
Love Is Not a Cliche
1 John 3:16-21

Too often love is a cliche.  A trite, stereotyped expression that 
has lost its original, true meaning and significance.  An overused 
expression that is so worn out that it has no real, practical 
meaning any longer.  So people speak of love, of being in love, of 
loving someone else, but their actions aren’t anything but love.  
And to use another expression that has often become cliche as 
well, actions speak louder than words.

Those cliches are often spoken at wedding ceremonies, where 
words of very significant meaning are too often spoken carelessly 
and thoughtlessly.  It is the one decision in life about which God 
does not give us the freedom to change our minds, and that 
measure of unreserved commitment is a huge element of what 
true love is all about.  “Till death do us part.”  That promise is an 
expression of love.  But, of course, the expression of words is 
meaningless without the willingness to carry out the duties and 
responsibilities of that commitment.

So love is a commitment.  At a very crucial and non-cliche 
level.  We observe another definition of love this morning, one 
which also much remain far removed from the category of cliche.  
It’s not at all romantic.  And the context is far broader than the 
subject of love between a husband and a wife.  This definition of 
love must be lived out for it to be real.  It is the love we are to 
have for one another, especially as fellow believers.  That love is 
defined simply as sacrifice.  That’s what love is, or perhaps, more 
accurately, that’s what love does.  True love.  It is a,

I. PERSONAL SACRIFICE.
v.16

The reference is, of course, to Jesus.  He defines love by his 
own actions.  And that is the way that we know love.  He gave up 
his own life for the sake of those whom he loved.  His sheep.

John 10:11 “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd 
gives His life for the sheep.”

John 15:12  “This is My commandment, that you love one 
another as I have loved you. 13 Greater love has no one than 
this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends.” 

A. Love is expressed by sacrifice.
That would, of course, become the standard for husbands, the 

preeminent duty and responsibility of husbands.
Eph. 5:25  “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also 

loved the church and gave Himself for her.”

That’s called sacrifice.  To die a million deaths, daily, 
sacrificing yourself for the well-being and benefit of your wife.  Not 
insisting on your own ways or your own interests.  Not demanding 
that your needs be met.  But sacrificing.  Giving up your rights, 
giving up your comfort, giving up your interests and desires.  
Giving up your life!

That expression of sacrifice extends far beyond the 
relationship between husbands and wives, of course.  I frequently 
quote from,

Phil. 2:1  “Therefore if there is any consolation in Christ, if any 
comfort of love, if any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and 
mercy, 2 fulfill my joy by being like-minded, having the same love, 
being of one accord, of one mind.”

Paul goes on to describe what that love is all about.
Phil. 2:3  “Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or 

conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better 
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than himself. 4 Let each of you look out not only for his own 
interests, but also for the interests of others.  5 Let this mind be in 
you which was also in Christ Jesus, 6 who, being in the form of 
God, did not consider it robbery to be equal with God, 7 but made 
Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and 
coming in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in appearance 
as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point 
of death, even the death of the cross.”

That’s love.  Taking the form of a bondservant.  Assuming the 
role of the servant, the slave.   Humbling yourself in the context of 
sacrifice.  That’s love.  Love expressed by sacrifice.  And never 
was that love demonstrated more perfectly than by Jesus himself.  
So as I just read, “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ 
Jesus.”

How did Jesus express this love?  What was his sacrifice?  It 
was an atoning sacrifice, a sacrifice of redemption, earning our 
salvation.  And at it’s heart, in it’s essence, what Jesus did was 
sacrifice himself, his life, in order to rescue and redeem those 
whom he would save.  It was for him, the willingness not to 
demand his own rights as the son of God, but to suffer the wrath 
and condemnation which our sins had earned.

Is. 53:4  “Surely He has borne our griefs And carried our 
sorrows; Yet we esteemed Him stricken, Smitten by God, and 
afflicted.  5 But He was wounded for our transgressions,He was 
bruised for our iniquities;  The chastisement for our peace was 
upon Him, And by His stripes we are healed.  6 All we like sheep 
have gone astray; We have turned, every one, to his own way; 
And the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all.  7 He was 
oppressed and He was afflicted, Yet He opened not His mouth; 
He was led as a lamb to the slaughter, And as a sheep before its 
shearers is silent, So He opened not His mouth.  8 He was taken 
from prison and from judgment, And who will declare His 

generation? For He was cut off from the land of the living; For the 
transgressions of My people He was stricken.”

Only Jesus can sacrifice himself for our sins, but that act of 
love is not only redemptive, not only is it the work of Jesus which 
accomplished our salvation, it becomes the defining 
demonstration of what Christian love for one another should be 
like.  "Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus.”  It 
is the mind of a servant, the mind of one willing to sacrifice.  The 
mind of one willing to consider others more important than 
himself.  The mind of one willing to be a servant.

Wiling to suffer.  Willing to endure.  Willing to live with one 
another,

Eph. 4:2  “with all lowliness and gentleness, with longsuffering, 
bearing with one another in love.”

I could keep reading and quoting verses from the Bible with 
good effect.  This idea of love is fundamental to the Christian life 
and Christian maturity.  Love is expressed by sacrifice.  Love is 
expressed by the humility to be a servant.  And to do so as Jesus 
did.  So here is what Jesus has to say to us this morning, even as 
he spoke to his disciples,

Mat. 20:25  “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it 
over them, and those who are great exercise authority over them. 
26 Yet it shall not be so among you; but whoever desires to 
become great among you, let him be your servant. 27 And 
whoever desires to be first among you, let him be your slave— 28 
just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, 
and to give His life a ransom for many.”

Love is expressed by sacrifice.  And it is personal.

B. Love is expressed to others.
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This isn’t theoretical.  This isn’t doctrinal, in the sense that the 
point is to understand and believe something in your mind.  No, 
the point here is intensely practical.  As you consider what Jesus 
has accomplished, what he has done as a sacrifice for those 
whom he has loved, you are called to love one another in the 
same way. 

v.16

Love cannot be a cliche.  It cannot be a trite and meaningless 
gloss used to cover up pride and self-centered self-advancement.  
It must be expressed to other people.  It must be expressed as a 
servant who sacrifices himself for the benefit of someone else.  
Love is expressed to others.  And, therefore, as we see, it is 
active.  That’s what John makes so plain for us in our text.

II. LOVE IN ACTION.
v.17

That’s a rhetorical question, one which gives its own answer 
by a clear and definite implication.  “Whoever has this world’s 
goods, and sees his brother in need, and shuts up his heart from 
him, how does the love of God abide in him?”  It doesn’t!  The 
love of God doesn’t abide in him.  If you see your brother in need 
and shut up your heart, the love of God does not abide in you!  
The point is that plain!

A. Love is a practical concern for the needs of others.
I say all of this with every realization that some people, many 

people, simply do not and cannot thing in these terms.  They are 
blind to their own arrogance and unwilling to admit that in their 
self-absorbed perspective on life, they simply do not concern 
themselves with with the very real needs of others.  This is a 
fundamental lesson of life that you simply have to get right.  Love 
is a practical concern for the needs of others.  And if you have an 

abundance of this world’s goods, and see your brother or sister in 
need, but still close your heart from him, the love of God does not 
abide in you.

So, how do you measure your love?  How do you evaluate 
your love?  Is there evidence that the Lord of God does, in fact, 
abide in you?  Those are important questions, because too often 
we get focused only upon doctrinal or theological questions, what 
you think and how you express what you believe.  And we judge 
others, we evaluate the maturity of their faith but what they say, or 
how they lead.  But not by how well they serve.  

I have to say, sadly, I see this increasingly among ministers.  
The reputation of a minister is established by his outward gifts—
he’s a good teacher or an effective leader.  Sometimes his 
reputation is established by his own personal charisma, his 
popularity, his ability to do great things.  But less and less is the 
value of service and genuine ministry the most important thing.  
Less and less value seems to be placed upon the virtue of 
humble service focused upon the needs of others.

And the institutional church is promoting that model.  Ministers 
become CEO’s, business managers.  They become executives 
more concerned about corporate well-being than a practical 
concern for the needs of others.  And when pastors assume that 
personality, so do churches.  And they become smooth operating 
and efficient organizations, and the practical concern for personal 
needs of others is no longer prominent.

v.17  “But whoever has this world’s goods, and sees his 
brother in need, and shuts up his heart from him, how does the 
love of God abide in him?” 

Or, in the words of,
James 1:27  “Pure and undefiled religion before God and the 
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Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their trouble, and to 
keep oneself unspotted from the world.”

And so,
Mat. 25:31 “When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all 

the holy angels with Him, then He will sit on the throne of His 
glory. 32 All the nations will be gathered before Him, and He will 
separate them one from another, as a shepherd divides his sheep 
from the goats. 33 And He will set the sheep on His right hand, 
but the goats on the left. 34 Then the King will say to those on His 
right hand, ‘Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom 
prepared for you from the foundation of the world: 35 for I was 
hungry and you gave Me food; I was thirsty and you gave Me 
drink; I was a stranger and you took Me in; 36 I was naked and 
you clothed Me; I was sick and you visited Me; I was in prison and 
you came to Me.  37 “Then the righteous will answer Him, saying, 
‘Lord, when did we see You hungry and feed You, or thirsty and 
give You drink? 38 When did we see You a stranger and take You 
in, or naked and clothe You? 39 Or when did we see You sick, or 
in prison, and come to You?’ 40 And the King will answer and say 
to them, ‘Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of 
the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me.’”

The same thought is abundantly clear in,
Heb. 13:1  "Let brotherly love continue. 2 Do not forget to 

entertain strangers, for by so doing some have unwittingly 
entertained angels. 3 Remember the prisoners as if chained with 
them—those who are mistreated—since you yourselves are in the 
body also.”

Do you get the point?  Do you see the emphasis?  Love is a 
practical concern for the needs of others.  Not a matter of words.

B. Love is not a matter of words.

Fundamentally, love is not something that you exercise or 
practice with your words.  Because words are cheap, even though 
we use them all the time.  “I love you”  But it is not words that 
have value and virtue before God.  Love is a matter of what you 
do!  Actions speak louder than words.  

v.18

So try to catch yourselves.  Try to catch yourself when you use 
words carelessly, without actions.  “I’ll be praying for you.”  Good 
words, but not if they are just words.  “Let me know if I can help.”  
That’s a lot different than simply offering to help, or even asking, 
“What can I do to help?”  

I have come to hate flowery words of spiritual platitudes, 
words that don’t represent a commitment to actually provide help 
and assistance in terms of action.  I still remember some years 
ago receiving a letter addressed to “our dear brother,” a letter with 
words of love but one which totally and completely ignored the 
very real matters of practical actions.  I told them so.  We just 
can’t relate to one another on that level, the level of religious 
sounding words and phrases that are devoid of specific action.  
Love is not a matter of words.

So I implore you as John implores his readers, 
v.18  “My little children, let us not love in word or in tongue, but 

in deed and in truth.”

Don’t use words of love if you are unwilling to put that love into 
action.

James 2:15  "If a brother or sister is naked and destitute of 
daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, “Depart in peace, be 
warmed and filled,” but you do not give them the things which are 
needed for the body, what does it profit? 17 Thus also faith by 
itself, if it does not have works, is dead.”
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1 Cor. 13:1  “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of 
angels, but have not love, I have become sounding brass or a 
clanging cymbal. 2 And though I have the gift of prophecy, and 
understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though I have all 
faith, so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am 
nothing. 3 And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and 
though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits 
me nothing.”

John 15:12  “This is My commandment, that you love one 
another as I have loved you. 13 Greater love has no one than 
this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends…17 These things I 
command you, that you love one another. “

Now, one more thought.  One more point that John makes in 
our text.  And it has to do with,

III. THE PRACTICE OF LOVE.
Actually, what he writes is for our encouragement.
v.19-21

So let me shift gears a bit as I preach.  Let me shift from this 
emphasis upon our need to love in practical terms to the 
encouragement that you should have if and when you actually 
exercise this type of love.  In other words, John isn’t simply 
rebuking his readers for their absence of love.  He certainly isn’t 
condemning them, nor is his emphasis even an exhortation for 
them to love.  

Rather, as he observes their love, as he makes note of how 
they are living together as God’s people, he gives them this very 
real and personal encouragement.  

A. Love provides evidence and assurance of God’s work 
of salvation in us.

Please note this significant encouragement in,
v.19

Interesting, isn’t it, we know we are of the “truth” not by what 
doctrine we profess, but by our demonstration of love.  We know 
we belong to the ‘truth” not because we subscribe to some 
particular confession of faith or creed, but because our lives are 
transformed.  The evidence of God’s work of salvation is not 
simply a matter of words, it is not simply a profession expressed 
by your mouth.  The evidence of God’s work is, rather, expressed 
by the love that you practice in your life.

And that is for your encouragement!  It is for your assurance, 
to enable you to know that you belong to God.  It is even where 
your sense of the assurance of your salvation actually comes 
from. 

v.19

That’s important, for many people have struggles with such 
doubts.  Many people don’t have a easy confidence of God’s 
saving work, perhaps due to their own sense of unworthiness.  
Perhaps due to the inability to articulate with their words what 
they actually believe.  Or to define a moment in time when God 
saved them and changes their lives.  So here is the 
encouragement. Here is the assurance.  Here is the comfort of 
the gospel, and the confidence of your salvation.  It is in the 
answer to the question, is God at work in your life enabling you, 
from your heart, to love one another as Christ has loved you?  
Has God worked in you a desire to be a servant, to sacrifice for 
the well-being of others instead of merely living for yourself and 
for your own glory?
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If he has, and it is evident, then you are “of the truth.”  And 
verse 20 goes even one step further.  If your heart condemns you, 
which is a way of saying, if you doubt your own salvation perhaps 
because you know of the sinfulness of your own heart, even if 
your own heart condemns you, God’s word still gives you this 
confidence.  The evidence of love in your heart, the willingness to 
love others, should override even the doubts of your own heart.

v.20

And verse 21 concludes the whole thought with a final note of 
encouragement.

v.21

B. Love an`swers the doubts of our own hearts.
Many people face doubts within their hearts.  Many people 

face those uncertainties, feeling the accusations being leveled 
against them.  Satan himself is the accuser, who works hard to 
bring those accusations to us.  That is the literal meaning of his 
name, the accuser. 

Sometimes those accusations within our own hearts are the 
result of bad teaching, of legalism being imposed upon you, of the 
dangers of Phariseeism that tries to teach you that if you put on a 
good outward show then all is well.  The trouble is, if you have a 
sensitive conscience and a tender heart, you might feel the 
weight of your own sin and be unable to put away the sense of 
guilt.

So here is your encouragement.  God is greater even than 
that sense of guilt, for you who trust in Jesus.  And if you trust in 
Jesus, the new heart he gives you will be governed by a 
willingness to love.  And thus, even if you might feel the doubts 
within your own heart, God is greater than your heart. 

v.20-21

This confidence is not for the hypocrite.  It is not for the hard-
hearted, self-absorbed and self-righteous person who believes he 
has done all that God would require, or at least enough.  No, this 
encouragement is for the tenderhearted saint who knows the 
sinfulness of his own heart, and yet is filled with a desire to love.  
The desire to practice of such love is the ground upon which John 
offers his greatest encouragement.  And that encouragement is 
that you might have confidence in your relationship with God, that 
you will have an assurance that God has, in fact, shown his 
saving grace to you.

The root of that confidence is that God is at work in your heart, 
causing and enabling you to love one another.  And it is a love 
which God himself has demonstrated in the person of Jesus.

v.16  “By this we know love, because He laid down His life for 
us.”

v.14  “We know that we have passed from death to life, 
because we love the brethren.”
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