B. 6th Sunday of Easter #2                                                                                    1Jn 4: 7-10

Background

The author has three “tests” or measures for authenticity: faith, love and obedience. In these verses he further elaborates on the “test” of love. In 3: 23 he summarized God’s commands in terms of believing in Christ and loving one another. In 4: 1-6 he elaborated on some of the implications of believing in Christ. Now he abruptly turns to loving one another. This love is based not on feeling but on the fact that God himself is love. He has revealed himself to us in the self-sacrificial love of Christ. This is the basis of everything: God is love in himself (v. 8); he has loved us in Christ (vv. 10-11); and he continues to love in and through us (vv. 12-13). These are the reasons why we must love one another.

Text

v. 7 love is of God: It is clear that the author is not talking about any kind of love whatever. He is speaking of God’s love, authentic love. This is the love that belongs to the divine realm. Anyone who shows this kind of love, then, belongs to that realm as well. Thus the author qualifies the one who loves as begotten of God and having knowledge of God. Previously the author defined one as “born from God” as one who does not sin (mortally), acts lovingly, believes that Jesus is the Christ, and overcomes the world. Such a one is a member of the community by the creative and procreative power of God. God abides with those who love one another, because their righteous behavior accords with the righteousness of God.

This statement does not mean that anybody who shows love is a child of God regardless of whether he/she actually believes in Jesus Christ as Son of God. The author makes it plain enough elsewhere that the true child of God both believes and loves.

There is love, to be sure, outside the Christian church, but human love, no matter how noble, falls short if it doesn’t include God. It cannot by itself save. Love alone is not a sign of being born of God. Faith is also necessary.

v. 8 God is love: In 1Jn1: 5 we read “God is light.” In Jn 4: 24 “God is Spirit.” We must be careful not to read into this statement that God equals love or that God is only love and that’s all or that God is any kind of love whatever. The idea that God and love are synonymous is very true if we are clear about what God means by love. It is easy to impose modern notions or instances of love upon this statement and misread it. “Love” does not refer to an abstract quality, but to God’s actions. All God’s actions are loving. Only God is completely loving; even if he judges, he does so in love. Just as in 1Jn 1: 5 the contemplative awareness that “God is light” was followed by a command to “walk according to the light,” i.e., to behave likewise, so too, the awareness that “God is love” is followed in v. 11 by the command to “love one another.” A person cannot come into a real relationship with a loving God without being transformed into a loving person.

v. 9 God’s love was revealed: This means God’s love for humanity. It is not an abstract concept. God took action in our behalf, concrete, humanly visible and tangible action. Jesus Christ is the visible indication in our experience (“in our midst” as the text puts it) of the hidden love of God., a love that stretches beyond our vision into the depths of eternity. In other words, Jesus is the sacrament of God (as the Church is the sacrament of Jesus.) God sent his one and only Son into this world in order that we might obtain life through him. This love is a self-sacrificial love, God’s unique love (the word in Gk is agape).  It is the seeking of another’s positive good at one’s own cost.

v. 10 not that we have loved God: It is not our love that is primary, but God’s free, uncaused, spontaneous love. Our love is but a shadow, a reflection of his love and a response to it. We cannot begin to appreciate love by considering the nature of our love for God.

he loved us: God loved us first and shows it by his Son’s atoning sacrifice for our sin. He pardons our sins at his own cost. Thus, God has revealed himself to us in Jesus Christ as self-sacrificial love. He rescues us not because we are lovable, but because he is love. This unseen God, who once revealed himself in his Son, now reveals himself in his people, if, and when, they love one another. Such is the evidence of God’s indwelling presence.

Reflection

When we think of love, we think almost automatically of the emotional kind, a good feeling kind of love. That is not what is meant here by “love.” In Greek there are three words that can be translated as “love” in English. The Gk eros stands for erotic or romantic or sexual love, clearly emotional. The Gk philia stands for friendship love, also clearly emotional. However, the word used here for “love” translates the Gk agape, clearly unemotional love, not good feeling but good will and good action love. Because agape stands for unemotional love does not mean that it is anti-emotional. It just means that there is a kind of love that does not necessarily involve the emotions. It can be willed, even in spite of either the absence of positive emotions towards the person or persons in question or the presence of negative emotions. It is this kind of love that God exhibits and that humans are called upon to imitate. Humans can love this way in (or out of) obedience to God rather than an emotional impulse. This kind of love can be commanded, whereas emotional love is an almost automatic reaction to some attractive quality in the object of emotional love. Thus we love one another out of obedience to the God who first loved us and not out of some good feeling we have towards one another.

Yet, agape love, God’s unique kind of love, does not need to be anti-emotional. If good feelings accompany the acts of love we show towards one another, all well and good. But they are neither prerequisites nor signs that our agape love is genuine. So, we might speak of pure agape, a love devoid of all positive emotion, as in the case of loving an enemy and we might speak of agape mixed with either friendship love or erotic love, as when loving a friend or lover in a more-than-emotional way. While we separate agape love from the emotions to look at it more clearly and distinctly, we also recognize that it can exist along with the emotional kinds of love and frequently does. The point here is that it doesn’t have to and, when positive emotions are entirely absent,  agape love’s nature, essence, can be more clearly seen.

To love as God loves means to be ready, willing and able to do more for another than the other is ready, willing and/or able to do for me. God always behaves that way and so we can say that he is agape. We could say that of no human being, except, of course, Jesus. God always does more for us than we could ever do for him. Agape is about doing, not feeling. Of course, after we have done good for someone and done it expecting no recompense, there is a good feeling that comes over us. But that is after, not before, the result not the cause. Good feelings actually motivate emotional love, occurring before action, even being required before any action happens. Good will motivates agape love and the good feelings come after, if they come at all. When we love emotionally, we require that we feel like doing something good before we do it. When we love God’s way, good feeling may or may not be present, but we act out of gratitude for having been loved that way by God before we ever loved him or knew him.

Now, it should be clear that God has nothing against feelings or against friendship love or erotic love. After all, he created all of them. He is not saying they are bad, only inadequate to really love as he loves. Emotional love is too limited to only those for whom we have certain positive emotions and leaves out those towards whom we have negative emotions. God’s love leaves no one out, including ourselves (thank God). He lets us be friends with only so many and be in love with only so few, but he also lets us love everyone as he does. Once the human heart and spirit has grasped even a glimpse of the immeasurable love God has shown us in becoming one of us (or sending his son, as we like to describe it), dying for our sins and rising to give us his life, a person is transformed into a worldwide lover, a loving person. Friends are great and so are lovers, but they do not exhaust the expanse of a human heart touched by agape. Nothing short of loving everyone will satisfy the desire of the human heart in which God now lives with the permission of the human being, for such is the “heart” of God who bled for all.
Key Notions

1. Those begotten of God behave like God and love like God.

2. God begot us by sending his only begotten son to give us his life.

3. If we behave like him, we will also look like our heavenly Father.

4. The hidden reality of love becomes visible in loving actions.

Food For Thought

1. Sacramental living: Jesus is the sacrament of God, the visible expression of the invisible God, the human way the divine reveals himself. Everything Jesus said and did revealed something of God, something inaccessible to human experience without the mediation of Jesus. Jesus is the sacrament of God not as an object or a ritual but as a living, acting person. Sacraments are events that reveal sacredness in objects and gestures, but are not objects and gestures in themselves. Sacrament, like God’s love, is a verb not a noun. Likewise, the Church, both as a community and as Christ living in each individual member, is the sacrament of Christ. We are the way Christ expresses and reveals himself in the world today. We make visible the once visible but now invisible Jesus Christ by the way we love as God loves. Church, too, is a verb, not a noun. The individual Christian and the communal Church are constantly making Christ real, alive, present in the world if, and only if, we are faithful to the form of loving Christ showed. Christ revealed the nature, essence, of God as self-sacrificial love and expects us to continue to reveal that truth in the way we live, are and act. That means that we Christians do more for one another and for others outside our communion than we expect them to do for us. We do so out of gratitude for having been loved first, freely and undeservedly by God, proved beyond doubt by Christ and not out of desire to get something in return. We don’t need anything else but God’s love and we already have that. Since it is inexhaustible, we have no fear of giving too much of it away.

2. Authentic living: To live without emotional love, without friendship or in-love love is to be less than truly human. Christians need these kinds of love as much as any other human, to both give and receive. And they reveal aspects of God’s love as well. God loves us passionately (in-love love) and compassionately (friendship love) and the human version of those aspects of love can and do teach us much about God. But he also loves us dispassionately (sacrificially, sacramentally, even when he does not like us). Christ’s sacrificial love really teaches us about this uniquely divine way of loving, a way we can now love thanks to Christ living in us. To claim that we are in fact Christian and know God intimately and love him without loving as he loves, i.e. all people regardless of what they might have done, is like claiming to have had an intimate conversation with a foreigner whose language we cannot speak. Or it is a white person claiming that a black or yellow couple are his or her biological parents, looking nothing at all like them. Love is the language and the “looks” of God. When we speak it and look like it ,we are identified as belonging to God. Absent that basic resemblance, all the professing and protesting in the world will not make it so.
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