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 As a student teacher in music many years ago, I had a responsibility to give music lessons 

during the school day. During those lessons it wasn’t difficult to determine who had practiced and 

who had not. But sometimes, a few tricks were helpful.  

 I remember one occasion when I was giving a trombone lesson.  To play a trombone, 

different musical notes correspond to a position of the trombone slide; and each of these positions 

has a number.  To help a beginning trombone student, the beginner music books print the slide 

position number under the music notes.  I was giving a lesson one day, and began to notice the eyes 

of my trombone student.  So, as he was playing, I took a piece of paper and slowly covered up the 

numbers of the slide positions… and he stopped playing. Came to a complete stop… He tried to start 

again, but played very haltingly because he couldn’t see the numbers anymore. You’ve heard of 

paint-by number?  He was playing by number… 

 A general truth, as regards the practice of almost anything in our lives, is that people are 

prone to short-cuts. It was just a few years ago that everyone in Philly knew how much 76er Allen 

Iverson didn’t like to practice. People are prone to the least effort, quickest way as regards most 

everything.  This is not meant to be critical of simplicity or ease of doing something. It’s simply a 

fact of human nature. 

 It doesn’t matter how many years one has been living the Christian life, the practice of 

righteousness must never cease. Hours and hours—of strenuously walking in the way of God’s 

commandments, going over and over the Biblical message, spending time in prayer, worship, 

fellowship with other Christians, all of which far surpasses the length or frequency of most 

performances.  A Christian is living faithfully who is always practicing the power of the life of God 

that is in them in Jesus Christ.  It’s learning the depth and detail of the faith, and not just a cursory 

playing-by-the-number approach.    

 Where we ended last time at VS10, CH3, John hinted at what the practice of righteousness is 

for.  John wrote, VS10b: …whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God, nor is the one who 

does not love his brother. The practice of righteousness from the children of God is to play out in love 

for one another. 

 A lot of Christians and congregations describe themselves as loving—we do.  But you have to 

wonder sometimes if Christians loving one another is sort of like my trombone student who was 

reading numbers but not really making music. Trying to impress the teacher, but not really making 

beautiful melody.  We profess to love, but do we love one another as the Bible instructs us to love? 

 So, from our text in First John there are four phrases that address the way Christians are 

to love one another. This is the performance of the practice of righteousness.  The first phrase is 

in VS11: For this is the message that you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one 

another.  1-We should love one another. Most people today don’t like “shoulds” as regards 

anything. But the “we” about whom John wrote, is Christians, the Church—the Heavenly Father’s 

children—those who have been given the Father’s love, effectually called and made to be the 

Father’s children, trusting and abiding in Jesus, and anticipating a future glory with Jesus when we 

will be like Him because we shall see Him as He is.  It is to this group that John wrote: we should 

love one another.  That we should love one another is an outcome of the practice of righteousness. 
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 Now, John introduced this instruction with the words: For this is the message that you have 

heard from the beginning,…  In other words, “this is not a new message.”  “This is an old message. 

What I am telling you, John said, is what Jesus commanded disciples in the Upper Room when He 

said, a new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; just as I have loved you, you also 

are to love one another.  (John 13:34) 

 There’s great joy and assurance of faith to be gained from the fact that as regards loving one 

another, God has not changed His tune; this message from Jesus is not trendy.  It is not “in” 

sometimes, and “out” other times. This message is not subject to the times, nor to politics, nor to 

worldly condition or circumstance. The weather doesn’t affect it; your mood and mine doesn’t affect 

it, neither age or life experience alters it. It’s not out of style. It’s not optional. It’s not for only a good 

day. At a time when ethics of “should” and “ought” have been replaced with “maybe” and “if you feel 

like it,” John wrote, “Children of God should love one another.”  It’s mandatory, and it’s been this 

way from the beginning! 

 A second key phrase is in the next verse, VS12: We (children of God) should not be like Cain, 

who was of the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own deeds 

were evil and his brother’s righteous.  As important in the Bible are the positive instructions, so also 

is instruction that is in the negative, like, we should not be like Cain. 

 Cain was the firstborn son of Adam and Eve.  He was a farmer by trade; His younger brother 

Abel was a shepherd.  At one point in time Cain and Abel brought offerings of their trade to God in 

worship—Cain brought some fruit of the ground; Abel brought the firstborn of his flock.  The 

scripture says that God “looked with favor upon” Abel’s offering, but God did not “look with favor 

upon” Cain’s offering.  The text does not indicate exactly why this was, but, we do know that Cain’s 

offering was not from the first fruits—Cain did not bring the first and the best of his produce. Abel 

did. Abel brought the firstborn of his flock.  But we do know from the text that righteousness was in 

the heart of Able, and evil in the heart of Cain.  So if you never thought about it before, be sure to 

note that the condition of your heart in bringing an offering is as important as what offering you 

bring.  

 The fact that God did not regard Cain’s offering, caused Cain to be angry, such that it was 

obvious on his face.  His countenance fell.  (Genesis 4:5) The Lord inquired of Cain’s sad face, and 

told Cain that the real issue was that sin was “crouching at the door with desire to have Cain.” But 

Cain continued to pursue the things toward which his sinful heart drove him; the practice of 

righteousness was not in Cain.  One day, Cain invited his brother Abel for a walk in the fields where 

Cain murdered Abel. A sinful heart fueled jealous anger, hatred, and rage, that resulted in the 

destruction of life.  

 In an attempt to show precisely what loving one another is to look like, John named the 

opposite: “Don’t be like Cain.”  Cain was John’s exhibit “A” as to the person Christians are not to 

imitate…   

 “Well, you say, I would never murder anyone.” But, have you ever given thought and perhaps 

voice to intense animosity for somebody? I just can’t stand him/her.  The horrible progression of 

Cain-like behavior goes like this: jealous anger > hatred > murder.  And according to Jesus, teaching 

in the Sermon on the Mount, any point along that progression makes you Cain-like.  Jesus taught: 

(From the NLT) You have heard that our ancestors were told, ‘You must not murder.  If you commit 
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murder, you are subject to judgement.’ But I say, if you are even angry with someone, you are subject 

to judgement!  If you call someone an idiot, you are in danger of being brought before the court. And if 

you curse someone, you are in danger of the fires of hell. (Mt. 5:21,22) 

 Beloved, if you are one for whom love wonderfully prevails and wins out over jealous anger 

and hatred, then rejoice in the assurance you have that you have passed from death into life.  

Rejoice for the presence and power of Jesus making all things new in you.  But at the same time, 

know that your practice of righteousness—your love for another will most likely be misunderstood 

and even thrown in your face at some time or other.  VS13: Do not be surprised that the world hates 

you.  Don’t be surprised Christians, that the world hates your loving, misunderstands it, and even 

tries to stop it by stopping you. (Jobes) One person made the observation that “Cain found Abel’s 

righteousness to be such an offense that he murdered him to try to be rid of the conviction that Cain 

himself felt.” Don’t be like Cain.  For(VS15) Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you 

know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him. 

 A third phrase about how Christians are to practice righteousness is in VS16: By this we 

know love,  that he (Jesus) laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers. 

We ought to lay down our lives for the brothers. People generally don’t like “oughts” any more 

than we do “shoulds.” But to connect Christians loving one another to the sacrificial death of Jesus, 

John has just put the whole matter of loving into a context unlike anything this world knows or can 

produce.  Jesus put a cross in the act of loving, and that is what makes it incomprehensible to the 

world—to anyone who has not been first loved by Jesus.  The love of Jesus required a cross in order 

to meet humanities deepest need.  And on the cross Jesus did a work that substituted for what I 

should have paid for.  The love of Jesus is unmerited love for the unloving, for the unloveable, for 

the undeserving, even for those undesirous of being loved.  Laying down ones life to love for the 

good of the one being loved is a love for which the world says, “no way. I’m looking out for me, 

thank you very much. If I don’t come out ahead, forget it. I’m not interested.” 

 Beloved, with the bar set at we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers, John was not 

requiring Christians to sacrifice as Jesus sacrificed for the forgiveness of sin.  No, that sacrifice, 

praise God, is done, once and for all. Jesus made that sacrifice, for which God the Father was 

ultimately satisfied. But, we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers in the sense of dying to 

our self—sacrificing my interests¸ my time, my material things to love one another. Dodd – “Love is 

the willingness to surrender that which has value for our life, to enrich the life of another.”   

 A fourth and last phrase as regards how Christians are to love one another is in VS17: But if 

anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does 

God’s love abide in him.  Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth. 

Children of God love in deed and in truth. 

 God’s love in Jesus for me is to show up in my love for another, and particularly for another 

in need, another who is short on the world’s goods.  Do you and I notice those people, or do we look 

past them?  The love commanded of Christians is neither sentiment, nor talk, nor just deeds.  

Rather, John commands the Christian to love in deed AND IN TRUTH, in truth as it has been 

revealed in the person of Jesus.   

 So, truth in Jesus is to fill the love-deeds Christians exhibit.  Christians are not into fake love, 

because fake love—fake anything, is not of the truth. Christians don’t love to get something, because 
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we love in truth. Christians don’t love for show; Christian don’t love to manipulate, because 

Christians love in truth.  Christians love with integrity, with authenticity, with perseverance, for the 

good of the one loved, because we love in deed AND in truth. 

 May the Lord bless your practice of righteous this week, in loving one another, because you 

should love one another.  Don’t be like Cain whose anti-love made him Devil-like, to the end of 

destroying life.  Love like Jesus, not when it’s convenient and self-serving, but sacrificially, for the 

good of the one loved. And love, not just with words, but with action and always in Jesus-truth.   To 

God be the glory! Amen. 


