“Love – Not As Cain”

1 John 3:10-24
Doug Hayes, October 9, 2011

The sermon text for this morning is 1 John 3:10-24

Please stand and give attention to the reading of Christ’s Word to us this morning. 

10 In this the children of God and the children of the devil are manifest: Whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God, nor is he who does not love his brother. 11 For this is the message that you heard from the beginning, that we should love one another, 12 not as Cain who was of the wicked one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his works were evil and his brother’s righteous. 
13 Do not marvel, my brethren, if the world hates you. 14 We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love his brother abides in death. 15 Whoever hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him. 

16 By this we know love, because He laid down His life for us. And we also ought to lay down our lives for the brethren. 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? 
18 My little children, let us not love in word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth. 19 And by this we know that we are of the truth, and shall assure our hearts before Him. 20 For if our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and knows all things. 21 Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence toward God. 22 And whatever we ask we receive from Him, because we keep His commandments and do those things that are pleasing in His sight. 23 And this is His commandment: that we should believe on the name of His Son Jesus Christ and love one another, as He gave us commandment. 

24 Now he who keeps His commandments abides in Him, and He in him. And by this we know that He abides in us, by the Spirit whom He has given us. 

Whoever has an ear to hear God’s Word – Let him hear!

Prayer of illumination

Almighty and ever-loving Father, we thank you for sending your only begotten Son to bear the hatred and scorn of those who refused to come into the light He brought into our world. We are humbled by the fact that Jesus was persecuted and even murdered on our behalf. Enable us, your sons and daughters, to so bear the image of your Son that we too will lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters, and even the world that continues to hate Him and even us. Enable us, by your Spirit, to allow this text to so take hold of us that we could be transformed by it    Amen. 


As I prepared for this sermon, continuing in the first Epistle of John, it occurred to me that at the rate we have been going through the book, we may be through the entire Epistle by the year 2017 – If I pick up the pace. 
A couple of weeks ago, Dennis joked that his middle name is “Review.” Without trying to imitate him in this – I prefer my own middle name, thank you very much – I do think it exceedingly important (given that it has been almost 1 year exactly) that we get a handle on what John was saying to the churches he was writing to so that we can make application in accordance with what God is saying in this book. You see, we are not truly hearing God speak if we just pick and choose what we want to hear from the text, or apply it to our lives however we want to. Without being first grounded in what God wanted to communicate to the Church through John, we will make the text say whatever we want it to – and we will try to make application without it justifiably coming from the text. 
First of all we need to call to mind the social context in which these 1st century Christians were living. Virtually all of the first Christians were Jews, whom Jesus came to, and who rejected Him and His message and His ministry. As the Church was established in Jerusalem and then grew throughout the known world, it was primarily the Jews that persecuted Christians – hatefully and murderously. For the early Christians, this was completely disorienting to them. Most of the early Christians were themselves either Jews, or closely associated with the Jews, who were entrusted with the oracles of God. And yet, they rejected the Messiah. Many Jews in the early church first believed in Jesus and then fell away and sought to entice Christians from the truth proclaimed by the Apostles. Throughout this Epistle, John is writing to help the early church deal with this problem by identifying among them who are the children of God and who are not, those who are the “children of the Devil.” He wanted them and us to see ourselves aright, and have confidence before God and to live faithfully before Him and with one another. He did this, in part, by revealing who the children of the Devil are. 

They are those who self-righteously say that they have no sin, lying to themselves and to others (1:6, 8, 10; 2:4), saying also that they have no need of salvation or of Jesus Christ the righteous, who forgives those who confess their sins and cleanses us from all unrighteousness. 

The children of the Devil are those who claim to be in the light of God but do not keep the commandments of God and hate the brethren, and walk in darkness (2:3-11). They love the world and all that is in the world (2:15-17). By refusing to confess that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God in human flesh – they are antichrists, they are against Christ (2:18-27). They are those who high-handedly sin, live in active rebellion, practice unrighteousness without pang of conscience. 
We, Children of God confess our sins and are faithfully forgiven; keep his commandments and love the brethren; As little children, fathers and young men we know the Father and will overcome the wicked one (2:12-14); do not love the world but do the will of God; and by confessing that Jesus is the Christ will abide with both the Son and the Father. Christians, by their nature – having been made Children of God – cannot high-handedly sin and live in outright rebellion. 
There is no neutrality and peaceful accord between the two families. There is, and should be an antithesis between the two. Those of the world, children of the Devil, consider Christians to be strange and somehow dangerous to their way of life – and actively hate us. The only time there is peace is when Christians adjust our standards of truth and morality to the world around; when we accommodate and imitate the world. It should be of concern to the Church when we don’t seem alien and strange – because the world and the children of the Devil hate Jesus and His righteous people. 

What strikes me powerfully in this Epistle is that he is talking about people inside the church, and those who have left the church and yet remain influential in the lives of people in the church. This is where applying this Epistle becomes more difficult for us. Last time I preached, more than one person struggled with this message because it is hard to see people associated with the church as being those whom John is writing against. But, my friends, we must let the scriptures speak on their own terms and apply them carefully to our lives. 
A. Righteousness and confidence of God’s children at His coming, 2:28-3:1
B. Children of God do not sin, 3:2-6
C. Children of God/of the Devil distinguished by actions to brothers, 3:7-12

C’ World hates brothers; brother sacrificially love brothers, 3:13-17

B’ Love in deed and truth, 3:18-20
A’ Confidence in keeping God’s commands, 3:21-24
I.
Righteousness, Unrighteousness, love and hatred 3:10-15

For John, as we see in 3:10-11, the key difference between the children of God and the children of the Devil is a difference in the way they live their lives: Family of God is manifest by righteousness and love. In 3:16-20 John will explain more about what love is and what it looks like. But first, in v. 11 John says, strangely, that we should love…Not as Cain!
Cain and the Cainites Gen 4; Heb. 11:4; Jude 11

From the first week of history, sadly, humanity has been divided. When the Devil, disguised as a serpent, called into question the words and motives of God our Father – and Adam listened to that ancient liar, the Devil, and became the natural father of all the rebellious sons of men. Since then wars, and hatred and unrighteousness have been the family traits of men who serve their spiritual father, the Devil. 
Not long after this first sin in history – we have the second major sin recorded in scripture: The hatred and murder of a brother. John wrote in v. 12 that Cain was “of the wicked one and murdered his brother.” Most all of us know the story well (Gen 4). Both brothers brought offerings to Lord: Gen. 4 says: 

“And in the process of time it came to pass that Cain brought an offering of the fruit of the ground to the Lord. Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat. And the Lord respected Abel and his offering, but He did not respect Cain and his offering. And Cain was very angry, and his countenance fell. So the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry? And why has your countenance fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin lies at the door. And its desire is for you, but you should rule over it.” Notice here – there seems to have yet been hope for Cain. 
Now Cain talked with Abel his brother; and it came to pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother and killed him. Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is Abel your brother?” He said, “I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?” And He said, “What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground. So now you are cursed from the earth, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. When you till the ground, it shall no longer yield its strength to you. A fugitive and a vagabond you shall be on the earth.” 
And Cain said to the Lord, “My punishment is greater than I can bear! Surely You have driven me out this day from the face of the ground; I shall be hidden from Your face; I shall be a fugitive and a vagabond on the earth, and it will happen that anyone who finds me will kill me.” And the Lord said to him, “Therefore, whoever kills Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold.” And the Lord set a mark on Cain, lest anyone finding him should kill him. Then Cain went out from the presence of the Lord and dwelt in the land of Nod on the east of Eden.” (Genesis 4:3–16, NKJV) 

Cain is the first persecutor in the Bible, the first hater, the first murderer of history. Not the only one though. Gen. 4 continues with the genealogy of Cain, the father of city builders (v. 17), the father of animal husbandry (v. 20), the father of music (v. 21), the father of new technology and craftsmanship (v 22) – and the father of other of more hateful murderers (v. 23-24: poetically saying: “Then Lamech said to his wives: “Adah and Zillah, hear my voice; Wives of Lamech, listen to my speech! For I have killed a man for wounding me, Even a young man for hurting me. If Cain shall be avenged sevenfold, Then Lamech seventy-sevenfold.””) 
John does not bring up Cain as a morality tale, using murder metaphorically for anger and hatred. The early Christians were persecuted, hated and murdered just as literally as Cain did his brother. Those persecutors of the church are to be thought of as new Cainites – literally killing believers. This is written to the church because some Christians were likely still admiring the Jews and some of those who had left the church. They needed to see that they were in mortal danger from people that they may have formerly called brothers – just as Cain was the brother of Abel. 
You see, there is often much to admire about the Cainites of the world. They build wonderful cities, create wealth and prosperity in the world, produce tremendous technologies for us all (like Steve Jobs), even beautiful artistry – and yet, the Cainites of the world hate Jesus – and therefore hate the children of God. We have many Cainites today calling for peace in the world – a goal we share. And yet they seek peace where these is no peace – because peace is only found in submission to Jesus Christ. Thus, politically, internationally, people seek peace with nations like Iran – which is about ready execute Youcef Nadarkhani for the crime of apostasy from Islam for being a Christian pastor. Imagine going downtown and preaching Jesus to those Occupying the city – calling them to trust and obey Him. What response? You see – the Cainite world still hates the children of God murderously. 
What is interesting in v. 12 is that John tells us what motivated Cain to murder his brother: Envy (“Because his works were evil and his brother’s righteous.”). Heb. 11:4 says: “By faith Abel offered to God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain...” The word “murder” might be translated to “butcher” or to “ritually slay,” having sacrificial connotations. Cain didn’t just kill Abel; he offered his brother as the first human sacrifice – and in his own twisted psychology slaughtered him as a vain religious act – trying to atone for his own sin. Jesus said in John 16:2: “They will put you out of the synagogues; yes, the time is coming that whoever kills you will think that he offers God service.” The Jews persecuted Jesus and the Christians John was writing to because they thought they were doing righteousness – when in fact, it was the sacrifice of Jesus that God was pleased with – not their sacrifices of Christians. They envied what God was doing among the Christians and lashed out violently. Envy, throughout the Bible is associated with hatred, violence, murder, strife, opposition (Matt. 27:18; Mk. 15:10; Acts 13:25; Rom. 1:29; 13:13; 1 Cor. 3:3; Gal. 5:21, 26; Phil.1:15; 1 Tim. 6:4; Tit. 3:3; James 3:14, 16; 1 Pet. 2:1) The children of the Devil, the Cainites of the world, think they are making the world a better place by persecuting and hating the children of God. 
The curious thing is that John needed to write about this to his beloved children. Somehow, they were misunderstanding the reality they lived in – and may even be tempted to envy the prosperity, comfort and stability of the lives they could have lived if they had not become Christians. They may be considering a return to Judaism – something that was common in the first century. John is helping them to see what was really going on. Proverbs 3:31: “Do not envy the oppressor, And choose none of his ways.” A good reminder for us today, is it not?
While it is important for understanding the text that Christians have and do experience real murderous hatred from the children of the Devil, John also makes the point in v. 15 that hatred of brothers is also a form of murder (just as Jesus said in Matt. 5:21-22). Hatred is anger so deep and fierce that it seeks to strike out at its object.  As Peter Leithart wrote in his commentary: “We think we’ve outgrown sacrifice, but human sacrifice still happens every day. Husband offended by their wives’ correction take vengeance at the first opportunity; siblings cut each other down with words sharp as swords; envious employees slander one of their fellows to keep him from advancing. When three siblings gang up against one and feel the pleasure of uniting in torturing him, they are butchers; and when a church blames all its problems on one troublesome member or group of members or the pastor, they have turned those members or the pastor into scapegoats.”
Anger and hatred are a murderous unrighteousness that should have no place among the children of God. 

The question is, how do we respond to the hatred of the Cainites that hate Jesus and us? It seemed perfectly natural to someone in the first century to react violently to persecution. But John is saying that the response to the hatred of the world cannot be hatred in return. In fact, if we respond to the hatred of the world with hatred, then we have actually joined the Cainites, those who persecute and murder. 
John’s concern is primarily with how Christians, under threat of persecution and slaughter, treat each other. He knows that members of the church will be tempted to turn on each other, and begin blaming, scapegoating and butchering each other. In v. 15 John says, that if we hate our brothers, we become murderers just as surely as Cain was a butcherer. But love, instead of hatred, is the mark that we have passed from death to life (v. 14). Those who hate remain in death – and evidence that death by hatred and murdering others, either physically or in many other ways.
It saddens me to see how hatefully some Christians treat one another – sometimes thinking themselves righteous, and taking up the cause of Christ. When bitter disputes between people in churches sever the bonds of love and unity – murderous hatred is manifested in slander and the destruction of people’s reputations. When godly men are persecuted over the internet – Jesus is not pleased. False sacrifice.
II.
Love as self-sacrifice in the truth 3:16-18
The godly Christian alternative is not to avoid sacrifice altogether. Rather – we are to act like Jesus, love like Jesus, sacrifice like Jesus – not like Cain. Instead of butchering others like Cain did, instead of anger, hatred and murder – We need to sacrifice ourselves, as He laid down His life for us (v. 16). The pronoun “He” in v. 16 is ekeinos, which may be a pun on the name Kain – pointing to the Christian alternative. We are to be imitators of Christ, not Cain. Instead of sacrificing others to make things better in life (making things even, getting even with people), we sacrifice ourselves. 
When God confronted Cain after he butchered Abel, He said: “Where is Abel your brother?” Cain responded, “I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?” Haven’t we all heard that, or thought or said it ourselves? What is the proper biblical answer? Yes – You are your brother’s keeper! We are responsible for one another. John writes in vv. 17-18: “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? My little children, let us not love in word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth. And by this we know that we are of the truth, and shall assure our hearts before Him.”  
Jesus had all the “world’s goods” as His own, but gave them up for us. If we are truly in Him, and He in us, this will manifest itself in open-hearted generosity. It starts in our hearts to want to be our brother’s keeper. But it doesn’t stop there. We are not to just think about it, or pray about it, or talk about loving one another. We are actually supposed to self-sacrificially do something to meet the needs of one another. Are you just a talker about love, or are you a doer of love? 

There are more opportunities to do love than we can ever meet. But more times than not – we do nothing, don’t we. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak at times. But John teaches us that a heart that is not shut up to the needs of our brothers will take concrete actions to meet the needs they have. Even the needs of those we don’t particularly care for. You see, we may not have an outright hatred of someone, but we may not like them enough to lift a finger to help them. John says that the opposite of hatred is not indifference or a shut up heart – rather, it is an active, self-sacrificing love that does what is needed. Wealth takes many forms (talents, time, knowledge, muscles), and we need to use all of what we have for the good of those around us. 
We can also do it as families and as a church. Would you say that you and your family are given to hospitality? Do you have a willingness as a family to sacrifice some things for other people? As a church, as we together reaching out with helping hands? We now have Angie Shubin that is the RCC Love INC coordinator. Talk with her about how you can use your portion of this “world’s goods” for others. As a denomination this week, the CREC became The Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches. Why, because the word “Confederation” was a stumbling block to some people as they considered whether to be a part of our denomination. So, the church came together and changed it for the sake of loving our brothers. The possibilities are endless, as individually, as families, in our businesses and our church. May God open our hearts to love not only in word or tongue, but primarily in deed and truth. 

One other point: While we must absolutely maintain the antithesis between the children of God and the children of the Devil – it doesn’t mean that we cannot also love those who hate us. We are in fact to do good, to love those who are our enemies. One of the defining characteristics of the early church was not only that they loved each other, but that they loved those who hated them. When there was a plague, unbelievers were amazed that the Christians not only took care of each other, but also the unbelievers around them. By loving our enemies, we are loving like Jesus, who while we were yet enemies of His – He died for us. Our love needs to be, to use a popular word today – “Missional.” 

III.
Blessed Assurance 3:19-24

Finally, John wants us to feel assured that we are indeed children of God. In vv. 10-11 John said that the children of God are manifested by their righteousness and love. 

But who among us doesn’t at times know that our righteousness is below standard, and we fail to love as we ought to? The honest truth is that there are times that our hearts condemn us, don’t they? John addresses our insecurities, not by encouraging us to find our assurance in our hearts, but to look outside of ourselves to God and what He has done in our lives. Guilt is a reality in the world that requires forgiveness of sins. We are assured by God that the ultimate and effectual sacrifice has been made to atone for our sins – as John explained earlier in 2:1-2. All we need to do is to confess our sins, knowing that because of Jesus, God is faithful and just to forgive our sins. Walking in love then, is the fruit of the transformation that has taken place in our lives, having been united to Christ. We are assured and have confidence that we are in Christ because “God is greater than our hearts,” no matter what personal self-inflicted condemnation we feel. Look to God and the work He is doing in your life – not your heart. 
Whether our hearts condemn us or not (vv 19-21), God gives us assurance that we are in the truth as we walk in love – because the ability to love like Jesus is a gift of being made a child of God. Through loving our brothers we come to experience the assurance that “we are of the truth” (v. 19). As with 2:3, here in 3:19 we have the experience of knowing that we belong to Jesus because we keep His commandments and love one another. 
When our hearts are assured by God, we have confidence in prayer. We can ask whatever we want because we keep His commandments and live in a way pleasing to God (v.22). He is not talking about works righteousness, as if God can be manipulated and forced to do as we ask. But John does say that there is a connection between effective prayer and obedience. If your prayers are not being answered, examine yourself – asking if you are walking in obedience and love. If not, simply repent. If so – keep praying and wait on the Lord. 
Finally, in this section, John says that the way of obedience is the way to an intimate fellowship with God – mutual abiding, Him in us and we in Him. We become, by the Holy Spirit, the dwelling place of God. By living as obedient children of God, we manifest that we are indwelt by Him. That’s why John has placed such importance on living righteously, lovingly and obediently – because only these things are of God. Unrighteousness, hatred, murder and disobedience are all what manifest being still dead children of the Devil. Therefore, as children of God - abide in the Lord and show it in the way you live. 
Amen 
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