1 John 3:11-18
1975


This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another. 
Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own actions were evil and his brother’s were righteous. 
Do not be surprised, my brothers, if the world hates you. 
We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers. Anyone who does not love remains in death. 
Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him.



This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down His life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. 
If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? 
Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.


We live in a great nation, which we celebrate tomorrow.  This is our Independence Day, the anniversary of signing the Declaration of Inde​pendence on July 4, 1776, which we regard as the birthday of our nation.  At that time the thirteen original colonies together with one voice declared that they were independent of rule from England.  From then on they would form their own government and be their own nation, and no longer rely on England more than on any other nation.


To this day we rejoice in the great nation that God has given us, and we pray to our great God to bless our native land.  We know that we have lots of problems in America, and all of those problems are homemade problems, but we don’t look to any other nation to solve those problems.  We are still independent, and we will take care of our own affairs.


As we again this year take note of these great blessings which we enjoy, the blessing of independence, I invite you also to note that we are not independent in another very important way.  We are NOT INDEPENDENT of love.  Consider the example of Cain.


Cain was very much independent of love.  He was not burdened with love for his brother, or for his parents, for that matter, or for God either.  He was totally independent of his family and of his God.  He would take care of his own problems.  And he had a rather direct method of taking care of his problems all by himself, independent of anyone else.


Cain and his brother Abel brought a thankoffering to the Lord at harvest time.  God had once again abundantly blessed Cain’s fields and Abel’s flocks, and they thanked the Lord by bringing Him a sacrifice.  There are many questions we could ask about this, for which we have no answers, such as, Was this the first time they did this?  What led them to that idea?  Was it the case that Abel did this, and so Cain also did?  It does appear that Abel brought his sacrifice from the love in his heart, and Cain did not.


In some way the Lord showed His approval of Abel’s sacrifice, but not of Cain’s sacrifice.  How the Lord showed His approval is unknown.  When Cain became upset about this, the Lord spoke directly to Cain, so it would make sense that the Lord had shown His approval of Abel’s sacrifice in words spoken to Abel.  It is perfectly clear that Abel did no wrong, and certainly did nothing against his brother Cain.  As the apostle John makes clear, Cain’s problem was not what Abel did but what Cain did.


Cain was not right with God.  God had not shown His approval of Cain’s sacrifice.  So Cain, in his independence, resolved to take care of mat​ters on his own.  He would maintain his independence from God’s love.  He didn’t need God’s love, since he could fix things himself.  Since God had shown approval of Abel’s sacrifice, Cain resolved to remove Abel from the picture.  Then, perhaps God would show approval on Cain’s sacrifice.  So with premeditation Cain got Abel away from everyone else and killed him.  Case closed, Cain had solved all his problems himself.  Of course, Cain had now made far more problems for himself.


Maybe Cain realized all the problems he had made for himself soon after he killed Abel.  He certainly realized his problems after God spoke with him.  But Cain, in his independence, went on to multiply his problems all the more.  When God asked him, “Where is your brother Abel?” Cain answered, “I don’t know. Am I my brother’s keeper?” Gn4v9.  Instead of con​fessing his sin and trusting God for help, Cain made an excuse, Cain lied, Cain relied on himself, and Cain let himself down.  God cursed Cain as a wanderer with no permanent home, and certainly no heavenly home.


Americans are becoming more and more independent from God, just like Cain.  They like to make up their own religion, instead of relying on God to tell them the way things are.  They prefer their own imagination to the truth of God’s Word.  They are independent of God’s love, and they are paying the consequences of their independence in that they never feel at home, certainly not in God’s heaven.


The truth of the matter is our sin, which we can never solve our​selves.  The only solution for our sins is the death penalty, since only death will remove sin.  God offers us the death that has already been died for our sins.  He gives us the death of Jesus in payment for our sins.  He gives us forgiveness for our sins.  He gives us His love.  He invites us to find com​fort and rest in Him.  He welcomes us into the home He has prepared for us in heaven.  Independence from God’s love is not a good kind of indepen​dence.


Although there is such a thing as sibling rivalry, there is also sibling love, which is a powerful thing.  I am just overwhelmed at seeing my sister three times this year already, when we otherwise see each other more like once every three years.  Cain declared his independence from that sibling love.  He and Abel should have been close friends, but Cain turned his back on that and killed his brother Abel.  Then he became worried, and he whined to the Lord, “Whoever finds me will kill me.” Gn4v14.  People often won​der about that.  They reason that there was Adam and Eve and Cain and Abel; Abel is now dead, so who is Cain worried about, and why does he call Adam and Eve “whoever”?  But Adam and Eve had many other sons and daughters after Cain and Abel.  Cain was worried about his other siblings finding him and killing him.  He turned his back on love for his other siblings as well.


More and more in America people are acting just like Cain, be​coming independent from love for their fellow Americans and even from love for their own families.  It is not unheard of for a mother to be on trial for killing her own daughter, or for a father to abandon his son on the roadside.  But then, Americans have been slaughtering their own children legally for nearly forty years now by means of something called abortion.


At the end of the Michigan District Convention about a month ago, President Seifert said something interesting in his closing devotion.  He talked about guppy-love as something that has become popular in America.  I remember having a fish tank when I was in grade school, and I had some guppies.  Guppies produce abundantly, but there is a problem with guppies.  After there are baby guppies, the babies need to be removed to a different fish tank, separated from their parents.  Why?  Because the parent guppies get hungry, and see a bit of food swimming past, which happens to be one of their own baby guppies, so they eat that food.  If you don’t separate the baby guppies from their parents, there soon won’t be many baby guppies left.  That is guppy-love, which is quite popular in America.


But we are not to be independent of love.  Just as we are not to be independent of God’s love for us, so we are also not to be independent of our love for our neighbors, for our siblings, for our parents, for our children.  The apostle John writes, “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down His life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.”


Roughly fifty years earlier, the apostle James had written similar words: “What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him? Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to him, ‘Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.” Ja2v14-17.  Our faith in the Lord Jesus is shown by what we do, or our lack of faith in the Lord Jesus is shown by what we do not do.


Showing love is not always an easy thing, because sometimes people are less than thankful for our love for them.  Consider poor Moses, whom we heard about in our first Scripture reading.  When the Lord came to Moses, who was just eighty years old then, and asked him to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, Moses started in on making excuses about why he couldn’t possibly do such a thing.  We heard only the first two of Moses’ excuses, but he went on to make three more, until finally the Lord simply ordered him to go.  It is the Lord Jesus’ love for us which motivates us to love others, not their love for us.


Jesus showed love for a certain tax collector named Levi, also known as Matthew, and invited Matthew to be one of His disciples.  Matthew immediately reflected Jesus’ love to his many friends, most of whom were also tax collectors, some of the most despised people then.  Mat​thew put on a banquet for Jesus and invited all of his friends to come and meet his new Friend.  Somehow, the Pharisees also got involved, and demonstrated how very different their attitude was from Matthew’s.  Matthew was filled with love for Jesus and for his friends.  The Pharisees were filled with love for themselves, kind of a guppy-love.  They asked Jesus’ other disciples, “Why does your Teacher eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” Mt9v11.  They didn’t realize that they were sinners and in need of Jesus’ love.  They thought that they could live independent of Jesus’ love and of their love for others.


Let that be our lesson for Independence Day this year: God has greatly blessed our nation with independence from other nations, but we are not independent of God’s love for us, nor are we independent of our need to love one another.  Amen.
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