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A Living Relationship 
(1John 4:7-21) 

 

 Lisa and Mark had been dating for the past six months, and now she 
was eagerly anticipating when he would say those three little words.  Many 
married couples can recall when their relationships went from dating to 
devotion.  The words we use matter.  When normally tongue-tied young men 
muster up the courage to speak about their feelings, their girlfriends blush 
with delight.  

Yet, once married, women often long for their husband to keep saying 
those three little words. You know the ones I mean. “You were right.” :)  NO, 
not those words. I mean, “I Love You.” Can you remember when you first 
said these words to your sweetheart?  I can, because Stephanie’s response 
was great. She said, “How can you be sure?” I do not blame her, because she 
has always been the cautious one in our relationship. She wanted to hear my 
explanation.  

Sadly, some of us can also recall times when these words were used, 
but their meaning was lost. Because of the abuse of these words, some 
develop a “I’ll believe it when I see it” approach to love. Fool me once, shame 
on you; fool me twice, shame on me.  

We cannot have a healthy relationship without learning from our 
mistakes. All relationships go through ups and downs. To get some 
perspective on this, I called my parents. Last Friday, June 5th, Mike and Joyce 
Loudon celebrated their 50th wedding anniversary. When I asked them about 
their relationship, they spoke about having had similar priorities since the 
days they began dating. On the inside of their wedding bands they have 1Jn 
4:19 engraved. “We love because He first loved us.” Incidentally, they even 
found a church to attend on their honeymoon.  

However, making faith one’s top priority does not ensure smooth 
sailing. When my previously high energy, overachieving dad came down with 
pericarditis in his late 20’s, all of a sudden they had to adjust to the 
limitations caused by a heart infection. In time, he regained his health, but 
as a result of his unexpected health challenges, he began to worry about 
nearly everything. A positive change was a desire to be more intentional and 
pace himself to not try and do it all. Unexpected events stay with us for years 
to come. 

My mother was in the top of her class at Laurel High School, graduated 
cum laude from college in three years, and briefly became a teacher. 
However, when they had children, she became a stay-at-home mom, raising 
three kids, one who had a challenging childhood illness. Seventeen years 
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later, my mom finally was able to go back to the classroom as a music teacher, 
something that had been put on hold for a long time.  

When I asked her for some relationship advice, Mom said, “Though I 
know it sounds like a cliché, it is true that you decide which battles are worth 
fighting.” From the background, my Dad added, “Plus, your Mother’s always 
right.” :) Now, my parents have begun a new adventure together. It is called 
retirement. And, there is a new learning curve. They have been through much 
together, but what has not changed is their original priority of loving God 
because He first loved us. 

In a traditional wedding ceremony, today’s passage is recited. 
“Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves 
has been born of God and knows God.” (1JN 4:7) Weddings also include 
making vows of faithfulness in plenty, want, joy, sorrow, sickness and health. 
A bride and groom holding hands and getting lost in one another’s eyes speak 
promises before being actually required to see them through in action. So 
often, the smiles or sweaty brows that accompany a couple’s complexions are 
as predictable as the discomfort of the young men wearing tuxes.  

As the pastor, I can only recall one instance in which a couple standing 
before me seemed to grasp the depth of their vows. They both had been 
married but lost their spouse to sickness and death. These two just “got it” in 
all phases of the process, because they were both over seventy years old when 
they wed. It was a “one of a kind” wedding in more ways than one. 
(Mason/Lesta Hoffman)    

Today’s scripture passage is also about a relationship, and the 
connection of one’s words and their actions. The love of God is a living 
relationship. The words we use with God are also important. But the move 
of the Holy Spirit causes us to do more than just say “I love you” to God. To 
remain committed to a cause of any kind, one must be willing to experience 
challenges in the pursuit.  

 The beginning of this chapter of 1st John indicates the presence of 
spiritual deception. Christians are not to believe every spirit, but test them, 
to see if they are from God. False prophets are present in many ages and 
come in many shapes and sizes. At the core of all phony followers is an 
inability to allow Jesus to be in His rightful place of Lordship in our lives. 
John says we know love by what God did for us that we could not do for 
ourselves, the gift of propitiation for our sins. 

The response suggested to this grace of God is to show our love for one 
another. Then comes this very vivid phrase, “No one has ever seen God; if we 
love one another, God abides in us and His love is perfected in us.” The 
relationship we have with God is not just a transactional relationship, but 
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one of ongoing growth. The perfection of God’s love takes time. Though there 
is a saying that suggests as much, not all wounds are healed by the passing 
of time. Likewise, some of the sweetest moments are not long ago, but 
experienced today. 

When we remain in any relationship, we learn from experience. The 
knowledge that 1John 4:13 speaks of is not just a memory, but of our new 
being. However, unlike a wedding ceremony which ends with a formal 
declaration of the change in a couple’s relationship status, the Holy Spirit 
works upon changing us one experience at a time. We may decide to follow 
Jesus at a revival or retreat, but a relationship with God is put to the test in 
the valleys of life. When facing want, sorrow, or sickness, we come face to 
face with our mortality.  

None of us anticipate losing a job, becoming addicted to drugs or 
alcohol, losing friends, our spouse, or our way far from home, but sadly many 
a man or woman faces this kind of evil spirit in this life. Sin complicates 
everything.  

Our scripture says, “If anyone says I love God and hates his brother (or 
sister) they are a liar…” The state of interpersonal relationships in the world 
today seems no closer to unity than many would desire. The challenges we 
face in this nation are many, but all can be addressed by the difference 
between hate and love. There is no place for hate in these United States. 

These two emotions, once acted upon, make race relations tense or 
tender, political perspectives biting or balanced, and matters of faith 
stressful or sincere. We are tested by the way that our minds, bodies, and 
souls respond to the news of injustices and ignorance. When you see 
someone tortured or killed by another human being, how can you keep from 
crying out? Likewise, when you hear of all police officers being labeled 
untrustworthy, why do we stay silent?  

There is no love present in acts or words of hate. Our scripture also 
makes it clear that the tests we face are largely present in relationship to 
other human beings, “who we have seen.” If we have a living relationship 
with God, we offer our fellow man/woman the kind of tolerance and 
treatment that we would desire for our own families or friends. There cannot 
be hate where Jesus desires we share in love, there cannot be silence when 
we are called to speak up for others.  

The mess comes about as the result of our broken attempts to awaken 
alarm in ones who seem to be asleep to their biases. Only those who have 
come face to face with hate and allowed it to spit in their eye while remaining 
focused on their goal can truly appreciate what it is to celebrate progress 
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made for all. I am but a preacher from this pulpit, but the world is our place 
of testing the call.   

In my seminary days, no text so convicted me as the words Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. wrote in 1963 to the white, Protestant church, while he sat in 
a Birmingham jail cell. “In the midst of blatant injustices inflicted upon the 
Negro, I have watched white churches stand on the sideline and merely 
mouth pious irrelevancies and sanctimonious trivialities.”  

Some aren’t moved by compassion but convicted of the truth. This 
day’s passage also makes it clear that God’s, “Love perfected in us (will give) 
confidence for the day of judgement.” Either eternal life or eternal 
punishment is the destiny of all humanity. This topic isn’t the stuff of 
children’s bedtime stories or summer love songs, but it is an abiding truth 
that we will face. Some choose not to believe in a place of separation from 
God and one another. Others try and finesse the phrases in this and other 
passages to soften the blow.  

Even so, I find great encouragement in knowing, “There is no fear in 
love, but perfect love casts out fear.”  

The fear of being left behind or separated from loved ones are two 
consistent approaches Christians have been sharing with one another since 
the beginning of our belief system. Some of my most formative theology was 
experienced in reading the pages of C.S. Lewis’ Mere Christianity.  The 
Oxford scholar, turned apologist, says, “You must make your choice. Either 
this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. 
You can shut Him up for a fool ... or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord 
and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being 
a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us.” 

What Lewis is refuting in these writings is the tendency of some to say 
Jesus is a good, noble teacher, but not the Savior. His point is rather blunt, 
and does not allow for one to say anything other than Jesus is either the Lord 
of the Universe or a madman. While I find that kind of rhetoric nervously 
humorous, I do not find it helpful that so many people who say they are 
Christians have looked away while our black brothers and sisters continue to 
face such shameful experiences. Equality for all races is a battle worth 
fighting for. 

People who follow Jesus do not hate their brothers and sisters. 
“Whoever loves God must love their brother and sisters.” 1 John 4 renounces 
the kind of double talk which makes a vow to God and then inflicts hate upon 
his brother or sister. Anyone who does this (says one thing and does another) 
is a liar. Among other names, Satan is called the “Father of Lies” (John 8:44). 
There should be a connection between the relationship growing within us, 
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(the Holy Spirit), and how we treat one another, especially those who look 
different than us.  

If the love of God is a living relationship, then we know, if we are 
alive, we have more to learn from God and from His Holy Word. The church 
in all nations should not tolerate racism. Nor should our families, 
neighborhoods, school systems, or lawmakers. But don’t just take my word 
for it. Make time today, or soon this week, to re-read 1John 4:19-21.  Read it, 
and then live it!  


