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Well, that’s a different story: 1 John 4:17 – 5:5 

Andrew Butcher 

 

Lord, our God, in your Son, our Lord, Jesus Christ, you have made us your children. 

And now we have heard your call and have gathered here together to praise you, to 

hear you Word, to call on you, and to lay in your hands whatever afflicts us and 

whatever we need. Be now among us and instruct us, so that all that is fearful and 

despairing, all that is vain and defiant, even all of our unbelief and superstition, may 

be made small; so that you can show us how great and good you are; so that our 

hearts may go out to one another; so that we may understand one another and help 

each other a little bit; so that this may be an hour of light in which we see heaven 

open and then a little brightness on this dark earth.  

The old has passed, and all has been made new. This is true, and it is true even for us: 

you are certainly the Saviour of us all in Jesus Christ. But only you can rightly say and 

show this to us. Say and show this to us – to us and to others who pray with us on 

this Sunday morning. They pray for us. And we also do the same for them. Hear them 

and hear us! Amen.1  

 

There’s a saying you might know: living above with the saints we love, that’s glory. Living 

below with the saints we know, well, that’s a different story!  

Some of you might remember an old British comedy about a group of men who were tasked 

to be the ‘home guard’ for a little place called Walmington-on-Sea in Britain during the 

Second World War. They were to fight the enemy, protect the people, and do their bit for 

the British Empire. You might expect that such a responsibility would be given to those who 

had the ability to fight, who knew how to use a gun, who didn’t scare of the dark, or who 

didn’t panic easily. But because the home guard was made up of those who were usually 

                                                           
1 Karl Barth, Fifty prayers, pp.51-52 
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too old or too ill-equipped to fight overseas, they were not the top-shelf soldiers. Instead, 

they were a butcher, a banker, an undertaker, a black market spiv, a retired shop assistant 

and a cossetted mother’s boy. One, Lance Corporal Jones, would run around in a panicked 

state saying over and over “don’t panic! don’t panic!” Another, Private Frazer, a dour 

Scotsman, would frequently say “we’re doomed! We’re doomed!” The captain, Mainwaring, 

would frequently call young Private, Pike “you stupid boy!” That comedy was called Dad’s 

Army.  

Dad’s Army. That’s not a bad description of the church. The church is made up of people 

who are, for the most part, terribly ill-equipped for the task that is set before us, that is to 

witness to the world the good works of God. We so often get it wrong. We let our egos get 

in the way. We become competitive. We think it’s about us. We get frustrated with one 

another, and sometimes alternate between feelings of panic and feelings of doom. 

Please read with me 1 John 4:17 – 5:5:  

Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of 

judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but 

perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment and whoever fears has 

not reached perfection in love. We love because he first loved us. Those who say, “I 

love God” and hate their brothers and sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a 

brother or sister, whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen. 

The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must love their 

brothers and sisters also. Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been 

born of God, and everyone who loves the parents loves the child. By this we know we 

love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments. For the 

love of God is this, that we obey his commandments. And his commandments are not 

burdensome, for whatever is born of God conquers the world. And this is the victory 

that conquers the world, our faith. Who is it that conquers the world but the one who 

believes that Jesus is the Son of God?  

It’s easy to love people we like. It’s easy to join clubs with people who have the same 

interests, perhaps even the same upbringing, that we do. And because it’s easy, that’s a 

common way of doing things. But it isn’t the way to do things if we choose to follow Christ. 
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Following Christ places many demands on us, one of which is to love people that we might 

not like, is to love people that we find difficult, is to love people that require a seemingly 

endless amount of patience and of prayer, is to love people that have hurt us and betrayed 

us, and is to love people no matter who they are or what they have done. That is no easy 

task. It is not something for the weak-kneed or the faint-hearted.  

Love is to be the mark of the Christian community. But it so often isn’t. I once saw a book 

with the title of ‘why do Christians shoot their wounded?’ So, given that, how are we to 

treat this letter of 1 John? Are we to say that it is a lovely thought, but far too ideal? Are we 

to suggest that John was naïve in writing it as we would be to follow it? 

How do we do this? By our own efforts, by pulling our socks up and turning loving each 

other into a kind of gym session? No, we do it through God’s grace by the power of his Spirit 

working in us, forming us into people that show Christ’s likeness, that demonstrate God’s 

love. We act not out of fear, but out of obedience to God’s command. We love others 

because God first loved us. And that love is the badge of being a Christian and being in a 

Christian community, a sign not only of who we are, but of who God is. And because of who 

God is we are saints and because we are saints we say Yes to all God is and No to all he is 

not.  

It is not fear that should drive us. It is love. What kind of love? Perfect love. That is, love that 

we find in Jesus Christ. It is a love that is in so many ways incomprehensible. It is higher, 

wider, deeper than we can possibly imagine. And it is love that sets us free. We should run 

towards a love that liberates. And the love of God liberates us by unshackling us from – as 

Hebrews 12:1 puts it - “every weight and the sin that clings so closely.” God liberates us 

from fear – fear of death, fear of judgment, and fear of what other people think. This is the 

perfect love that John speaks about in this passage – the love that is found in God alone.  

The saints of God are those who are called to be strong and without fear. This isn’t 

because they’re powerful; they aren’t. Nor is it because they’re strangers to fear; they 

know it too well. But they also know that greater than their weakness, greater than 

their fear, is the fact that God will come and save.2  

                                                           
2 John Webster, The Grace of Truth, p.205 
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God saves. God redeems. This is at the heart of God’s work. But how do we witness to the 

good works of God? How do we witness to God’s love? It is not a passive love. If we are to 

follow Christ, then we are to love those who also follow Christ.  

John, the apostle, wrote the letter which we read from this morning. He also wrote the 

fourth gospel. We read in the gospel of John, chapter 13 verses 34 and 35: 

I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, 

you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my 

disciples, if you have love for one another.  

John repeats that in his letter here:   

The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must love their 

brothers and sisters also.  

In 1 John 5:2 he says it again, with a slight variation: “By this we know that we love the 

children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments” and he adds “And his 

commandments are not burdensome.” Obeying God’s commandments are not burdensome 

because they are not of our own efforts, they are not our burdens to carry, but rather we 

approach God’s commands by our humble obedience to the work of God’s Spirit in our lives.  

In 1 John 4:11 John writes, “Since God has loved us so much, we ought to love one another.” 

We love in deed, not just in word. In obeying, we act. 1 John is concerned with loving one 

another, but the whole Bible runs with this refrain. Take Ephesians 4:31-5:2 as an example: 

Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, 

together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving one 

another as Christ has forgiven you. Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved 

children, and live in love, as Christ loved us, and gave himself up for us, a fragrant 

offering and sacrifice to God. 

Being a Christian takes place in community with others because it is through that 

community that we witness to God’s love for us.  

We need to pause for a moment and consider what it is we mean by love, particularly when 

we’re talking about putting love into action. In a Christian context love always, invariably, is 
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“embodied concretely in the cross.”3 Love can become a cover “for all manner of vapid self-

indulgence”4 but what this passage, indeed this whole letter, asserts is that love needs to be 

directed away from ourselves and toward God. Love, here, is not what we might find on a 

Hallmark card. No. Instead, it is what we find nailed to a cross.  

The word ‘love’ or a variation of it occurs twenty-seven times alone in the verses 1 John 4:7-

21; that doesn’t count the numerous other references to it in the rest of his letter.5 The New 

Testament theologian Tom Wright explains why this is important:  

Everything that has gone before leads up to this; everything that follows, in the final 

chapter, solidifies it and rounds it off. ‘Love’ is what John has on his mind…. John has 

stressed that Jesus, the Messiah, has indeed come in the flesh, and that to deny that 

is to reveal oneself as a false prophet. But this is no mere dogmatic shibboleth, a 

meaningless formula which people have to learn in order to pass some arbitrary 

doctrinal test. It is a symptom of what Christianity is all about. The Christian faith 

grows directly out of, and must directly express, the belief that in Jesus the Messiah 

the one true God has revealed himself to be – love incarnate. And those who hold this 

faith, and embrace it as the means of their own hope and life, must themselves 

reveal the self-same fact before the watching world. Love incarnate must be the 

badge that the Christian community wears, the sign not only of who they are but who 

their God is. 6   

And indeed that is what the Church gathered seeks to do. And we gather not to praise our 

own efforts, but to praise God who brings the church into being, gives it life and sustains it. 

And the church is made of up of the saints of God. 

When we talk about the saints we often think of angelic-looking people who stand about 

three feet off the ground and feature in stained-glass windows, or perhaps we think about 

people who are exceptionally good or nice. But to properly talk about the saints we must 

talk about those that are gathered here in this place, and that have gathered as the church 

across time and in every place. The saints of the church include you and me. Why are we the 

                                                           
3 Hays, Moral Vision of the NT, p.202 
4 Hays, p.202 
5 N T Wright, Early Christian Letters for Everyone: James, Peter, John and Judah, London: SPCK, 2011, p.158 
6 Wright, p.158  
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saints? Because Christ has sanctified us; that is, he has declared us holy, he has set us apart, 

he has consecrated us as his own.  As John Webster explains it: 

Saints are saints because of God. They are holy because God sanctifies them. So 

sainthood isn’t first and foremost about performance. It’s not primarily a matter of 

achievement. The heart of saintliness is quite the opposite of busy, confident activity; 

in fact, it’s the utter humility of faith which is basic…. Faith is that human emptiness 

which lets God and God’s work be, which receives what God is and what God does, 

which says Yes to God’s work of electing and judging and purifying. And faith is never 

far from repentance, because repentance is just our acknowledgement that, left to 

ourselves, we work against God’s grace, refuse God’s mercy, resist God’s call. It’s not 

heroics that matter: it’s the much harder, much less attractive, business of letting 

God’s judgment, God’s claim, have priority in the way in which I order my life.7 

It is the sacrificial love that calls us to empty ourselves so that God’s Spirit may fill us; that 

demands of us to put to death sin so we may have the life we find in God; that invites us to 

regularly remember that sacrificial love through the bread and the wine and to come to that 

communion table, as the word itself suggests, as a community of saints.  

It is a love that is intertwined with repentance and, in turn, with forgiveness. It is a love that 

says “I’m sorry” and “I forgive you”. It is a love that says “welcome” to God and to those 

who want to follow him.    

Living below with the saints we know might well be a different story, but it is a story that we 

invite others to join in. It is a story that finds its roots in history; in God’s story and of 

humanity and of those two things coming together in Jesus Christ. And it is a story that, in 

flesh and blood, went to the cross “the trysting place where heaven’s love and heaven’s 

justice meet”. It is the story about the Man of Sorrows, not the Man of Steel.  

It is a story about new life, about redemption, about resurrection, about a rolled away stone 

and an empty tomb, about reconciliation, about hope, about a new day, about mercies new 

every morning, about the goodness and graciousness of God, about God’s Spirit opening our 

eyes and our ears to his work in the world, across time and in every place.  

                                                           
7 Webster, The Grace of Truth, p.203  
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It is a story about an invitation to follow Christ, to cast our burdens upon Jesus, to come to 

him, all we who are weak and heavy laden, for he will give us rest.  

It is a story about love, a love that never lets us go and, yet, lets us go free. And it is a love 

that is to be the benchmark for how we love one another, with open arms to hug and to 

hold, and with open palms to show peace and welcome. It is a love that hears the invitation 

“follow me” and then goes out to friends and family, introduces them to Jesus, and says “we 

have found the Messiah.”  

It is a love that transforms lives. It is a love that takes us as we are, sinners in need of the 

grace of God, and turns us into saints. It is a love that takes a group of people and 

transforms them and uses them for God’s purposes in this world. It is a love that takes a 

bunch of ill-equipped people and turns them into Dad’s Army.  

As we could now say, living above with the saints we love, that’s glory; living below with the 

saints we know, well that’s God’s story.  
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