
 
  

 
 There are some texts you read, and whether you’ve read them for the first time or 
the hundred and first time, they leave you with a palpable sense of truth. This is one of 
those texts. 
 
 There are a few questions that strike at the core of our identity – Who is God? 
What is God? What does God intend for the world? What does God ask of us? What is 
our purpose? These were questions familiar to the earliest followers of Jesus as they tried 
to give voice to what they believed God had done and was doing in the humble 
carpenter’s son from Nazareth. 
 
 One of those communities was associated with the name of John. Most people 
associate John with the Gospel that bears his name. But within the early church there was 
what became known as the Johannine School, a group of believers who wrote in his name 
or in his spirit. Some of those writings ended up in our scripture, among them three brief 
letters we call first, second, and third John. 
 
 They, like the Gospel of John, set out to proclaim what it is God is doing in Christ, 
and, again and again, come to the same word – love.  
 
 Almost every wedding I have done has these words as the first words the gathered 
congregation hears as the couple stands before them. The procession has occurred, the 
culmination of months of planning, meticulous attention to detail, the expense of both 
hours of time and many dollars, and now they are standing before God and the church 
and they hear, “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in 
them.” 
 
 I hope they know, and all who hear the words know, that these few words contain 
the entire Christian gospel, that these words sum up centuries of Christian thought and 
practice, that these few words are our deepest hope and most profound challenge.  
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 I know those are large statements, but so is the proclamation, stated in the Gospel 
of John, that God so loved the world that God gave God’s only Son. This is the first and 
primary thing to be said about God, that God loves, that God is love.  
 
 Simple, right? Recognize that God loves you, believe the gospel. Simple.  
 
 Not so much. The writer of this short letter is not just affirming a greeting card 
sentiment. He is challenging two threats to love existing in the community: fear, and the 
thing that fear often causes, hate.  
 
 “There is no fear in love,” says John, “but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to 
do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love.” This is a 
reference not to fear in general in this context, but fear of God’s judgment. 
 
 If our primary way of relating to God is out of fear of God’s punishment, then we 
have not yet understood the depth of the love of God, the heart of the Gospel, and the 
reality of grace.  
 
 I was playing golf a few years ago when one of my fellow players shanked his 
drive and yelled out an expletive in frustration. Another player said, “The minister is with 
us. You’re going to get us struck by lightning.” Everyone laughed. But underneath the 
humor is an idea that still holds enormous sway. 
 
 I remember after September 11, 2001, several television preachers – and quite a 
few who were not on television, blamed the attacks on God’s anger with the United 
States over whatever the preacher’s favorite list of transgressions were. It seemed 
perfectly acceptable, perfectly Christian, to assert God would take the lives of more than 
3,000 people out of anger.  
 
 I’ve mentioned before about a young man who was attending the little church I 
served close to Waverly, Tennessee. He was sixteen and able to drive himself to the 
church. He had made friends there and was drawn to the place and people. But his home 
church caught wind of it, and he received a letter from the pastor saying that he was 
attending a false gospel church and if he did not get back to the true church he was going 
to hell. He ultimately went back, his fear of being wrong before God overtaking his sense 
of God’s love. 
 
 It strikes me as a serious misunderstanding of the Christian gospel, the good news, 
if we live our lives in fearfulness before God, believing that we are one mistake, one sin, 
away from inciting God’s wrath. As Presbyterians, we believe, along with John, that the 



primary meaning of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ is the expression of 
God’s love. This love is not a sentimental feeling, but the revelation of the very heart of 
God. It is a love that creates the world, and sets us in it as creatures who are capable of 
loving God and one another. This, in the end, is our reason for being in the world – to 
love, to be loved, and in this mutual love to find ourselves in communion with God. 
 
 John knows that fear of God’s wrath is not the way God wants us to relate to God 
or to one another. It is the root of much cruelty sometimes done in the name of God. And 
so, John challenges those in the community who proclaim a love of God while hating 
their brothers or sisters. If you say you love God and hate a sister or a brother, John says 
you are lying. How does he know we are lying when that happens? How can you hate a 
sibling, whom you can see, and claim to love God, whom you cannot see? It is not 
possible for love of God and hatred of another to coexist.  
 
 I was reminded last week that some children are raised by parents not to use the 
word “hate.” It is considered a four-letter word among other four-letter words that are 
forbidden. My grandmother would not allow me to say I hated anything. I would say, “I 
hate green peppers,” or “I hate that television show,” and she would respond, “That’s a 
really strong word.” Perhaps you could come up with another. But the most egregious sin 
was to use the word in relation to another person. If I said I hated someone, I would get a 
look that said more than a look would be forthcoming unless I rectified my mistake. 
 
 I carried this forward into my own parenting. I put “hate” right up there with other 
words, the saying of which, I said to my children, indicated a limited vocabulary. “You 
said that,” I would respond, “because you must not have another word for it. Let’s think 
about expanding that vocabulary.”  
 
 My grandmother I sometimes think is looking down on us and shaking her head. 
How easily we hate. In so many arenas of life, it is easier for us to reach for that easy 
path, to write off the other person or position with words dripping with contempt. And 
yet it remains a strong word, a word John says cannot coexist with another strong word – 
love. 
 
 None of us can overcome hate, none of us can truly love - especially those 
different from us - apart from God’s grace. This seems to be John’s driving point, that the 
love, the grace, that created us, that loved us first, is the reason we can love at all. We 
love, says John, because he first loved us. 
  
 Throughout this time of reflecting on Sabbath this summer, I have been struck 
again and again by a simple understanding: it is in Sabbath space, in a return to the quiet 



center of our lives before God, in stillness and rest, that we are given the opportunity to 
experience the truth that is always before us – we are profoundly loved, we are held, we 
are baptized, we are loved before we can speak love ourselves, and all our words and acts 
of love find their origin in the love of God. To rest in that is to drink deeply of Sabbath 
peace, and it is to be equipped and empowered to go out into the world in love, to engage 
in our true work, work that goes far beyond what we do for a living.  
 
 A final poem in this series, by Wendell Berry: 
 
 Teach me work that honors Thy work, 
 the true economies of goods and words, 
 to make my arts compatible 
 with the songs of the local birds. 
 
 Teach me patience beyond work 
 and, beyond patience, the blest 
 Sabbath of Thy unresting love 
 which lights all things and gives rest. 
 
 It is in Sabbath we can feel again God’s unresting love, and enter into that light and 
rest. Then we will know we need not fear God’s wrath, for perfect love casts out all fear. 
And then we can turn, in grace, to those we walk alongside in this world, giving and 
receiving the love that remains the purpose of our life and work. 
 
 I have had occasion the past few weeks to sit with the dying or with families in the 
aftermath of dying, including in my own family. What I am always struck by are the 
things we choose to share with those who are dying and the things we share with one 
another in the aftermath. We are moved to share love, to reflect on love shared 
throughout life, to speak words that may have been unspoken too often – words of 
authentic love.  
 
 I have often bemoaned this tendency in so many of us, that we will say in dying or 
in death, what may have eluded us in life. And I do wish we were able to find those 
words sooner. But standing here now, before this text that preaches itself in many ways, I 
see now that it is in the valley of the shadow of death, precisely there, where it is so very 
important to say to the dying, and to the living, “We have not seen God, none of us, and 
we cannot really describe the furniture of heaven, there are many mysteries…except this 
– when we have loved and been loved, we have touched the very face of God, and this 
love is everlasting. Go in peace, and enter the eternal Sabbath, where all is love, that 



lights all things and gives rest. These are fitting words for the dying - - even moreso for 
the living. Let us go forth to love and to love. Amen. 


