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I remember the call. Nothing seemed right about what I was being asked to do! 

I was in Damascus. The gospel work there had been growing as more and more became 

followers of Jesus. The rumour was that Saul of Tarsus was on his way to Damascus. This 

was unsettling. 

Saul had led the charge against many followers of the Way. He had issued murderous 

threats against the Lord’s disciples and had arranged permission from the High Priest to 

travel around the synagogues seeking out Christians to imprison for their faith. He was a 

piece of work. We all knew the threat he posed. 

And then the Lord called out to me in a vision: ‘Ananias!, go to Straight street to the house 

of Judas and there you will meet a man from Tarsus named Saul and he is expecting you.’ 

‘What?!’ 

Surely this was a cruel joke. If this was the same man we feared, this was a suicide mission. 

‘Lord’ I said, ‘I have heard many reports about this man and all the harm that he has done to 

your saints in Jerusalem. He has come with authority from the chief priests to arrest all who 

call on your name’. 

And I will never forget what the Lord said next. ‘Go! This man is my chosen instrument to 

carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel’. 

Now I had a choice. I could listen to my fear, reject the words I had heard from my Lord as a 

falsehood and selfishly walk the other way. Or, I could love like my Lord, which requires me 

to regard his words as truth and obey them even if it meant loving my enemy. 

I went. Cautiously entered the house. Looked at this man. And said, ‘Brother Saul, the Lord 

Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you were coming here, has sent me so that you 

might see again.’ 

Loving others may not always be a comfortable exercise, but I am glad I did as the Lord 

asked. Saul became Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles. 

 

Inspired by Acts 9:10-17 
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Bible Study: Loving in Relationships 

Reflection/Discussion: 

‘Love’ is such an important concept. It is written about in books, sung about in songs, on display in 

movies, valued in relationships. Around our world and throughout the pages of the Bible, a lot of 

emphasis is placed on the desire to love and be loved. Is ‘love’ something that you feel or something 

that you do? 

 

 

 

Read Matthew 22:34-40 

NIV Matthew 22:34-40  
34 Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. 35 One 

of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: 36 “Teacher, which is 

the greatest commandment in the Law?” 

37 Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul 

and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the 

second is like it: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ 40 All the Law and the Prophets 

hang on these two commandments.” 

The authors of the Gospels of Matthew and Mark (12:28-31) both record this interaction. The 

Pharisees (the religious leaders of the day) tried to catch Jesus out by asking him about Old 

Testament law. 

1. Why are laws (today) created? 

 

 

 

2. In the Old Testament alongside the 10 Commandments, it has been suggested that there are 

around 613 laws and regulations. What is strange about asking Jesus which is the ‘greatest’ of those 

laws? 

 

 

3. Does Jesus answer the question? How is the law applied in the way Jesus has answered? 

 

 



The Essential Christian  

Chapter 6 – Loving in Relationships 

Chapter 6 - Loving in Relationships 3 of 12 Ken D Noakes 

 

It would be likely that the person listening to Jesus’ answer, would have expected him to quote to 

one of the Ten Commandments (Ex 20:1-17; Deut 5:1-22). Instead Jesus refers to Deuteronomy 6:5 

(‘Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength’) and 

then Leviticus 19:18 (‘love your neighbour as yourself’). 

4. When someone obeys a law, who benefits? When someone loves as Jesus suggests here, who 

benefits? 

 

 

5. Is there anything offensive, alienating or objectionable in what Jesus is calling people to do?  

 

 

6. Why do you think that Jesus says ‘all of the law and the prophets hang on these two 

commandments’? Is it that these two commandments make the rest redundant? 

 

 

 

Read Romans 13:9-11 

NIV Romans 13:9-11  
9 The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery,” “You shall not murder,” 

“You shall not steal,” “You shall not covet,” and whatever other command there 

may be, are summed up in this one command: “Love your neighbour as yourself.” 
10 Love does no harm to a neighbour. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the 

law.11 And do this, understanding the present time: The hour has already come for 

you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when 

we first believed. 

 

7. Here the Apostle Paul refers to the commandments. What does he say fulfils the law? 

 

 

 

8. Who is he calling upon to exercise this love? And why? 
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Implication/s 

9. In what ways is the instruction to love God wholeheartedly and to love others counter-cultural to 

the society we live in? Does doing one rather than the other diminish them both? 

 

 

 

10. How should a Christian apply this command to those we find hardest to love? Or to those who 

show no love in return? Or to those who might respond with hate? 

 

 

 

11. Are there boundaries or limits to ‘love’? When a Christian exercises ‘love’ must it always be in a 

way that the other finds ‘loving’? 

  

 

 

12. In what practical ways should obedience to Jesus words be lived out by Christians today? 

 

 

 

 

Spend some time praying 

 

 

Suggestion: Create a list of ways that you could show both love to God and to others. Then check 

what you have listed. Will any of your efforts be experienced by those who don’t yet know the 

gospel? 
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Perfect Love 

Love is a many splendored thing, 

Love lifts us up where we belong, 

All you need is love! 

 

Love is just a game. 

I was made for loving you baby, 

You were made for loving me. 

 

You'd think that people would've had enough of silly love songs... 

 

So goes the lyrics of Baz Luhrmann’s Moulin Rouge (2001). It is a mash-up of love songs that 

highlight how confusing ‘love’ can be and captures many of the different ideas that exist 

about that wonderful little thing called ‘Love’. In modern society, ‘Love’ is obviously a valued 

trait – yet for such a short little word, what it means to ‘love’ seems like a very complicated 

question. 

Essential to the Christian life is the call to be loving. ‘Love’ can be a very general term, and 

so in this chapter we want to consider Christian love, that is a love for others that is both 

pleasing and acceptable to God. 

 

And to do that we turn to the letter of 1 John. Like a layered wedding cake, 1 John raises 

several themes and stacks them upon one another. As we read, we move our way from 

layer to layer and see more of how the whole cake fits together. Helpfully, John shows us 

that if we misunderstand ‘love’ (and let’s face it, we all have at one time or another), then 

we find ourselves in all sorts of difficulties – regardless of whether you call yourself Christian 

or not. 

 

Let us start with the ideal: - perfect love.  

 

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone 

who loves has been born of God and knows God.  Whoever does not love 

does not know God, because God is love. (1 John 4:7-8 c.f. also 4:16b) 

John offers the template for perfect love by pointing to its origin, that is God himself. He is 

the backstory, the foundation, the reason why we have love at all. John says, whatever love 

is, it starts with God, it is best expressed in God, it is exercised thanks to God, it is 

determined most clearly by God, and it is experienced most effectively by anyone loving like 

God. 

When we say ‘God’ here, we have in view the perfect relationship of the Godhead. God the 

Father, God the Son, God the Spirit. And John describes this trinitarian way of understanding 

what it means to live and experience God’s love: 
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GOD

SPIRITSON

Truth Love

Obedience

This is how we know that we live in him and he in us: He has given us of his 

Spirit. And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be 

the Saviour of the world. If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of 

God, God lives in them and they in God. And so we know and rely on the 

love God has for us. God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God 

in them. (1 John 4:13-16) 

To know the love of God, you have been given his Spirit, and the Spirit has 

been given in the context of what the Father did when he sent his Son to 

save. As such anyone who acknowledges Jesus as the Son, lives in the 

love of God. To understand the nature of love, we look first at the 

relationship between the Father, Son and Spirit and what they 

together did to love us. 

In the Godhead we see perfect love, perfect truth, perfect obedience. They are the perfect 

example of what loving another should look like. 

An implication then is if you take God out of the picture, what you have is a tainted love. I 

do not mean to say that a person without God is incapable of love. Looking around our 

world there are countless examples of people from all walks of life experiencing and 

showing love – meaningful, real, genuine love. 

The kind of love that John has in mind is a Christian love, one that originates with God and is 

first demonstrated in the Godhead. If replicated, it will be (by very nature) Christian, 

whether or not it is accepted by the world. Christian love is a love that is both pleasing and 

acceptable to God before it is to the World. 

 

Love, Truth and Obedience 

 

Next, to understand Love, it will help to understand how it is integrally 

connected to Truth and to Obedience, such that you cannot separate the 

three. These three ideas intersect with one another at almost every 

point. Without love, truth will not be valued. Without truth, it is difficult 

to know how to obey. Without obedience, it is impossible to demonstrate 

true love.  

 

It would be helpful if John worked through each of those ideas one at a 

time. That is not his style. We will look at each in turn.  

 

Love 

For 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 
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and his brother’s were righteous. Do not be surprised, my brothers and 

sisters, if the world hates you. We know that we have passed from death to 

life, because we love each other. Anyone who does not love remains in 

death.  Anyone who hates a brother or sister is a murderer, and you know 

that no murderer has eternal life residing 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 and sisters. (1 John 3:11-16) 

Some context and then background will be helpful.  

John describes the difference between being a child of God and being a child of the devil 

(3:10). If you want to know if you are a child of God, then John, presumably remembering 

what Jesus had taught him (c.f. John 15:16-17) says: ‘Love one another’. To make the point, 

he tells the story of two family groups. The first is the story of Cain (‘do not be like Cain’). 

The second is the story of Jesus (‘Jesus Christ laid down his life’). Don’t be like Cain. Be like 

Jesus. 

Cain murdered his brother Abel as recorded back in Genesis 4. He was motivated by hate 

and envy. Both brothers presented and offering to the Lord. Cain presented some of the 

fruits of the soil and Abel, some of the fat portions from his flock. For an unstated reason, 

God looked in favour on Abel not Cain (Gen 4:3-5). We don’t know why God preferred one 

over the other, but the point was that Cain had a choice going forward – to do what was 

right or to do what was wrong in the eyes of God.  

Imagine that I ask two of my children to take out the garbage and the recycling. When they 

return, one has taken the garbage out, but the other has instead cleaned up the family 

room. Whilst it is great they have both done something helpful, one has done what I asked 

and the other has not.  

Push this a little further: when the second child is still asked to take out the recycling, it 

helps no one for him to storm off indignantly because he had ‘helped’ but just not in a way 

that was obedient. This may help us understand something about love and obedience. 

Cain had a choice. He could do what was asked of him or not! If he did, it would be pleasing 

to God, yet even when he didn’t do what was asked, he still had a choice. Instead of love, he 

hated and took the life of his brother. 

John uses this story to teach what true love really looks like. It is to love the other. For him, 

true love is that which is both pleasing and acceptable to God.  

When John calls people to love each other, he calls them to love as a child of God. 

Importantly, this love of others must be in a way that is pleasing and acceptable to God first. 

And to love in this way may not be a love that is accepted by the world. As such, the world 

may hate, like Cain. 
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What is it that the world wants you to love? The answer to that could be an almost endless 

list of possessions, ideals, lifestyles or behaviours. Whether or not those things are good, 

the point John wants to make is that Christian love is a love for others that is both pleasing 

and acceptable to God before it is to the world. 

And here is the contrasting observation. The opposite to this kind of love may well be hate, 

as demonstrated by Cain. Often the opposite to this Christian love is fear. 

There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to 

do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love. (1 John 

4:18) 

If your love is Christian love, then there is nothing to fear. There is no punishment that goes 

with a love that is pleasing and acceptable to God. But if you taint that love, if you call for a 

love that is not pleasing and acceptable to God, then as a tainted love, it is logical that 

people will fear that kind of love. 

 

It is not uncommon today (at least in the first world) for Christians to be accused of being 

unloving. What lies behind the accusation, at times could be the very fact that Christians 

have indeed been unloving. They have done something that was not pleasing and 

acceptable to God (e.g. physical, mental or sexual abuse, financial mismanagement, anger – 

to name a few). In that case the accusation is well founded, and the Christian person should 

feel the weight of the rebuke or consequence.  

 

At other times, what lies behind the accusation is not that the Christian has been unloving, 

but that they have been loving in a way that the accuser does not or cannot recognise as 

love. In rejecting those things that are pleasing and acceptable to God, the accuser may 

have embraced that which the world has embraced, which does not please God nor is 

acceptable to him (e.g. materialism, some aspects of sexuality, individualism, terrorism to 

name a few). 

 

People will fear a love that they do not understand or accept. 

 

Truth 

So, what does it look like for Christians to love the other? 

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 and sisters.  If anyone has 

material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on 

them, how can the love of God be in that person?  Dear children, let us not 

love with words or speech but with actions and in truth. This is how we 

know that we belong to the truth and how we set our hearts at rest in his 

presence:  If our hearts condemn us, we know that God is greater than our 

hearts, and he knows everything. (1 John 3:16-20) 
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Contrary to Cain, we see Jesus who laid down his life for another. In fact, John uses this act 

as a way to define love. When Jesus stepped up to the cross, he did that as the only one 

who didn’t need the cross to make himself acceptable to God. Why? Because, in Jesus we 

see the perfect Abel.  

 

Everything that Jesus did and said was pleasing to his Father; in him there was no sin (1 John 

3:5; 1 Peter 2:22; Heb 4:15). When Jesus stepped up to the cross, he did it to make others 

acceptable to God. Jesus not only gave his life so that others might have life - he 

demonstrated what real love looks like. 

 

Love doesn’t destroy another’s life. Love gives its own life that another might live. At the 

very least, you would have to say that this kind of love is self-sacrificial. It puts the needs of 

others before your own. For Jesus, it meant literally laying down his life. For many Christians 

across the ages, there have been numerous and constant examples of people who have 

forfeited their lives for the sake of others.   

For John, love is not a sentiment or an emotion. It is not merely words or platitudes. It is a 

love that costs, a love that is not looking for return, a love that may be undeserved, a love 

that is without self-interest, a love that gives, a love like that of Christ. Don’t be like Cain. Be 

like Jesus. 

And what directs this kind of love? Truth. 

As Christians hold to the truth which they know in the gospel of Jesus, that gospel compels 

them to take action and live it out. That is what is means to ‘belong to the truth’ (3:19). You 

cannot claim to belong to the truth if there is no evidence of your love for others. And you 

cannot claim to belong to the truth if you don’t obey. 

Christians demonstrate that kind of truth both inside and outside of the church family all the 

time – be it the support offered for the needy, the care offered to those who are ill, the gifts 

given to those without, or the appeals to help those across the world in want. It comes in 

the way folk listen to one another, encourage one another, at times rebuke one another. It 

is demonstrated whenever someone serves - be that formally or informally; recognised or 

hidden. 

Most people in society like the idea of being loving towards others. Christians want to 

demonstrate that love both truthfully and obediently. 

And here is the contrasting observation. If we let go of truth, then falsehood will diminish 

love because it will erode away the very basis upon which love is built. 

If as a society we rip that which is true from its moorings and replace it with an ‘alternative 

truth’, then that will have an effect on the way we both understand love and live out our 
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love. It will mean that as a society we will try to love in ways that are not pleasing or 

acceptable to God. And it will also mean that that love will show itself to be problematic, 

and in the end not really loving at all. 

 

Christians must truly love, and we know how to do so because in Jesus we have true love 

demonstrated sacrificially. Christian love is a love for others that is both pleasing and 

acceptable to God before it is to the world. 

 

Obedience 

 

What is this love that is pleasing first to God? 

 

Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before 

God and receive from him anything we ask, because we keep his commands 

and do what pleases him.  And this is his command: to believe in the name 

of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us. The 

one who keeps God’s commands lives in him, and he in them (1 John 3:21-

24) 

 

A love that is pleasing to God is a love that obediently follows his commands. And with 

obedience comes the blessing of knowing that God is happy with us. It is not that we are 

earning his love, it is that we are living out what it means to be loved and love in return. 

 

A parent recounted a comment that her son had made after he had done something wrong. 

He said to her, ‘I don’t like you very much when I am doing the wrong thing’! Smart kid. 

 

John says that if you are loving the way that God wants you to, then you should have every 

reason for confidence, knowing he will be pleased. There is only a problem if you are not 

doing what pleases God. Love that is pleasing is when you are being obedient to his 

commands, particularly his command to first believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ, and 

secondly: to love one another. 

 

I hope that sounds familiar, because it is what Jesus said when asked about the most 

important commandment: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and all your soul and 

all your mind’ … and the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ (Matthew 22:37-

39; Mark 12:30-31 c.f. Luke 10:27) 

 

If we ignore what is commanded of us, then what we are doing is putting our own wants 

before what God wants of us. That is simply showing us to be selfish, like Cain. 

And here is the contrasting observation. If we let go of obedience, then selfishness will 

diminish love because it will put our own desires before that of both God and others. 
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Falsehood Fear

Selfishness

Truth Love

Obedience

Without obedience, it is impossible to demonstrate true love.  Christian love is a love for 

others that is both pleasing and acceptable to God before it is to the world. 

In 1885 a Presbyterian minister in Edinburgh named Reverend Robert Law suggested three 

helpful tests from 1 John for anyone wanting to determine if they were Christian: a 

Theological Test, a Social Test, and a Moral Test.1 

 

The Theological Test was to ask yourself:  

Do I believe that Jesus is the Son of God – if not, you are not a Christian (3:19, 23). 

 

The Social Test was to ask yourself:  

Do I love others, because God is love and it is clear that a loveless person does not 

know God (3:11; 4:7-8) 

 

And the Moral Test was to ask yourself:  

Do I practice righteousness and the keeping of God’s commands – because if not, 

your claim to be Christian should be challenged (3:22-24). 

 

Each ‘test’ is helpful - one focuses on truth, one on love, and one on obedience. And without 

all three, your claim to be Christian could be questioned. 

 

Loving in Relationships 

Love, Truth and Obedience are three Christian values that together define 

Christian Love. Christian love is love where truth is valued. Christian truth 

tells us how to obey. Christian obedience demonstrates true love.  

 

Corrupt any one of those core ideas and you corrupt all of them. Replace 

Love and you have Fear. Replace Truth and you have Falsehood. Replace 

Obedience and you have Selfishness. 

 

If you get love wrong, it will show itself in falsehood and selfishness. If you 

get truth wrong, it will show itself in fear and selfishness. If you get 

obedience wrong, it will show itself in falsehood and fear. 

 

So often, that is the picture that we see of society – fear, falsehood and 

selfishness. 

                                                             
1  Law, R., The Tests of Life – A Study of the First Epistle of St John (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1909 2nd Ed.) 

1885), Chapters XI (Righteousness), XII (Love) and XIII (Belief). It was from John Stott citing Law that I took the 

categories of Moral (Righteousness), Social (Love) and Theological (Belief) see Stott, J., The Letters of John 

(Leicester: IVP, Tyndale, 1988) Rpt 1995, 58. 



The Essential Christian  

Chapter 6 – Loving in Relationships 

Chapter 6 - Loving in Relationships 12 of 12 Ken D Noakes 

 

 

The Christian alternative is to do the opposite. Love others. In truth. Obediently. Essentially 

the Christian is called to be loving in relationships even if our love, truth or obedience is 

rejected, mocked or ignored. We love, because God first loved us. (4:19) 

 

So, let us get practical and put our love into action. 

 

1. What opportunities do you have or that you can create to love someone who fears what 

Christians believe? How will you exercise that love for their benefit under God? 

 

 

2. Where are you conflicted such that you are caught between loving someone or 

something in a worldly way as opposed to a godly way. What do you need to change so that 

you can exercise true love which is pleased and acceptable to God for the benefit of the 

other? 

 

3. How can you practice love in a regular, even if sacrificial way? What about your comforts 

or preferences stop you from fulfilling your obligation to love God and love your neighbour? 

 

 

Christian love is a love for others that is both pleasing and acceptable to God before it is to 

the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

Action Reflection 

1. What about your thinking and your behaviour should be changed as a result of this 

‘essential’ Christian quality? 

 

2. What is a step you can take to make that change this week?  

 

Pray about it. 


