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1 John 3:16-24 CEB:  
16 This is how we know love: Jesus laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down 
our lives for our brothers and sisters. 17 But if someone has material possessions and 
sees a brother or sister in need but refuses to help—how can the love of God dwell in a 
person like that? 
18 Little children, let’s not love with words or speech but with action and truth.19 This is 
how we will know that we belong to the truth and reassure our hearts in God’s 
presence. 20 Even if our hearts condemn us, God is greater than our hearts and knows 
all things. 21 Dear friends, if our hearts don’t condemn us, we have confidence in 
relationship to God. 22 We receive whatever we ask from God because we keep God’s 
commandments and do what pleases God. 23 This is God’s commandment, that we 
believe in the name of God’s Son, Jesus Christ, and love each other as he commanded 
us. 24 Those who keep God’s commandments dwell in God and God dwells in them. 
This is how we know that God dwells in us, because of the Spirit God has given us. 

Sermon: 

“You may now put on your rings. Welcome to the sisterhood.” As soon as Dr. Jackson said 
those words, the room was filled with excited shrieks and some women were even crying. At my 
alma mater, Meredith College, the onyx ring (simply referred to as “the onyx”) is the ultimate 
marker that one belongs to the Meredith sisterhood. As an all-women’s college, the idea of 
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sisterhood was planted firmly in my mind as soon as I walked onto campus as a bright-eyed 
freshman. Meredith sisters across boundaries of location, age, race, and social location are here for 
each other because that’s what we do as a sisterhood. The network of Meredith College alumnae is 
strong and often, women will share stories of chance encounters recognizing a woman as a 
Meredith woman by spotting her onyx. The onyx is a sign that you are in the presence of another 
Meredith sister.  

 It is not just Meredith College women who project signs to the world of their affiliations. If 
you call Virginia home, there is a good chance that you pull for the Hokies or the Wahoos. You 
might project this affiliation by a bumper sticker, a baseball hat or a jersey. It’s a sign to other 
Hokies or Wahoos: we’re on the same team, I’m one of your people. Early Christians used the sign 
of the fish to identify themselves to other Christians. Greeks, Romans, and other pagans used the 
fish symbol before Christians, so using this sign, as opposed to a cross, attracted little suspicion. 
Early Christians facing persecution might use this sign to mark meeting places or tombs. One 
ancient story says that when a Christian met a stranger on the road, the Christian sometimes drew 
one arc of a fish outline. If the stranger drew the other arc, both parties knew that they were in the 
company of a fellow Christian.1 Now, it’s harder to distinguish who is a Christian these days. The 
cross and fish still make popular Christian jewelry, but these aren’t as clear of signs as they used to 
be. 

Today’s passage shows us that there is a sign that we’re Christians, and it’s living our lives in 
sacrificial love, in service of Jesus and each other. Verse 18 is the bedrock of this passage. It reads, 
“Little children, let’s not love with words or speech but with action and truth.” I have held this 
passage in my heart since I was a teenager, trying to figure out what it actually meant to be a 
follower of Jesus. At fifteen, I thought I had it all figured out. I couldn’t get enough of the Bible, 
devouring Scripture that told me how Christians should live and what God’s love is all about. Yet, I 
turned faith into a formula. I decided that I could be “good enough” if I went to Bible study twice 
a week, chapel at my Christian school, and church on Sunday. Try not to gossip, control your 
tongue, follow the rules. I was immersed in an evangelical subculture where following the dress 
code was showing obedience to Jesus and we as Christians were “good,” while non-Christians 
needed a lot of saving. As much as I try to shy away from extra-biblical truisms, the phrase 
“Practice what you preach” comes to mind. There was a lot of preaching, but not much practicing 
of what it meant to follow Jesus and give one’s life in service to others. I eventually switched to a 
larger public school and returned to my Presbyterian roots, but even today, I still have a lot of 
theological undoing from those formative years.  

In one commentary, the author opens his essay by saying, “Love is known in action.” 2 We 
know what people are like by how they act. Similarly, we know God’s character through the act of 
God sending God’s Son, Jesus Christ, for us. Through his life of humble service and love and his 
humiliating death on a cross, Jesus showed us the truest sacrificial love we’ll ever know. Earlier in 
                                                
1 Elesha Coffman, “What is the origin of the Christian fish symbol?” Christianity Today, August 8, 2008. 
2 David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, ed. Feasting on the Word: Year B. Vol. 2, 442. 
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the passage, we are told that we ought to lay down our lives for one another. I am reminded of 
ordinary people who have been forced by horrible circumstances to become heroes. Victoria Soto 
is one such hero. When an active shooter entered her classroom, the Sandy Hook Elementary first 
grade teacher tried to divert the shooter from her room, ultimately sacrificing her life to save her 
students. In life and death, Victoria is remembered for her passion for life, her students, and her 
commitment to education. Victoria’s story is honorable but horrific–and is not the norm. Applied 
to our lives, laying down our lives for others does not usually mean sacrifice unto death. Ronald 
Cole-Turner states, “Laying down our lives, at its core, can mean any number of ways in which we 
lay aside our claim to our own lives.” 3 

CROSS Missions in Charlotte, North Carolina is a ministry that is living out what it means to 
lay aside our claim to our own lives. I worked for CROSS one summer in college and it changed 
my life in every way. CROSS changed how I love, how I lead, and how I do ministry. My work at 
CROSS taught me that the Kingdom of God is vast and diverse and is happening right now. I say 
that I have never loved Jesus more than I did that summer, and it’s absolutely true. I prayed with 
my feet, trying to follow God wherever God would take me, even the places that were hard and 
uncomfortable. That summer, I was amazed by the dichotomy between wealth and poverty in 
Charlotte. One of our duties as interns was to take our kids on an urban walk around Charlotte, 
where we pointed out different social service agencies in Uptown, and also the differences between 
wealth and poverty in Charlotte. Our group of interns found shade under a tree and were taking a 
break to debrief when a man stopped us and said, “You do know you’re in the ‘hood, right?” We 
said that we knew. Another man we met was curious as to why we were there. We explained our 
work with CROSS Missions and that we would be taking groups of middle schoolers here. I guess 
he forgot that we said that we worked for a church, because his parting words to us were striking. 
He said, “Do you know how I knew that you were Christians?” One of us said, “Because of our 
nametags?” He shook his head. “Because of your glow.” 

I tell you this story and I carry it in my heart because I want a faith that glows, reflecting the 
love of God to all who encounter me. In her book Walking on Water, Madeleine L’Engle writes, 
“We draw people to Christ not by loudly discrediting what they believe, by telling them how wrong 
they are and how right we are, but by showing them a light that is so lovely that they want with all 
their hearts to know the source of it.” Verse 23 tells us that proclaiming the name of Jesus and 
loving one another are not meant to be mutually exclusive. We can’t just proclaim Jesus with our 
words, or it means nothing. 1 Corinthians 13 is often invoked at weddings and is commonly known 
as the Love Passage. Yet the author of Corinthians isn’t talking about mushy-gushy love; their 
words are actually quite strong. Verse one says that if you keep talking and don’t have love, you 
sound like a clanging gong or a clashing cymbal. I wonder how we would feel if this vivid imagery 
from the Bible came to life. What would happen if every time we claimed Christ’s name, yet our 
actions claimed Caesar’s, a clanging gong resounded? We would likely be slower to speak, re-
examining our words and actions. There is no distinction between believing in God, following the 

                                                
3 Ibid, 444. 
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ways of Jesus, and loving your neighbor. We are called to love, always. Not when it’s easy, not when 
it’s comfortable, or if it’s someone we actually like.  

As followers of Jesus, we are called to orient our lives and actions around sacrificial love. 
This following Jesus stuff is not for the faint of heart. We often fall short. Yet God knows our 
hearts better than we do and yet still calls us beloved. I don’t think the author of 1 John intends 
this as a “Gotcha!” moment or to invoke fear in us. Rather, God knows the pervasiveness of our 
sin and still meets us where we are. God has no illusions about our hearts. God is God and we are 
not. We were formed in the very image of the Creator, which means we are made for something 
more. Our hearts aren’t meant to be stopped up and small.  We become complacent when we buy 
the lie that our hearts can only let in so much. That guy begging on the corner? Someone else’s 
problem. That woman at work no one really likes? I don’t have the time to deal with her. Yet the 
Kingdom of God does not deal in the language of “Someone Else’s.” When we start viewing our 
brothers and sisters in Christ as the family of God, and not Someone Else, our hearts are opened to 
the ushering in of the Kingdom of God right now. 

What’s the sign of our faith if we don’t have an outward marker? The sign is our love. A 
sacrificial love that pursues the very ways of Jesus, loving God and neighbor because as God’s 
people, that’s who we are created to be. Go from this place to love and serve the Lord. Maybe, 
you’ll even glow. Amen.  


