t spend the money on smokes?  These are 
the questions we all ask – seldom out loud at the risk of appearing selfish or without 
compassion. 
 

John tells us that those who have the world’s goods and fail to address the need in a 
brother or sister, does not love and God does not dwell in them.  Now, we might think we 
can let ourselves off the hook if we understand “the world’s goods” as meaning having 
extra or luxuries.  And it’s true that the phrase can be translated to mean wealth or 
possessions.  But more often, this phrase means “life” - the basic necessities for life.  The 
call from John isn’t just for the wealthy, it is for everyone who has the means to sustain 
life.  To refuse to share the means to life, isn’t just a refusal to act, but a willful refusal to 
love. The word that we translate “refuse” means to ‘close up the bowels’ or to shut off 
compassion, to have no pity.  In the ancient world, the bowels or intestines were the seat 
of emotion – it’s where you feel gut-wrenching compassion, fear, and love.   To refuse to 
show love to another by meeting the need of a neighbour, is a failure of compassion, 
which ultimately dehumanizes another and denies the image and love of God in them.  
This is one of the reasons we have a pantry here at the church.  There are plenty of other 
of organizations in our city that offer food and shelter to the needy in our midst.  And this 
congregation supports many of them.  We have a pantry here because the people who 
come here need to know that they matter to someone and that they count without being 
shuffled from agency to agency.  The point isn’t that there are other avenues for food, and 
the point isn’t whether they are taking advantage or not.  The point is that we have life, 
and the means to life to share.  And when we share it, the form of the cross takes shape in 
our midst. 

To love in the way that we are commanded isn’t just the result of believing in Jesus.  
It is the concrete shape that belief takes in the world.  It is the sign of ultimate hope for 
the salvation of the world.  Loving one another in truth and in action is a sacred, holy act. 
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It is the sign that God’s love is still present and active in the world.  Whenever we meet 
the need of a neighbour, there is a holy encounter, a sacrifice of love and compassion. 
There we share in the sacrifice of our Lord.   There the love of God is made evident in the 
world.   

God’s love in the world today is a bit like a letter that has been written with 
invisible ink or lemon juice.  It can be hidden or difficult to see, but it begins to appear 
under certain conditions – heat or light or whatever.  The church is the condition that 
makes God’s love visible, when it believes in Jesus and loves brother and sister in the 
same way that He first loved us.  The self-giving love of God is made visible when the 
church, and individual believers, lay down their lives so that others can have life, when 
they give themselves up so that others can live. And we can be confident in giving up 
everything for the sake of another, because we know that God has promised to provide 
everything we need.   G. C. Berkouwer once wrote that, “All one’s works must promote 
the welfare of one’s neighbour, since in his faith each has all the possession he requires 
and can therefore freely and lovingly devote his entire life to the service of his fellow 
man.”1   

So, let’s get back to what that means to see a neighbour and do something to help. 
The first thing it means is that we need to have our eyes open, rather than closed, to the 
world around us.  To see a neighbour isn’t just to give them a passing glance on the way 
to the bank.  It means to really see them, to stop and make an attempt to understand them, 
their lives, who they are, and how they reflect the image of God.  This means that we 
have to pay attention.  It means that we don’t avert our gaze so that we can rationalize 
away not doing anything.   

Second, loving our neighbour in a self-sacrificing way means that we take a good 
hard look at our ideas about who deserves what.  John doesn’t tell us to love our 
neighbour if we think they deserve it, or if they are also doing something to help 
themselves or only if they aren’t taking advantage.  The bottom line is that none of us 
deserve anything, no matter how hard we think we have worked for it.  “If we who have 
the world’s goods, the means to sustain life, see a brother or sister in need (not in a state 
of deserving), and fails to meet that need, the love of God does not abide in them.” 

Finally, loving our neighbour by laying down our lives for them means that we rest 
confidently in the conviction that God will continue to meet our needs and to provide 
what we need in such a way that we can share it with others.  When we love in truth and 
action, the church (its people) become the visible concrete shape of God’s love in the 
world.  We become that love letter that God is writing to the world, and the Holy Spirit 
makes the invisible ink visible in us and through us.  What an incredible honour and 
privilege it is to be the shape of God’s love in our world!  Thanks be to God! 

 
 

                                                
1 G.C. Berkouwer, Faith and Sanctification (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1952) p.32-33 


