
 1 

“How Do Christians Love in an Atmosphere of Antagonism?”  
1 Jn 4:7-12 

October 29, 2017 at Mboro 
Noel Schoonmaker 

 
The world we inhabit often has an antagonistic atmosphere.  Rarely 

has our community seen such antagonism as we saw this past week, 

especially Friday and Saturday.  I have never been as proud to be associated 

with a church as I was Friday night, when we hosted the One Community 

Prayer Vigil.  In anticipation of the rally scheduled for yesterday, over a 

dozen congregations of different denominational, racial, and linguistic 

composition came together as one body of Christ here in our sanctuary.  The 

body of Christ has a foot, and we put our foot down here on the square to 

say we are a people of prayer, we are a people of peace, and we are a people 

of love.  In keeping with the teachings of Christ, the love in the room was 

prayerfully extended to other Christians, to neighbors, to strangers, and even 

to our enemies. The witness of love is at the heart of what it means to be 

Christian.  So how do we love in an atmosphere of antagonism?  

The first thing to note is that 1 Jn 4:7 addresses Christians as 

“beloved.”  Verse 11 does the same thing, calling us “beloved.”  Not only 

Christians, but everyone is beloved.  We are all loved by God.  Later in the 

chapter, verse 19 says, “We love because God first loved us.”  God took the 



 2 

initiative to love us when we were unlovely, to pursue us when we were 

going astray, to save us when we were sinking in sin. 

Perhaps the most important thing I could ever say from this pulpit is, 

God loves you.  No matter who you are, God loves you. No matter what you 

have done, God loves you.  No matter what kind of struggle you’re going 

through, God loves you with an unfailing love. 

I visited the city of Florence, Italy, back in 2000.  My friend Clint and 

I walked around to see the sites.  We had heard of a famous bridge called the 

Ponte Vecchio, and we wanted to see it.  We had a map.  We followed it as 

best we could.  When we got to the area where we thought it was and all we 

had to do was turn left, we did.  We looked around for a minute, but it just 

looked like all the other streets, not a famous bridge.  So, we walked back 

out onto the road we’d been on and checked the map again.  It seemed like 

we had the right place, so we walked back to that road on the left.  But 

again, it just looked ordinary, not like a world-renowned bridge.  We looked 

far in front of us: no bridge.  We looked far behind us: no bridge.  We 

looked left and right and everywhere and we could not find the bridge.  

Finally, we asked somebody where the Ponte Vecchio was, and she smiled 

and said, “You’re standing on it.”  We had already found what we were 

looking for. 
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I think many people go through life trying to find a place where we’ll 

be fully loved and accepted by God.  Here’s the good news: you’re already 

there.  God loves you.  Just receive God’s love by faith.  Lean into God’s 

hug.  Believe in God’s Son.  Allow the exquisite love of God to flow to you 

and flow through you. 

God’s love for us enables our love for others.  It also shapes our love 

for others.  Verse 7 continues, “Let us love one another, because love is from 

God.”  The Greek term translated “love” is agape, which is one of several 

types of love in the Greek language.  For example, the Greek term eros 

denotes romantic love.  The Greek term philios denotes brotherly love or 

friendship love.  Agape is different because it is not based on feelings, 

kinship, or friendship.  Agape denotes an act of the will to benefit others.  

Therefore, agape extends to people outside our family and friends, to people 

outside the church, to people we don’t know, to people who are different 

than us, to people we find unlovely, even to our adversaries.  Since human 

beings are inherently self-centered, practicing this type of agape love does 

not come naturally; it comes supernaturally. 

When verse 7 says love is “from God,” the Greek is ek tou theou, 

which literally means “out of God.”  In other words, the source of agape is 

God.  God is the fount from which agape flows.  To love in the agape way is 
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to convey to others the supernatural love of God that we have received.  It is 

to channel the love of God that we receive through the cross of Christ. 

When I was in college, I remember getting frustrated when a Christian 

speaker would emphasize love.  “We must love one another,” a religion 

professor would say, and I would think, “What a cliché.”  A preacher would 

say, “God loves us so we can love our neighbors,” and I would think, “But 

Christianity encompasses so much more than love.  It’s about incarnation 

and resurrection, life abundant and life eternal, prayer and worship, joy and 

peace, evangelism and social justice.”  I used to think that emphasizing love 

served to water-down Christianity and even make it difficult to distinguish 

from basic human decency.   

But John stressed the primacy of love in 1 John 4.  Paul stressed the 

primacy of love in 1 Corinthians 13. Jesus stressed the primacy of love in 

Matthew 22 when they asked him to identify the greatest commandment. 

The more I grow in Christ, the more I am convinced that love must ever be 

our emphasis.  There are other important Christian themes, to be sure, but 

any time we take our eyes off of love, we are likely to strike out in our 

witness.  Christianity is bigger than love, but centered on love.  Christianity 

is more than love, but never less. 
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Verse 8 says, “Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is 

love.”  Love for others is essential to Christian identity because love is at the 

center of God’s identity.  The phrase “God is love” is one of the most 

powerful and memorable statements in the Bible.  Notice that it does not say, 

“Love is God.”  That would be to define love in a human way and then 

impose the concept on God.  Instead of saying that love defines God, verse 8 

indicates that God defines love. 

This is important because the English word “love” has so many 

connotations that it has lost much of its potency.  For example, to “love” can 

mean to enjoy, to prefer, to take care of, or to be romantically interested in.  

You might find yourself saying things like “I love my car,” or, “I love that 

show.” But verse 9 clarifies the Christian definition of love, giving it both 

substance and specificity.  It says, “God’s love was revealed among us in 

this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through 

Him.”  The essence of love is found in God sending Jesus for our benefit.   

The emphasis on sending appears also in Jn 20:21, where Jesus tells 

his disciples, “As the Father sent me, so I send you.”  The love of God is 

defined by being sent, by taking the initiative to go to others instead of 

waiting for them to come to us; by smiling at people who still have frowns 

on their faces; by reaching to out people who still have their hands planted 
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firmly in their pockets. Christians are sent by God to share with others the 

supernatural agape love that Christ has so generously given to us. 

Peter Rhea Jones tells the story of a lady who received a deeply 

meaningful gift from her husband one Christmas.  They didn’t have much 

money at the time, but he knew she needed a new winter coat.  So, he bought 

the most beautiful winter coat he could find and gave it to her.  When she 

received it, she took his face gently into her hands, kissed him on the 

forehead, and said, “Thank you.  I love it.”  A few days later, the family 

went to the mall for an after-Christmas sale.  The lady with the new coat saw 

a woman who was dirty and cold sitting on the curb.  She walked over and 

draped her coat around the woman’s shoulders.  Then she took the woman’s 

face in her gentle hands and kissed her right on the forehead.1  She shared 

love just as she had received love.  This is what God empowers us to do, to 

receive the gift of Christ’s love and convey it to others. 

“In this is love,” says verse 10, “not that we loved God but that God 

loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins.”  Here we 

see that the love of Christ is sacrificial in character.  Christly love is costly 

love.  Here we see that the love of Christ initiates rather than reciprocates.  

                                                
1 Peter Rhea Jones, 1, 2, and 3 John (Macon: Smyth and Helwys Publishing, Inc., 

2009), 198. 
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Christly love is initiating love.  Here we see that the love of Christ extends 

to sinful recipients who have not earned it.  Christly love is undeserved love.  

If we, as Christians, love others in a costly way, an initiating way, and an 

undeserved way, our witness will be anything but watered-down.  It will be 

dynamic and distinctive in all the right ways. 

The language of atoning sacrifice indicates that Christ has covered our 

sins.  Sin was a burden on our souls; but Christ removed it from us.  Sin was 

a stain we could never wash; but Christ made us clean.  Sin was a debt we 

could never pay; but Jesus paid it all.  Our sins are wiped away because of 

Jesus’ atoning death on the cross.  According to 1 Jn 2:2, Christ died as a 

sacrifice not only for our sins but also for the sins of the whole world.  

Because his love extends to the whole world, we are to share Christ’s love 

with the whole world.  Let’s not hug our children and shake hands with 

friends and think we are finished sharing the love of Christ.  Let’s not greet 

our friends in Sunday School and think we are finished sharing the love of 

Christ. 

Jesus said in Matthew 5, “If you love those who love you, what 

reward do you have?  Do not even the tax collectors do the same?  And if 

you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than 

others?  Do not even the Gentiles do the same?”  Jesus intends Christian 
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love to look different than generic human love.  But how do we practice 

such love?  Again, “Love is from God.”  Practicing agape does not come 

naturally but supernaturally. 

Follow me to the book of Romans and listen to Paul’s claim in Rom 

5:5: “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that 

has been given to us.”  The Greek word translated “poured” is ekcheo.  Bible 

scholar Brad Braxton notes that this word “connotes an enthusiastic, even 

extravagant bestowal of God’s love, which spills over because of its 

abundance.”2  God doesn’t drip love into our hearts like a leaky faucet.  God 

pours love into our hearts like a waterfall from heaven.  God pours love into 

our hearts like a child pouring a 2-liter drink into a little cup.  The fiz rises 

so fast that it overflows and spills out everywhere. 

A little girl once asked her mother, “How big is God?”  “Bigger than 

you could ever imagine,” her mother answered, “Why do you ask?”  The 

little girl responded, “Because I don’t think God’s going to fit in my heart.  

He’ll be busting out all over!”  That is the gospel truth.  God’s love fills us 

to capacity and then bursts forth from us for others. 

There are other Christian doctrines, but they all orbit around love.  

There are other attributes of God, but God is love. There are other Christian 

                                                
2 Brad Braxton, Preaching Paul (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2004) 34. 
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virtues, but they all find their goal in love. If the biblical law had but one 

command, it would be love.  If faith had but one work, it would be love.  If 

the church had but one mission, it would be love.  If the Holy Spirit 

produced but one fruit, it would be love.  If the world knew we were 

Christians because of one quality, it would be love.  If the will of God were 

distilled into one word, it would be love.  If the calling of Christians were 

encapsulated in one concept, it would be love.  If the meaning of the cross 

were summarized in one term, it would be love.  So, if First Baptist Church 

is to be known for anything, let it be…love.  Amen. 


