
 

 

Focus Idea:    God’s character is marked by his relentless love for the world. 

The Context:  1 John is one of four New Testament letters that has been attributed to John, the son of Zebedee, one 

of Jesus’ twelve disciples. It was probably written in the city of Ephesus, a major metropolis on the 

eastern shore of the Aegean Sea, near the end of the end of the First Century AD. The letters of John 

are often called the Catholic Epistles, because they were probably intended to be read by the church 

at large rather than by a specific congregation or individual. 

The Characters: John began his life as an unremarkable fisherman from a small town on the Sea of Galilee. When 

Jesus invited them to become followers, the Gospel of Matthew reports that John and his brother 

James “immediately” left their boats and went with Jesus (Matthew 4:20). John was one of Jesus’ inner 

circle and frequently referred to himself as “the disciple that Jesus loved.” He witnessed Jesus 

crucified, raised, and ascended. John became a major leader in the early church (again, likely at 

Ephesus) but was ultimately forced into exile on the small Greek island of Patmos. 

The Core:  John 4:7-21 are a central text for the Christian understanding that God is rich and giving in love. 

 Few sentences could be clearer than John 4:16 – God is love.  

 John’s understanding of God’s loving nature provides a rationale for the way that people are to inter-

relate with one another. Because love comes from God, brothers and sisters in Jesus are called to love 

one another. In doing so, God’s love is “made complete” in them (4:11-12).  

 John is careful to note that God’s love for us is not earned. It is not as if people approached God in a 

loving way and that God responded in kind. Rather, John says, “We love because he first loved us.” 

 This text’s straightforward description of God’s character is given texture by four important phrases: 

 The first phrase is “atoning sacrifice” (vs. 10). John here is referencing the need for a price to be paid 

to restore humanity to a right relationship with God. This gift was made when God, in love, sent his 

son Jesus to die on the cross. His death made “atonement” – covering the cost for human sin. 

 The second important line is “seen and testify” (vs. 14). Here, John reminds the recipients of his letter 

that his reporting on Jesus is as an eyewitness. He is not just passing on gossip or rumors. He lived 

with Jesus for several years and saw the love of God at work in Jesus’ life and teachings. 

 Third, John says that love “drives out fear” (vs. 17-18). John ministered in a time where Christians had 

much to be nervous about. There were persecutions and trouble for many who acknowledged Jesus 

as their Leader and Lord. John says that the antidote to fear is not bravery or training but love. And 

that those who know the love of God will have confidence, even for the time of judgement. 

 Finally, John openly uses the word liar (vs. 20). As he understands it, there can be no “vertical” love for 

God without “horizontal” love for one’s brother or sister. Anyone who claims to love God but does not 

share love with a friends is deceiving himself and has never fully appreciated who God is. 


