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Scripture Reading: 1 John 3:11-24 (NRSV) 

11 For this is the message you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one 
another. 12 We must not be like Cain who was from the evil one and murdered his 
brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own deeds were evil and his 
brother’s righteous. 13 Do not be astonished, brothers and sisters, that the world hates 
you. 14 We know that we have passed from death to life because we love one another. 
Whoever does not love abides in death. 15 All who hate a brother or sister are 
murderers, and you know that murderers do not have eternal life abiding in them. 16 We 
know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives 
for one another. 17 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? 

18 Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action. 19 And by 
this we will know that we are from the truth and will reassure our hearts before him 20 

whenever our hearts condemn us; for God is greater than our hearts, and he knows 
everything. 21 Beloved, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have boldness before God; 
22 and we receive from him whatever we ask, because we obey his commandments 
and do what pleases him. 

23 And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his Son Jesus 
Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded us. 24 All who obey his 
commandments abide in him, and he abides in them. And by this we know that he 
abides in us, by the Spirit that he has given us. 

Sermon:  

Love, love, love 
Love, love, love. 

You’ve heard the song.   

There's nothing you can do that can't be done 
Nothing you can sing that can't be sung 
Nothing you can say, but you can learn how to play the game 
It's easy 

All you need is love…  



It’s easy, right? I mean, could it really be just that simple? Love. That’s it. Nothing 
more, nothing less.  

Today’s scripture is from the First Epistle of John, presumably the same John one who, 
in his Gospel recollection, refers to himself multiple times as the “beloved disciple.” 
Commentators suggest that this letter, along with his two other epistles come toward 
the end of John’s life, and that it is possible that First John was actually written after 
the other two, and thus, could be regarded as a bit of a summation of Johannine 
thought, a kind of Magnum Opus, or parting wisdom, if you will.  

It’s the apostle John’s A Love Supreme! Anyone John Coltrane fans? Ever sat and 
listened to Coltrane’s A Love Supreme all the way through? I have it on vinyl if you 
want to come over for a listening session.  It’s immersive, enrapturing, you can literally 
forget your own existence and get caught up in this movement that is simultaneously 
melodic and dissonant and just altogether beautiful!  It’s a masterpiece in part because 
I believe it is a nod to the Love Supreme that is written of here in John’s epistle. 

Love is central to the whole letter, and it comes into dramatic focus here in chapter 3 
where the author seems to land squarely on the supremacy of Love, not merely as a 
virtue to aspire toward, but as the very essence of life in Christ… an immersive, 
enrapturing, all-encompassing participation in the life of God who is love.   

Now, I struggled with which specific text to choose from 1 John, as there is a bunch of 
framing stuff that comes both before and after the text that I chose for today. 
Everything from the way in which God has lavished God’s love upon us, to being 
named God’s children, the Beloved, to the assertion that God is Love, not merely 
loving, but Love itself! All of which creates the backdrop for John’s comments here in 
chapter 3 on what it means to be part of the beloved community.  

And that is why I chose this text, for this day, this last sermon I get to preach while still 
a pastor here at First Covenant Church Minneapolis. I chose this text because you, my 
friends, are the beloved community, you’ve been my beloved community, and that will 
forever be the case, even as I prepare to move to another community and another call. 
What we’ve shared of God’s love, of one another’s burdens, of compassion and 
courage and hope, binds us inextricably, it cannot be undone! And so it seemed fitting 
to hear this encouragement from John about the very love that binds us together, 
which has been from the beginning, and will be without end.  

Here in chapter 3, verse 11, John reminds his community:   

“For this is the message you have heard from the beginning, that we should love 
one another.” 



It’s easy! Right?! Wrong. It’s actually not all that complicated, but it can be 
complicating, and most certainly isn’t easy. We know this. We tried it! Not perfectly, 
mind you. I don’t actually know if there is such a thing as “perfect” when it comes to 
love, but that’s another sermon. And I’m not even sure exactly how long ago it was that 
we made this simple and outrageous statement, but I remember Lisa Albinson sending 
us a graphic for a pop-up sign we could use to capture what it is that we were seeking 
to be about here at First Covenant. It was a simple statement. Love Minneapolis, Love 
All. That’s it. That’s what we were aspiring to do. It’s easy!  

I mean, isn’t this the message that we heard from the beginning? That we should love 
one another. How could it get so complicated?! Now, given the mention of Cain and 
Able in today’s passage, it would be easy to fall into the trap of litigating who is Cain 
and who is Able, who is righteous and who is evil in the fallout of our attempt to live out 
our calling of love. But that would most certainly be a grand adventure in missing 
John’s point. It would catapult us into the very thing that John seems to call “abiding in 
death,” the hating of our brother or sister which is murderous not only to the one hated 
but also to the one harboring hate. 

Rather, I’m interested in the next statement John makes, where he says: 

“13 Do not be astonished, brothers and sisters, that the world hates you.”  

“Not surprising!” says John. And yet, exclusion is always jarring. And let us not be 
fooled by the term “the world” in regards to the exclusion or hate we might experience 
in our pursuit of love.  “The world” the John is referring to here is not a delineation 
between the sacred and the secular, but rather between the forces of love inherent in 
all of the universe and the systems and structures of human design that seek to 
control, to dominate, to secure power and prosperity for some to the exclusion and 
oppression of the other. Systems and structures that are just as active in religious 
spaces and institutions as they are in secular ones. So in many senses, John is 
reassuring his beloved community, that this is normal. That the adversity that they have 
experienced, the violence and hate, is not a rebuke but rather the evidence of their 
transformation. He goes on...   

14 “We know that we have passed from death to life because we love one 
another.”   

In these past ten years that I’ve had the great privilege to be part of this community, we 
have walked through some dark places beloved ones, and not only around human 
sexuality, though that has been particularly painful, but across multiple aspects of 
identity, grappling with gender, with racial oppression and white supremacy, with 
demoralizing images of God and abusive religious institutions. We’ve faced many 



demons together. I’ve had dark days of wondering what is even the point of church, 
which is troubling for someone who is called to be a pastor, especially when you’ve 
tried multiple times, unsuccessfully to escape that call!  Talk about a vocational crisis!  

Many of you have had far darker days than me. Some of you have faced severe 
rejections, the questioning of your own beloved identity, the questioning of your faith, 
the loss of friendships or family relationships, the violence of individuals and 
institutional structures, so many darknesses you have endured. And yet, here you are, 
still abiding in love, bearing witness to resurrection. For indeed, “We know that we 
have passed from death to life because we love one another.”   

And that in and of itself has been disorienting. I mean, it felt like loving was the thing 
that got us into trouble in the first place, the cause all of this death around us. I mean, 
you would think that the death would be the painful part of this whole death and 
resurrection story. But if I’m reading John’s encouragement correctly, it isn’t actually 
the love that brought about death.  No, John says that “loving one another” is the 
evidence that we have passed from death to life, that love is the evidence of 
resurrection. So then why has resurrection been so painful!  Isn’t that supposed to be 
the happy ending?!  What gives?!   

I equate it to this. Have any of you ever been in an unhealthy relationship, or a bad job 
situation, or a dysfunctional family system? What happens when you awaken to that 
dysfunction and start to make decisions to treat yourself better or create boundaries, 
or perhaps when you have to leave altogether? I mean, when you’re in the midst of 
something that looks like death, it’s almost hard to even recognize it as such. It might 
be painful, but you usually find ways to cope, to numb so that you don’t feel the pain. 
But then, when you awaken and begin to choose health and life, that’s when you begin 
to feel the pain acutely!   

It’s sometimes not until you experience life, that you can even see death for what it is. 
It’s not until you love that you feel the cost of it, and begin to see the death that still 
exists all around you, still wants to cling. And this understandably grieves us. 
Sometimes it even causes us to wonder if what we’re experiencing really is 
resurrection, or if we’ve somehow made a bigger mess of everything.    

Or as my wife remarked the other night as we were talking about this text, this 
resurrection has been coming on for a while, it’s like something we’ve been carrying for 
10 years, waiting for it to finally come full term, like a pregnancy. And for those of you 
who’ve moved through that with us, you know that we experienced a bit of morning 
sickness in that first trimester, maybe a little bit of naive second trimester bliss, and 
then energy sucking weight of this last trimester of conflict. And then came the labor 



and delivery, which is always the most painful part! But we’ve given birth to new life 
here! And yet, sometimes even the baby in front of us is not a quick or easy cure for 
the post-partum disorientation and depression that we feel in our new reality.   

I’ve heard many of you say how confusing it has been to be on this journey, wondering 
if you’re doing the right thing with so many voices of condemnation, sometimes even 
your own heart condemning you. If I’m following this way of love, shouldn’t it all work 
out better? Why isn’t love better received, we wonder? And yet, to this question the 
beloved disciple reminds his community, “We know love by this, that he laid down his 
life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one another.” Laying down our life, 
this is the shape of the love that John speaks of.   

Did you know that there are 6 different words for “love” in Koine Greek, the language 
which most of the New Testament was written in, three of which show up in our 
scripture texts. The word that John uses here is his letter is agape. Agape love is not 
Eros, the romantic love of sexual passion or desire. It’s not philia, what we often 
translate as “brotherly love” or love between friends, as in, a bond between those who 
share common values or interests. It’s not even storge, which is like, the bond between 
family, such as a parent to a child. Rather, agape is love without condition, sacrificial 
love, love that lays down one’s life, not in an act of heroism, but because its own life is 
inextricably bound up in the life of the other.  

It’s actually the only word used to speak of God’s love in the New Testament, and yet it 
is also used here in First John to speak of the love that we are to share with one 
another. And that is curious to me. John says to his beloved community in chapter 3 to 
agapomen one another, and later in chapter 4, that God is agape, and that whoever 
lives in agape, lives or abides in God (who is agape) and God lives or abides in them.   

Mutual abiding love, this is agape love. And what does this mutual abiding love look 
like? Well, John is pretty clear about what it does not look like.  He says; 

“17 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?” 

And this cannot be reduced to charity, or at least not to the kind of contemporary 
American charity that throws a few bucks in the plate to massage one’s own 
conscience so that we can remain conveniently distant from the pain of our sister or 
brother. Rather, what John is talking about here is more the radical notion of Dr. King’s 
beloved community wherein we all see our very lives and destiny bound up in one 
another, such that for me to not help you not only deprives you, but ultimately deprives 
me!  This is the love that is not merely in word or speech, but is in action and in truth.  



And you know this kind of abiding love. You live it. It’s the kind of abiding love that 
sees in one another that there is a part of you in me and me in you. That sees our 
homeless shelter guests not as “homeless people”, but as people, as beloved ones, 
whose current situation bears witness to their resilience and courage. It’s the abiding 
love that sees our queer friends and friends of color as mentors and exemplars in what 
it looks like to have faith and hope even when our world appears void of it, that 
recognizes that they are our speakers of truth and bearers of good news, no matter 
how hard that good news might be to hear. Abiding love remains in the difficult, gets 
close to one another’s pain, sees love in the other, and creates space for it.   

I in you and you in me.  Hmmmm… where have we heard that before? Oh yeah, from 
Jesus, when he prayed for his disciples, and ultimately for us, on the eve of his own 
sacrificial act of love and solidarity.  He prayed;   

“that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you… that 
they may be one as we are one— I in them and you in me—so that they may be 
brought to complete unity.”   

I create space in me for all of you and you creating space for all of me. This is agape 
love. It’s the trinitarian dance of self emptying, always opening to the other, always 
serving and honoring and creating space for the other. It’s the very shape of God, who 
is love! Which brings me to what I believe to be the crescendo of John’s Magnum 
Opus.  

After all of these encouragements about how this love reassures our hearts, and that 
when our hearts are reassured in love, we can ask anything of God because we are 
essentially sharing in God’s own heart, when we finally get to verse 23, it seems like 
John lands the plane. Now, I must admit that this verse originally just felt to me like 
another reiteration of the same refrain, but with this weird language of commandment 
and obedience, which initially struck me as a step backward from the beautiful picture 
he was painting of agape. But then a commentary helped me to read it differently, and 
it suddenly struck me as monumental. He says; 

23 And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his Son 
Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded us.  

I mean, it kind of sounds reminiscent of the two greatest commandments, but with the 
caveat of belief. Number one. Believe in God’s Son Jesus Christ. And number two, love 
one another. Like, the big one is to believe in Jesus, and if you’re doing a decent job of 
that, then you should also love one another. But that’s not how it’s actually written.   



You see, according to this commentator, the clause, “love one another” is actually the 
predicate to the clause, “believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ.” “Love one 
another” is not a subordinate clause, as if to say, the important thing is belief, and that 
the secondary value, the natural progression or out birth of that belief should be love. 
Rather, here “Love one another” is the very thing that substantiates belief. And if that is 
the case, then it is not a question of what we believe about Jesus, but rather the 
embodiment of Jesus the Christ experienced and expressed in agape love, both as 
lover and beloved.  

But this love, agape love, is not something that we can either perform or possess. 
Rather it is something that we participate in!  It is participation in the very nature and 
life of God through mutual abiding in the context of beloved community! Friends, this is 
not merely what you do, this is who you are!  You are a part of something beautiful!   

There’s a song by Alexi Murdoch which inspired the title of this message today. It’s 
called “Something Beautiful,” and it simply offers this blessing which I want to leave 
you with as we turn toward communion. The lyrics are; 

May the grace of God be always in your heart. May you know the truth inside 
you from the start. May you find the strength to know that you are part of 
something beautiful!  Amen.  

Communion Setup:  

This is the Lord’s table and all are welcome! At this table we remember the shape of 
agape love, and we participate in that love, literally eat and drink of the sacrificial love 
of God who invites us to join the feast.   

We have a simple, come forward approach to communion, and practice the ancient 
method of intinction. As the band comes to lead us in a couple more songs, please feel 
free to come at any time to receive the elements, or if for whatever reason you do not 
want to, that’s okay too, feel free to use this time for reflection.  There will be wooden 
bowls for our benevolence offering, and people available to pray with you if you desire.  

Pray: Thank you God for this beloved community, for the myriad ways they bear 
witness to love, and usher forth life from death. Remind and encourage us here that we 
are part of something beautiful.   

Benediction: As you go, May the grace of God be always in your heart, may you know 
the truth inside you from the start, may you find the strength to know that you are, part 
of something beautiful!   


