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I really like the Message version of this text. It says “16-17 This is how we’ve come to 

understand and experience love: Christ sacrificed his life for us. This is why we ought to live 

sacrificially for our fellow believers, and not just be out for ourselves. If you see some brother or 

sister in need and have the means to do something about it but turn a cold shoulder and do 

nothing, what happens to God’s love? It disappears. And you made it disappear. 

18-20 My dear children, let’s not just talk about love; let’s practice real love. This is the only 

way we’ll know we’re living truly, living in God’s reality. It’s also the way to shut down 

debilitating self-criticism, even when there is something to it. For God is greater than our 

worried hearts and knows more about us than we do ourselves. 

21-24 And friends, once that’s taken care of and we’re no longer accusing or condemning 

ourselves, we’re bold and free before God! We’re able to stretch our hands out and receive what 

we asked for because we’re doing what he said, doing what pleases him. Again, this is God’s 

command: to believe in his personally named Son, Jesus Christ. He told us to love each other, in 

line with the original command. As we keep his commands, we live deeply and surely in him, 

and he lives in us. And this is how we experience his deep and abiding presence in us: by the 

Spirit he gave us.” 

We must shut down debilitating self-criticism; God is greater than our worried hearts. Wow. 

That gets to the core of the apple, doesn’t it? When we stop hating ourselves, we can go to God 

more freely to ask for what we need. Because we should be bold and free before God. God does 

know more about us than we do ourselves. Certainly God knows more about us than others know 

about us. We must stop listening to the voices of others and ourselves that say we are not worthy, 

and instead listen to the voice of God, who says we are beloved children of God.  

Once we accept this truth, it is easier to accept that each person in this world is also worthy of 

love. With that, we follow the command to love each other, to do what is necessary to show that 

love to each other, and to live a life that is beautiful to God. One in which we accept, love, and 

help one another.  

The letter of 1 John was written to the church who was struggling with the issues of their day. 

They needed direction, so the author of I John gave them basic instructions. Basically he wrote 

that it was not their task to figure out the precise and exact position on political or moral issues. 

Their task was to “love one another.” Life had become complex and people’s identity had 

become skewed. The faith community had forgotten who they were and what they were about. 

They needed to be reminded that to be believers in Jesus Christ had a direct connection with their 

actions and deeds. What they needed to practice was “real love.” 

Real love is not just accepting Christ and believing in Christ. Real love means that our faith is 

lived out by what we do. Those outside of the church may criticize the Church more than 



anything when we profess to be loving, but we practice exclusiveness. To either reject or exclude 

others from our congregation will be seen as hypocritical. In other words, people will say “They 

don’t practice what they preach.” Whether we realize it or not, people are watching everything 

we do. 

Pastor Howard shared an example of practicing what we preach in his Monday devotion this 

week. If you missed it, here is a quick synopsis - a church family did exactly what we are all 

called to do - they loved and helped their neighbors, with no motives for repayment. This 

neighbor who was the recipient of their loving acts of kindness decided to write to the church to 

let us know of their care. For more of the story, I encourage you to read the devotion, on 

Facebook or on our website, or call the church office to be added to the mailing list! 

This example is such a perfect one for how we are called to live. We see someone in need, and 

we spring into action. We hear of someone struggling, so we pray for them. We hear of a tragic 

event like the mass shooting last week, and we pray for all of those families. Not just the families 

of those who were murdered, but the family of the man who shot them. They need our prayers as 

well. That is being the body of Christ. Being there for everyone. Not choosing who is worthy of 

the actions, but just stepping up to do what we can, for all.  

Henri Nouwen said “Let us not underestimate how hard it is to be compassionate. Compassion is 

hard because it requires the inner disposition to go with others to the place where they are weak, 

vulnerable, lonely, and broken. But this is not our spontaneous response to suffering. What we 

desire most is to do away with suffering by fleeing from it or finding a quick cure for it. As busy, 

active, relevant people, we want to earn our bread by making a real contribution. This means first 

and foremost doing something to show that our presence makes a difference. And so we ignore 

our greatest gift, which is our ability to enter into solidarity with those who suffer. . . .” 

He goes on to say, “Those who can sit with their fellow man, not knowing what to say but 

knowing that they should be there, can bring new life into a dying heart. Those who are not 

afraid to hold a hand in gratitude, to shed tears of grief, and to let a sigh of distress arise straight 

from the heart can break through paralyzing boundaries and witness the birth of a new 

fellowship, the fellowship of the broken.” 

We cannot simply say we will follow God’s commands. We must follow through. We’ve all 

heard the expression “talk is cheap”. The flip side of that is actions are priceless. The person who 

does what they say they are going to do is, with good reason, trusted and respected. The one who 

doesn’t, not so much. 

The writer of the passage we read today knew that. First John is a letter written not to those he 

hoped to convert, but to those who already believed. It’s a letter telling them how they should act 

as Christians. It’s essentially an early letter on Christian ethics. 

John writes, We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us–and we ought to lay down 

our lives for one another.  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 help?  Little children, let us love, not in word or 

speech, but in truth and action.  And by this we will know that we are from the truth… 

 

In other words, talk is cheap. Actions mean everything. 



I love that phrase about loving not in “word or speech” but instead in “truth and action”. It means 

the measure of who we are as Christians is not what we say on Sunday mornings or whether we 

wear a cross around our necks or anything like that where we profess our faith by words or 

symbols. The writer of this passage would agree, I believe, that when it comes to being 

Christians, talk is cheap. 

But action isn’t cheap. John asks how those who have been given so much can see a brother or 

sister who needs help and turn their back on them. He asks how we can see the example of Christ 

who loved us so much that he gave everything for us, including his life, and then turn our backs 

on those who need the same kind of love. John tells us this is our measure of the Christian life: 

not what we say, but how we act. 

We don’t always get it right. None of us do. We may have the best of intentions, but when the 

rubber meets the road, it’s hard. God knows this. When we actually have to give up our time to 

go volunteer at Hot Meals, or Love Chapel, or here in the church for the variety of ministries we 

have, or anywhere else, we may sometimes find ourselves wondering if there are other things to 

do that we would prefer. When we are asked to open our wallets and help out when a need arises, 

we might rationalize that we really would rather use that money for something fun. After all, we 

worked hard for it. When that friend comes to us needing someone to lean on, we might make 

excuses on why we can’t get together or answer that phone call.  

We’ve all felt that twinge when we’ve said one thing and acted in another way. We know it’s not 

our best self, or who we really want to be. And so we resolve to do better. And while none of us 

is perfect, we try. And that’s a noble endeavor, to try to make sure your actions reflect who you 

say you are. For us Christians that means making sure our actions reflect the love of a Christ who 

first loved us. 

But have you ever noticed that there are a lot of people who don’t trust Christians? I’ve been at 

activities before where someone, before they knew what I did, has made a comment about all 

clergy being con artists and all Christians being hypocrites. They talk about all the bad things 

that have been done in the name of our faith: wars, discrimination, the treatment of women, 

molestation of children by priests...the list goes on. 

I get it. When I was growing up in the 80’s it seemed like every few months there was another 

televangelist being hauled out of their house in handcuffs, or tearfully confessing to something 

on the evening news. Even as a kid I knew that some Christians did one thing while saying 

another. 

A lot of folks think that Christians are hypocrites. And the truth is this: at times, we are. We are, 

not because we are Christians, but because we are human. None of us is always the person we 

want to be. There are always going to be times when we do not do what is right. What we know 

deep down in our hearts, in our souls, that we ought to do. We do not always love in our words, 

nor in our actions.  

But our job as Christians is to try. 

We aren’t perfect. We know that. But that doesn’t mean we can’t try to be the sort of people we 

say we are on Sunday mornings. That doesn’t mean we can’t try to be people not just of words 

but of actions. 

That matters for our life together as a church. A church should ideally be the kind of community 

where without us saying a word about what we believe, you would know we were Christians. 

You know the song, “they will know we are Christians by our love”. I like y'all, so I won’t sing 

it, but you know those words, right? It doesn’t say, “they will know we are Christians because 

we say so.” 



That has implications for our church, and for any church. It means we should exist not just for 

ourselves, in fact, not even primarily for ourselves, but for others. It means that when we 

measure who we are as a church community, we should start by asking what we have done for 

our neighbors, and for those who would hope to see the love of Christ. 

That’s not always easy. And yet, if we are going to claim the title of Christian, it’s not optional. 

The world has plenty of Christians. It needs more followers of Christ. 

Wesley taught that the complete Christian has a well-rounded spiritual life, sometimes tending to 

his or her own soul and other times serving others. He called these "acts of piety" and "acts of 

mercy." 

Acts of piety include things like reading the Bible, going to church, and receiving communion. 

Acts of mercy are things like offering comfort to others, visiting the sick and in prison, and 

working to change systems that hurt and victimize people. 

For Wesley, acts of both piety and mercy are part of a life of prayer. "In souls filled with love," 

Wesley says, "the desire to please God is a continual prayer."  

Too often we reduce God down to what we feel in our hearts or what we feel that God should 

give us. Dietrich Bonhoeffer admonished readers that we should not only pray what is in our 

heart, but that we should pray what is in God’s Word. This type of prayer might lead us to pray 

what is contrary even to our own desires! This week I felt called to sit in the quiet of the chapel 

and pray. I heard God’s voice speak to me and to be blunt, I didn’t understand what I heard. 

Until later. Then, when I thought back to that voice, I understood. It was not necessarily what I 

was praying for, but I did say “ok, God, whatever you ask, I will do”. Ooh. Be careful with that 

prayer. We do not always get what we think the answer will be, or should be in our eyes.  

When we ask ourselves the question in this text, “If anyone has the world’s goods and sees his 

brother in need yet closes his heart, how does God’s love abide in him?”, then we must look deep 

to answer that we must love as Jesus loved. 

And so my question to you is this: how are we going to be people not of word and speech, but of 

truth and action? How are we going to love as Jesus loved? How are we going to be the people 

that our world needs us to be? How will our lives be lives of continual prayer, in word and 

speech, in truth and action? 

Just as our community is always changing, God’s call to us is evolving as well. God is opening 

new doors to us so we can better serve our neighbors and our world. God is working through 

each one of us here today, including you. 

I know God has a plan for every person here today. I know God has brought you here not just for 

worship, but for service. The love of Christ may have gotten you here today, but God doesn’t 

want your Christian journey to end here in a church pew, or on the sofa watching at home. God 

has something greater in store for you. 

The journey every week starts here. Think of your seat for worship as your launching pad. Here 

we say, and sing, the words of our faith, we get ready to become people of action. And when you 

leave here, you go out into a world that needs that action. It’s a world that needs followers of 

Christ, not just Christians in name only. 

The good news is you’re not in this alone. We are a community of people who want to do just 

that. We want to be people of action, not just words. But we need you, and we need everyone 

who comes through our door and tunes in online. You are all a part of God’s call on this church, 

community, and world, you are all a piece of the divine puzzle, and you are all important.  



If we commit to loving in truth and action, how might our lives look differently in the week 

ahead? When we love in truth and action, we show Christ’s love to the world. Christ the Good 

Shepherd can love through us when we love with our deeds and with our lives.  

When we love with our lives, we become reflections of God for all to see. Let me repeat that. 

When we love with our lives, we become reflections of God for all to see. How will you love 

with your life this week? We need to listen to God, and that means that we will let all that we do 

be done in love. Amen.  

 


