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Next Sunday we will be celebrating God’s gifts of harvest in our service.  We will 
bring some of the produce of field and garden – our own or someone else’s – and we 
will give the food brought to those who are in need, who have less than we do, so 
that they may also enjoy God’s good gifts.  And when we do that, we will be begin-
ning to put into practice something of what John is talking about here: as well as cel-
ebrating God’s love for us, we will be showing love to others. 
 
When we began looking at this letter of John, I remarked that John tends to swoop 
around a subject, coming back to it again and again from different angles, so that we 
get a wider and wider perspective on it.  And his big theme is that Christians should 
live out of God’s love and should show love to others, beginning with their fellow-
believers.  In exploring this theme, sometimes John uses tender words – he often 
calls us readers “beloved” for instance.  But in what we read today he is out to jolt us 
awake, to shock us into listening.  “All who hate a brother or sister are murderers” he 
thunders, and suddenly you sit up and wonder what is going on here.  Could this be 
the great apostle of love speaking? 
 
Writers and speakers sometimes use forceful language or even overblown meta-
phors to get attention.  About a hundred years ago there was one novelist who 
sought to gain the attention of readers by beginning the story “’Hell!’ said the duch-
ess.”  The thought being that you wouldn’t expect duchesses to use sweary words!  
Yes, well, times change.  Jesus used vivid metaphors to get his points over – he said 
it was easier for the camel to go through the eye of a needle than for the rich to enter 
the kingdom of God.  He said that it was better to cut off an arm or an eye that led 
you into sin, led you to hurt someone else, rather than cause the pain.  Better 
maimed than sinful was what he was saying. 
 
John want us to compare those who do not live in love with the archetypal murderer, 
Cain.  Cain, he reminds us, murdered his brother, not because Abel had done evil 
but for the very opposite reason, because Abel had done good, God was pleased 
with him, and Cain was jealous.  He ought to have loved his brother, but instead he 
envied him, and so he decided to kill him.  And in using the story at this point in his 
letter, John is comparing two kingdoms: the kingdom of God and the kingdom of this 
world.  Cain stands for the kingdom of this world, this world made in love by God but 
warped and distorted by sin, so that too often the reaction to seeing good and love 
and beauty is to seek to destroy it.  Jealousy does not aspire to raise itself up to the 
level of the person of whom it is jealous: it seeks to bring that person down to their 
level.   
 
Just think of all the ways that this is true, from the physical murder that John refers 
to, to the way that we – ourselves or in the persons of the media – like to find out the 
feet of clay of anyone who seems to be doing good in the world.  The Catholic 



church may have canonised Mother Theresa, but there are many these days who 
despise what she did, because it was not better.  If someone is hailed as a hero in 
one situation – we saw this after the Manchester bombing, unfortunately – they are 
expected to have lives which will sustain all scrutiny in all areas, and when they don’t 
– because very few can – somehow the heroism is thought to be tarnished.  The 
kingdom of this world is riven by jealousy and envy and too often seeks to pull down, 
rather than rise up. 
 
But we who are children of God are not to be like that.  We who belong to God’s 
Kingdom, not the kingdom of the fallen world are, and are to be, different.  Our defin-
ing characteristic is to be love.  And just so we get the point, John tells us that not to 
love is the same thing as murdering a person.  He uses the example of murder be-
cause from the beginning of time people have known that to kill another person is the 
ultimate in evil, the worst of sins.  But Jesus said that to call a brother or sister “you 
fool” was just as bad, just as deathly.  The whole of God’s law is summed up in the 
command to love – love God and love others, and so not to love is just as bad as 
murder.  The opposite of love is hate, for John there is no middle ground, no no-
mans-land of indifference; if you do not love, then what you might think of as indiffer-
ence is allied to hatred.  Love is active, while hatred need not be: the passivity of in-
difference is as much a form of hatred as the blood-lust felt by Cain. 
 
As if this wasn’t enough to get us sitting upright in our seats – or kneeling on the floor 
– John gives us Jesus as the standard for love.  Quoting very closely from words in 
his gospel, he tells us that we know love by this (“Greater love hath no man”), “That 
he (Jesus) laid down his life for us.” (“That a man lay down his life for his friends.”)  
And, he says, adding the kick of application to his words, “We ought to lay our lives 
down for one another.”  There are no half measures for John, as there were not for 
Jesus.  If we are followers of Jesus then we ought to be prepared to lay our lives 
down for one another. 
 
These are hard things to hear, hard things to think about.  It would be no wonder if 
you began to wonder about which of the two kingdoms you belong in.  But John does 
not intend it to come across that way.  He wants to make his point, wants us to un-
derstand that this loving one another is important, vitally important, but he also wants 
to reassure us.  Yes, we ought to be ready to die for one another – but we won’t all 
be asked to do this, and certainly not every day.  This being prepared to die is the 
counsel of perfection, but we can’t get there all at once.  When learning to walk, you 
have to start with small steps before you can take giant ones, you have to start from 
where you are.  And so, he gives us this instruction, that we who have the world’s 
goods should be always willing to share with brothers and sisters who are in need. 
 
And so, we come back to next week’s harvest thanksgiving, when we give to others 
by giving in thanks to God. And it brings us to the parable of the Good Samaritan, 
who saw need and recognised that anyone with a need that he could meet was his 
responsibility, his neighbour.  Giving at harvest is a start, it’s the baby steps, really, 
since it is an opportunity for showing love all laid out for us, without us having to use 
our eyes and ears and imaginations to discover where we can act in love to help 
others.  But it is a start. 
 
And once we start acting and living in love, we will find that it is not so hard.  John 
wants us to be sure that it is practical love he is talking about, not mere words.  
There are churches – I have known some – where there is a lot of talk of love, but 
people can easily be neglected and left out.  I hope that we are not that church for 
anyone.  There are churches where the language of love is used to cover hurtful 



comments, where if someone says “Can I say something to you in love?” you just 
know that it is going to be a negative comment that is offered.  But if we act in love, 
do loving things, help where help is needed, give where gifts can make a difference, 
be present, when what is needed is for someone not to be alone; if we are those who 
look around us, not just at our friends, but at our neighbours far and near (sometimes 
far is easier to see than near) then, John tells us we will know that we are in God’s 
kingdom.   
 
We need to know that at times.  We need to be reassured that we are God’s chil-
dren, members of his kingdom, because we can all be our own worst critics.  We are 
not perfect, we are not wholly pure, we are not always consistent.  It is too easy for 
some of us to begin to doubt our own salvation, to wonder if we really have enough 
faith (though all you need is faith as a grain of mustard seed), if God can really love 
us.  But God is greater than our hearts, says John.  John knows these doubts, these 
internal agonies that are worse for some than for others.  God is greater than our 
hearts.  We are not his children because we have enough faith, or because we are 
good enough, or because we feel that we are, but because of his love; and when we 
realise that, and allow his love to flow through us in action, then we can be reassured 
that we are children of God.   
 
The love we show may still sometimes be baby steps, we may be quite doubtful that 
we would be ready to lay down our lives for each other, but even if the steps we take 
are small and shaky, even if the love we show is quiet and patchy, we are still walk-
ing in God’s way, living in God’s Kingdom, for God is greater than our hearts.  In fact, 
if we are prone to beat ourselves up about our lack of faith or the feebleness of our 
love, it is a good sign that we have set out on the right path.  If we were walking in 
the way of the world, in the way of envy and destructiveness, then such doubts 
would not occur to us. 
 
Living in the way of God’s love reassures us, and living in God’s love makes us bold 
in prayer.  If we are coming to God in intercession, not because our hearts are full of 
long lists of what we want, like a child’s letter to Santa, but because our hearts are 
full of concern for others, then we can be bold in what we ask for.  Prayer, as I often 
say, is an act of love, and one which any of you can do, even if your circumstances 
make some other ways of loving difficult; if you can’t get out, or haven’t so much to 
give as you would like, you can still hold people in your heart and bring them to God 
in prayer.  And this is never a least or littlest thing; bringing someone to God in loving 
prayer is a tremendous thing, and amazing gift, a powerful, if often hidden act of 
love. 
 
Love God, said the lawyer who was testing Jesus, and love your neighbour as your-
self.  And Jesus agreed.  This is the way of God’s Kingdom.  May we be those who 
every day show our love for God, show God’s love for us, by seeking out ways of 
giving active love to others.  Amen. 
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