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May 6, 2018 

John 15:9-17 

1 John 4:7-12    God. Is. Love. 

 

God is love. That’s it, plain and simple. God is Love. It’s a phrase that’s 

easy enough to remember and short enough for a bumper sticker. God is 

love. In the letter of 1 John, it says those who love, know God. Those 

who do not love, do not know God. Because God is love. It’s that 

simple. In fact, it’s simple even in the Greek language it’s written in, as 

are the rest of the words in this reading. So let’s dig into them, shall we? 

Let’s see just how simple it is that God is love. 

If I had to pick my favorite verse in the Bible, then this verse would 

probably be it. 1 John 4:7 and following. It’s my favorite because it is 

simple. And because during my summer camp years, we sang a snappy 

little song with these verses. And in college, when I wrestled with my 

faith, these verses were my anchor. When other Christians told me that 

God was not love, that God was short-tempered and sensitive to insult 

and full of wrath. No, no, it said in 1 John 4, God is love. And we should 

love. Because those who LOVE, know God. It’s about love. It’s not 

about being right or going to the right church, or having the right kind of 
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Bible, or the right kind of theology. It’s about love. God is love. And 

that’s it. And it made sense to me. It was the truth for me when I saw the 

‘Christian’ softball team being mean to others, and heard Christian 

leaders consigning entire countries to hell. And I saw the love of atheists 

and non-believers helping with the Special Olympics and rallying for 

injured janitors. You know what?, says 1 John. God is love. And if you 

love, then you get it. 

If you love, it says in 1 John, you get it. It says, you are BORN of God. 

Let’s jump into the Greek here. The Greek word for born is genomai. It 

appears other places in the Bible. In the gospel of Matthew when we get 

that long list of Jesus’ relatives. Abraham who begat Isaac who begat 

Jacob who begat Judah who begat Perez and so on. It is father to son, 

one generation after the next. The word genomai is about where you’ve 

come from and who you are connected to. To be born of someone means 

that their story is your story and their gene pool is your gene pool. So to 

be born of God means that what God is made of, you are made of too. 

You are part of God’s story. You aren’t some nobody. You are God’s 

own son or daughter, if you love. 
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If you love, you are born of God. And you also know God. The word in 

Greek for Know is ginosko. It means you understand God. You get God. 

Not because you have read lots of books or heard a lot of sermons. You 

don’t just know ABOUT God. You know God. It’s the difference 

between knowing Coach Calipari because you have hung out with him, 

versus knowing about him because you have read an interview with him 

in the paper. It’s one thing to know ABOUT God. It’s another to KNOW 

God. And there are plenty of people who know ABOUT God. They 

know about the Bible. They know about tradition. They know about the 

Ten Commandments and which scriptures talk about which sins. They 

know ABOUT God. But do they know God? Do we know God? Do we 

know God in the way that we know our mom’s voice, or our friend’s 

favorite song, or how our spouse takes their coffee? This kind of 

knowing means understanding someone. It’s getting who they are, and 

knowing them not just here (head), but here (heart). 

Everyone who loves, is born of God, descended from God, related to 

God. And those who love, also know God. They understand. They get 

what God’s all about. But those who don’t love, they don’t know. They 



4 
 

aren’t born of God. They don’t get it. They aren’t on the same page with 

God, if they don’t love. Because God is love. 

Love is the key word here. In Greek there are four different words for 

love. Storge is familial love, the natural kind of love between a child and 

a parent. Philia is friendship love. It’s the love of common interests and 

shared experiences. Eros is romantic love, the love of passion and 

possession. The kind of love we are talking about here is agape love. It 

is unconditional love. It is love that loves faithfully, no matter what. It is 

love that loves sacrificially, no matter the cost to yourself. This love, 

agape love, is God’s love. The kind of love that leads to Good Friday 

and Easter Sunday. It is the love we see in Jesus. The love that he 

commands us to have for one another. The love that Jesus tells us to 

have for our enemies and our persecutors. The love that we should be 

known for as followers of Jesus. 

God is love. Agape love. Unconditional love. Self-sacrificing love. And 

the author of 1 John explains that this kind of love has been revealed to 

us in Jesus. The word in Greek for reveal is phaino. It means to appear 

suddenly, a bit like a surprise. The word, phaino, is where our word 
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epiphany comes from. When we have an epiphany, we suddenly realize 

something. And epiphanies are important in the story of God. God is 

often appearing to people. Out of nowhere, at unexpected times and 

places. Like God appearing to Moses at the burning bush, or the angels 

appearing at the tomb on Easter morning, God’s love appears to us like 

this: it appears unexpectedly in Jesus. Look, God says. Look, this is me. 

This is who I am. I bless the poor and heal the sick and eat with sinners 

and touch lepers and welcome the outcast and wash people’s feet like a 

servant. This is who I am. Speaking up for justice. Standing up to 

bullies. Living my life for others, not just myself. Calling people to care 

about each other. Look, this is love, says 1 John. God giving us his Son. 

His ONLY Son.  

Last Sunday at the Sandwich ministry, we gave out bagged lunches to 

about 30 homeless people. Along with some candy, that my boys 

decided they could spare. We just barely had enough lunches and we 

ended up giving away some granola bars that I keep in my car for just 

such an occasion. It was a cold morning and one man did not have a 

hood or a hat or anything on his head. So I offered him my hat. He said, 
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“oh, thank you. Thank you. I could really use this.” My boys were 

surprised. They said, Mama, “you gave away your hat!” At it sounds 

really selfless and heroic. But I knew I had another hat at home. I have 

the means to get another one at the store. That hat was not my ONLY 

hat. But Jesus was God’s only Son. His one and only beloved child. And 

he gave him to us, so that we could know love. So that we could feel 

love and see love and understand that this is what life is about. 

THIS is love, that God sent God’s only Son. God sent Jesus as an 

epiphany. So we might understand. In THIS is love, that God sent the 

one child God had so that we might live. That Greek word for sent is 

apostello. When you are sent, you are given directions by someone. You 

are told to go from point A to point B. You are sent with a purpose, a 

mission on behalf of the one who sent you. Apostello. What word do 

you hear in the Greek word apostello? Apostle. That’s right. Because 

love cannot stay within. It must be sent out. Otherwise it’s not love. 

God’s love is sent out into the world in Jesus. And in us. We are 

apostello. We are sent by Jesus who was sent by God so the world might 

live. 
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God is love. And love is sent to us for this reason—so we might have 

life. The Greek word for life is zoe. And zoe life always and only comes 

from God. It is holy, sacred life that animates us. It is the spirit in our 

hearts and the breath in our lungs. It is the essence of the real you. Not 

the you you have to be. Or the you you ought to be. Or the you the world 

tells you to put on every morning in order to get by. The real you.  The 

authentic you God created and that will exist with God in eternity. God 

wants us to have that life now. Genuine, true life. And God loves us 

enough to send his Son so that we can. 

In Jesus, we have life. And it is revealed, not in ambition and glory, but 

in service and humility. Life is revealed not in piles of cash and big 

vacations, but in sacrifice on a cross. And if we get that, if we 

understand that this is God’s love in service and sacrifice, then that love 

ought to live in us.  

In our gospel reading from John, Jesus tells his disciples to love one 

another. He commands them to. He is about to be arrested and tortured. 

He is about to give his life for the life of the world. But before he goes, 

there is one thing he wants them to promise to do for him. One thing, 



8 
 

more than any other thing in the world. He says, “Love one another as I 

have loved you. This is my commandment. Make sure you do it! Love 

one another!” Notice, he doesn’t say, This is my commandment. Make 

sure that you get some revenge on all those people who hurt me. Or 

make sure others get God right and threaten them if they don’t. Or make 

sure you point out and belittle all the sinners out there. No. Jesus says, 

THIS is my commandment, the one thing I want you to do. Make sure 

you love one another as I have loved you. 

In the letter of 1 John, the writer says we ought to love one another. That 

word ‘ought’ in Greek is important. Opheilo. It means that we must. It 

means we are obligated to. It means we are indebted to someone and we 

owe it to them. We owe it to God to love one another. Because God has 

loved us. 

So often when we think of what we owe to others, we first think of what 

they owe to us. We might calculate what have they have given to us. Did 

they send us a birthday card? Did they bring us dinner? Did they loan us 

a screwdriver or look after our cat while we were on vacation? No? 

Well, then we don’t owe them anything. We aren’t obligated. And we 
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prefer it that way. We don’t like to owe anyone anything. We like to live 

without anyone’s assistance. And we want others to live the same way. 

This obligation stuff of ‘ought to’ and ‘should’ makes us really 

uncomfortable. 

But the Bible says we are obligated no matter what. Because of what we 

owe to God. Because of God’s immeasurable love for us that we can 

never repay. The love that brought us into being and gave itself for us in 

Jesus Christ. And if we don’t know that love—if we don’t understand 

how deep and expansive and infinite it is—if we don’t feel compelled to 

share that kind of love with others, then we don’t know God, and God 

doesn’t live in us. But if we do know that love. If we have seen it and 

felt it. If it has been revealed to us, then God abides in us. And we abide 

in God’s love. And others will notice that. Even though no one can see 

God, they will see what God is made of, when they see our love for one 

another. 

God’s love is revealed when we pray for one another. When we visit the 

sick and the dying. When we reach out to the lonely and those who are 

strangers. When we teach Sunday School to kids that aren’t our own. 



10 
 

When we plant a Community Garden for people we haven’t met yet. 

When we support a youth group for the sake of the future church. When 

we gather at this table with Jesus, to eat with him and abide in him. 

When we love unconditionally and sacrificially, as if it is the only thing 

there is to do, then we love as we ought to. We love as God has loved us. 

We love. That’s it. Plain and simple. 


