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Please open your Bible at 1 John 4. This is week 3 in our 4-week series, “Growing in Love”. 
We’ve seen that love is our distinct calling.  Jesus said, “A new commandment I give to you that 
you love one another…By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for 
one another.” (John 13:34-35)  Love is our distinct calling and as the world becomes harsher our 
calling will be more distinct. 

 
Then last week we saw that love is out greatest need.  Love is our greatest need because, love is 
essential for effective ministry. The gifts we have, the work we do, the sacrifices we make are of 
no value if we do not have love. So if we want to be effective in ministry, growing in love is our 
greatest need. 
 
Then we saw that love is our greatest need because, love will equip us for life. Love is patient. 
Love is kind. It is not arrogant. Paul is not saying that we need to get patience, kindness and 
humility in order to have love. He is saying that if we have love, we will get all these other gifts 
as well. Love is like a living tree, bursting with fruit. Grow in love and you will have patience 
and kindness. Grow in love and you will be delivered from the power of envy. Grow in love and 
you will grow in humility. 
 
Then we saw that love is our greatest need because, love will endure forever. Everything else will 
pass away, but faith, hope and love remain. And Paul says, the greatest of these is love.  
(1 Corinthians 13:13) For two weeks we have looked at the ‘Why’. Why grow in love? Because 
love is out distinct calling and because love is out greatest need. 

 
Today we move from the why to the ‘How.’ Let’s assume that we have all come to the place of saying, 
“I want to grow in love.” How is that going to happen? The best place to turn for an answer to that 
question is 1 John 4.  If you asked John, “How can I grow in love?”, the answer he would give is in 
verse 19.  We love because he first loved us. This verse is a summary of all that John says in verses  
7-21 or to put it another way, everything John says here is an exposition of verse 19. We love because 
he first loved us. 
 
Here’s how we love. Love is not something that we work up from within ourselves. Love comes down. 
Love is from God (v7).  God is love (v8, v16). God’s love comes to us in Christ and lives in us by the 
Holy Spirit. We love because He first loved us.(v19) This marvelous truth opens the door of hope for 
all of us. Our experience of human love varies greatly. Some of us have been well loved from the day 
we were born. Others have felt a lack of love. You received little and so you fear that you may have 
little to give. Some among us have suffered because of neglect, and some from abuse. Your experience 
was the opposite of love. It has left deep wounds and sometimes you wonder if they could ever be 
healed. But these verses bring hope for every person because they are saying that you can love and the 
reason you can love is that you are loved. As God’s love flows down into you, so it will increasingly 
flow out from you. These verses tell us there are certain things that God does and certain things that we 
must do.  
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As you read through these wonderful verses they’re all kind of mixed up together. John’s writing in the 
New Testament is like spaghetti on a plate. It’s hard to see sometimes where one piece ends and where 
the next piece begins. It’s all beautifully heaped up together. When you read Paul it’s like meat, 
potatoes and vegetables; you clearly see where it’s going. John is like the chop-suey. It’s all mixed up 
together. So let me try and draw out the threads that are woven together, to use a different analogy, in 
these marvelous verses.  
 
Three things that God does for us and three things that we are called to do and can do in response.  

1. God’s Part 
a. God Loves Us 

He first loved us (v 19) 
In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us, (v 10) 
God so loved us… (v 11) 

God loved you before you ever loved Him. He loved you when you had no interest in Him. He 
loved you when you ignored Him and resisted Him. You did not win the heart of God by loving 
Him. God has won your heart by loving you. He first loved us. How do we know that God loves 
us? 
b. God Sent His Son for Us 

In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the 
world, so that we might live through him. (v9) 
In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the 
propitiation for our sins. (v10) 
…the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world.  (v14) 

Don’t try to discern the love of God from the state of the world or from your experience of life. The  
world is in rebellion against God, and it is suffering the severe and pervasive effects of its own rebellion. 
Our experience of life in this world is a strange mixture of good and evil. But God has acted to give 
us what we most need. God wants you to live! He sent His Son so that we might live through Him 
(v9). This is why Jesus suffered and died on the cross. He died as the propitiation for our sins. 
His sacrifice removed the judgment and condemnation that sin brings.  
 
c. God Abides in Us by His Spirit 

By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. (v13) 
If we love one another, God abides in us and his love is perfected in us.  (v12) 

 
The love of God has been poured out and it has been poured in. It was poured out on the cross when 
Jesus died for our sins and it is poured in by the Holy Spirit who abides in us. The Holy Spirit brings 
the presence of God and therefore the love of God into the heart and life of every believer. John says 
in verse 7 that, love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God. To be ‘born of’ someone 
means that something of their life is in you. 
 
When you believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, you are born of God. Born of God means that something  
of the life of God who is love comes to be present in you by the power of the Holy Spirit. Put all of  
this together and John is telling us how it is that we can love. Not only are you loved by God, but 
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God’s love comes to you, it reaches you, it’s poured out into you through Christ by the Spirit. The 
Spirit of God ‘abides’ in you and if the Spirit of God abides in you, then the love of God abides in you. 
 
One writer says,  

“Love cannot be got up. It is the result of God entering and possessing the soul”1 
 
That’s how you love. It can’t be ‘got up’, it is the effect of God, who is love, entering and taking 
possession of your own soul. Think about that: The Spirit of God taking possession your soul.  
 
What would it be like if the spirit of Mick Jagger was to live in me. For anyone who has not been 
around for the last 60 years, Mick Jagger is the lead singer of the Rolling Stones, and I chose him 
for this illustration because I can hardly imagine a person more different from me. 
 
The idea of the spirit of Mick Jagger living in me is totally incongruous. I walk around stiff and 
starchy; Mick Jagger moves as if he had joints of rubber. I try to speak in what we used to refer 
to as ‘The Queen’s English’. Mick Jagger says things like, ‘Let’s rock that baby to the max,’ and 
he’s not talking about putting a child to sleep in the nursery! 
 
If I spoke like that people would wonder, ‘What in the world is wrong with Colin?’ Then someone 
would say, ‘He’s got the spirit of Mick Jagger in him!’ If the spirit of Mick Jagger was in me, I  
would be a totally different person. And of course, if this incongruous thing were to happen, I would 
experience a great deal of tension. The spirit of Mick Jagger would want to dance all the time and it 
would take time for this body to adapt to the prompting of a new spirit. But one thing is for sure: If 
the spirit of Mick Jagger lived in me, I would be very different from the way I am right now.  
 
As you believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, the Spirit of God Himself lives in you. He abides in you.  
And over time, the presence of the Spirit of God who is love, will change you. This is how you grow  
in love. The presence of the Spirit of God abiding in you will change the way that you speak, the way  
that you think, the way that you act, and the way you love. These are life-changing truths. God loves  
us; God sent His Son for us; God abides in us by His Spirit. If you are a believer, you can personalize  
these truths: God loves me; God sent His Son for me; the Spirit of God lives in me. These are the three  
strands of what God does, but what about our part? 
 
2. Our Part 
a. We Love 

We love because He first loved us. (v19) 
Let us love one another, for love comes from God… (v7) 
If God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. (v11) 
If we love one another, God abides in us and his love is perfected in us. (v12) 
 

God calls us to love one another as He has loved us. We are to give what we have received. God’s 
love is perfected in us, and that means that it fulfills its purpose. God does not intend His love to end 

 
1 Marcus Dods, The Expositor’s Bible, I Corinthians, p. 298 
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in you. God’s love flows into you so that it will flow out of you to others. God’s love fulfills its 
purpose when we give what we have received by loving one another.  
 
b. We Believe 

Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God.  (v15) 
So we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us. (v16) 

 
Believing means that you are persuaded that God loves you, that God’s Son gave Himself for 
you, and that God’s Spirit lives in you. Believing these central truths of the gospel will enable 
you to love. The more deeply you believe these life changing truths the more deeply you will be 
able to love.  
 
c. We Abide 

God is love, and whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him. (v16) 
Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God. (v15) 
By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. (v13) 

 
To abide means to dwell or to live. ‘Abide’ is what you do in your home. That means that you rest 
there, you eat there, you find joy there, you’re at home there. John says that we abide in God. That 
means we find rest in God; we find joy in God. We are at home with God. We walk with God. We 
nourish ourselves in God. We enjoy a living relationship of heart-to-heart communion with God. So 
here are three things that God does, and three things that we do. God loves us; God’s Son gave 
Himself for us; God’s Spirit lives within us. And because God has done these things, we love, we 
believe, and we abide.  
 
And now to the whole point. I’ve tried to take the strands of spaghetti and lay them neatly in a row. 
But John serves them all up like spaghetti should be served up in an all mixed up beautiful heap on 
the plate.  And that’s the point. All these things belong inseparably together.  
 
Let me change the analogy. Think of these six major themes as threads of different colors. John 
weaves these six colored threads together into a beautiful fabric. Pull out any one of the threads  
and you destroy the fabric. The whole point is that they are inseparably woven together.  
 
Each of these verses gives a connection between these different elements of what God does and what 
we do. I’ll give you a few examples and you can go through the rest of the verses and work out what 
the connections are in each of them. 
 
i. Love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God. (1 John 4:7) 
So here the connection is between God’s love for us and our ability to love. Love is not something  
that we work up from within. Love is from God. The reason you can love is that God has entered and 
taken possession of your soul. Whoever loves has been born of God.  
 
ii. Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. (1 John 4:11) 
When John says, ‘If God so loved us,” he is referring to verse 10, that the Father sent His Son, 
the Lord Jesus Christ. So the connection here is between God sending His Son for us and our 
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calling to love.  
 
iii. If we love one another, God abides in us and his love is perfected in us, (1 John 4:12). 
This verse begins with us loving and John tells us that if we love one another, God abides in us. 
So there is a real connection between our growing in love and the continuing and deepening 
work of the Holy Spirit our lives. 
 
iv. Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God, (1 John 4:15). 
John is telling us that there is a direct connection between our believing, our confessing that Jesus is 
the Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit in us.  
 
v. God is love, and whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him, (1 John 4:16).  
John is making the connection between our walking with God, and the deepening work of the 
Holy Spirit in us.  
 
vi. We love because he first loved us, (1 John 4:19). 
John shows the connection between our ability to love and God’s great love for us.  
 
All these themes are beautifully woven together in this fabric. Pull out any of the threads and you 
would destroy the whole thing. How do we grow in love? We grow in love because God loves 
us, because God sent His Son for us, and because God’s Spirit abides in us. We will grow in love 
in as much as we believe and abide.  
 
Drawing from these beautiful themes that John presents, let me try and bring six practical 
applications as to what we must then do. 
 

Six Practical Strategies for Growing in Love 
1. Reflect often on how God loves you 

We love because he first loved us, (v19) 
God loved us first and Jesus says, “Love one another as I have loved you.” We love because He 
first loved us. In any relationship, someone makes the first move, and then the other person 
responds. You see this sometimes in wedding receptions when the couple are asked embarrassing 
questions like who was the first to say, ‘I love you?’ Who went first? How long did it take the other 
person to get the idea? Someone said, ‘I love you’ and then the other person said, ‘I love you too.’ 
 
God is the One who said, ‘I love you’ first. God loves us when we were His enemies, and He sent His 
Son to save us. When you love first; when you take the initiative to show patience and kindness and 
all these beautiful fruits of love that we were looking at last time; when you show that to someone 
who’s not showing that to you, then you are reflecting the love of God. You’re loving as He loved us. 
Loving as God loves us, that is, loving first is the clearest evidence that you are born of God. 
Something of Him actually is in you. How else would you be the one to take the initiative.  
 
2. Remember that love is God’s command  

And this commandment we have from him: whoever loves God must also love his brother.  
(1 John 4:21) 
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Love is not an option. It is our central calling from God. Christ redeemed us from the curse of 
the law, that is the condemnation that it would have brought because we had not kept it. But God 
gives us His Spirit so that the righteous requirements of His law may be fully met in us, (Romans 
8:4).  He himself bore our sins in His body on the tree that we might die to sin and live to 
righteousness, (1 Peter 2:24).  Our new life in Christ is a gift, freely given. But it is also a 
calling, and the heart of that calling is to live a life of love.  
 
3. Ask God that you may grow in love. 

It is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, (Philippians 1:9) 
 
…may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, as we do 
for you, (1 Thessalonians 3:12) 
 
May the Lord direct your hearts to the love of God and to the steadfastness of Christ.  
(2 Thessalonians 3:5) 
 

Ask God to help you grow in love. Tell Him that this is what you want. Bring to mind the faces 
and circumstances of particular people and ask Him to help you love them well. Growing in love 
is an effect of the work of the Holy Spirit. So ask that He will help you to grow in love. Ask Him 
to reveal anything that is hindering your growth in love. Deal with anything that is in your heart 
that may be grieving the Holy Spirit so that nothing will restrict your growing in love.  

 
4. Be intentional in your pursuit of love. 
I take this from the language of the New Testament which speaks to Christian believers in a way 
that you could not speak to other people. It tells us to do certain things because the Holy Spirit 
lives within us. And that enables us to do them. 
 

And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. 
(Colossians 3:14) 
 
Husbands, love your wives, (Colossians 3:19) 
 
For this very reason, make every effort to supplement your faith… with godliness, and 
godliness with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love. (2 Peter 1:5-7) 
 

If you believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, if the Holy Spirit lives in you, if you are walking with 
God and abiding in Him, loving is something you can do. So stop repeating Satan’s lies by 
telling yourself you can’t do this. God tells you that you can and by God’s grace you will. Make 
it your intentional way of life to always seek to do good to others. Think more about their 
interest than your own. Seek to bring blessing to others in every way that you can.  
 
5. Get in touch with your own deepest desire. 

Though you have not seen him, you love him. (1 Peter 1:8) 
 

That is profoundly true of every Christian believer. I’ve been helped here by a comment of J.I. 
Packer: 

“Again and again it appears that Christians are not sufficiently in touch with themselves.   
They do not know themselves well enough to realize that, because of the way in which 
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their nature has been changed, their hearts are now set against all known sin.”2 
 
Many Christians, he says, are not sufficiently in touch with themselves. They don’t realize that 
because your heart has been changed, because the Spirit of God lives within you, your heart is 
now at the deepest level, set against all known sin.   
 
Satan wants to dupe you into thinking that what you really want is to live for yourself. But that’s 
not true. When you are born of God what you really want is to please Him. It is to be like Him. It 
is to love. And if you will get in touch with your own deepest desire, which has been renewed by 
God’s marvelous grace within you, you will realize that what you ultimately want is not to live 
for yourself. What you really want as someone who is born of God, is to love as God loves. And 
when you love, you will find that you are fulfilling your own deepest desire. 
 
6. Find joy in the privilege of your calling. 

No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides in us and his love is perfected 
in us. (1 John 4:12) 
 

No one has ever seen God. If we love one another God abides in us and His love is perfected in 
us and that fulfills its ultimate intended purpose. That the love of God flows into us and then 
flows through us and out into the lives of others. No one has ever seen God, so how will God’s 
love be seen and known in this world? John gives this amazing answer: God will love others 
through us. When we love one another the presence and love of God Himself is seen and made 
known.  
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2 J I Packer, Rediscovering Holiness, p. 80 
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