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1 John 3:11-23 For this is the message that you have heard from the beginning, that we 
should love one another. 12 We should not be like Cain, who was of the evil one and 
murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own deeds were evil 
and his brother’s righteous. 13 Do not be surprised, brothers, that the world hates you. 
14 We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brothers. 
Whoever does not love abides in death. 15 Everyone who hates his brother is a 
murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him.  

16 By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our 
lives for the brothers. 17 But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in 
need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him? 18 Little 
children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth.  

19 By this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our heart before him; 20 for 
whenever our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and he knows 
everything. 21 Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before 
God; 22 and whatever we ask we receive from him, because we keep his 
commandments and do what pleases him. 23 And this is his commandment, that we 
believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has 
commanded us.  

Confidence – 08 Brotherly Love 

The best description of the way that John writes that I’ve heard is that he writes 
“symphonically.” Reading John is like listening to a symphony, more than it is like 
reading an argument. John doesn’t create premises and then draw conclusions so 
much as he introduces themes and then deeply meditates on them. In his meditation 
he grabs onto new concepts and follows them out the door, only to return later to an 
earlier theme, providing more detail and connection.  

John has written this letter to inspire a confidence and assurance of faith in Christians 
as well as a clear call to fellowship with one another. These two concepts of 
confidence and fellowship are deeply linked with one another, and that is because we 
know and obey God mostly in the context of relationships. Today John brings these 
ideas together perhaps more clearly than anywhere else in the letter. He shows us that 
our assurance of being in God is deeply linked to our love for one another. Once 
again John reminds us that our command from God is to love one another. Earlier in 
chapter two, John had shown love as a test of faith. There is no real abiding in Christ 
without an evidence of love for our brother. This week, John brings us deeper into his 
meditation on love the command to love one another specifically in the context of the 
Church. This brotherly love for each other, reassures our fickle hearts before God. 



 2 

1. The Challenge of Brotherly Love 
1 John 3:11-12 For this is the message that you have heard from the 
beginning, that we should love one another. 12 We should not be like 
Cain, who was of the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he 
murder him? Because his own deeds were evil and his brother’s 
righteous. 
 

John returns to the message we have heard from the beginning. He means the 
message that the recipients of his letter heard since he first shared the gospel 
with them. There is no sharing of the gospel without playing out this 
implication that we are called to love one another. If you get the gospel, if you 
get Christianity it means you love one another. To flesh this idea out further, 
John provides us with the archetypal example of the opposite of love, the first 
time it is clearly demonstrated in the Bible, in Cain’s murder of Abel.  
 
Cain and Abel are the first siblings in history, sons of Adam and Eve. They each 
bring an offering to the Lord. Able brings a loving offering of the first and best 
of his heard. Cain brings a thoughtless offering of some of his garden. God 
accepts Abel’s offering and rejects Cain’s.  
 

Genesis 4:8-9  Cain spoke to Abel his brother. And when they were in 
the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel and killed him. 9 Then the 
Lord said to Cain, “Where is Abel your brother?” He said, “I do not know; 
am I my brother’s keeper?” 

  
Three times in this section Abel is referenced specifically as Cain’s brother. 
Look, there are only four people in the world at this point in Genesis, no one 
needs the clarifier, Yet God asks specifically about Abel your brother. Implicit 
in the question is that because Abel is your brother you should know where he 
is, there is a certain special requirement of care because of the close 
relationship. Instead of inspiring closeness, this brotherly relation only makes 
the crime more heinous, and it is the denial of any obligation towards his 
brother that seals Cain’s fate. John picks up on this same language of 
brotherhood in his meditation on love;  
 

1 John 3:14-15  We know that we have passed out of death into life, 
because we love the brothers. Whoever does not love abides in death. 
15 Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no 
murderer has eternal life abiding in him.  
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There is of course, a general command to love our neighbor, which Jesus 
makes clear is a call to love really anyone you’re in contact with. But there is 
this important distinctive of the Christian to love your brothers and sisters in 
Christ. That is the fellow members of your church. If you consider this your 
church home, take a moment and look around, this is who John is talking 
about. John Stott, says it like this, 
 

Similarly, eternal life is evidenced not only in a general love for all 
humankind, but in a particular love for our brothers and sisters in Christ. 
The authentic followers of Jesus Christ, who have ‘passed from death to 
life’, hunger for Christian fellowship. They do not ‘give up meeting 
together’ (Heb. 10:25), but delight to worship and pray together, and to 
talk together on spiritual topics, while their personal relationships with 
each other are marked by unselfish and caring love.1 

 
There is a mark of the Christian that we see our fellow Christians as brothers 
and sisters, that we have a unique obligation towards them. Remember last 
week the thing that John overflows and marvels at is this fact that we are 
children of God. In Christ our shared parentage manifests itself in Christians 
being siblings, that means we have a unique opportunity for hate and for love. 
The heart of Cain’s hatred is this brotherly relationship and it is this same 
relationship that is the heart of our love for each other. Aristotle in in his 
Rhetoric describes the perfect conditions for an envy like Cain’s.  
 

‘we feel [envy] towards our equals … in birth, relationship, age, 
disposition, distinction, or wealth… we also envy those whose 
possession of or success in a thing is a reproach to us: these are our 
neighbors and equals; for it is clear that it is our own fault we have 
missed the good thing in question.’2 

 
In our normal selfish state, a sibling or sibling like relationship creates the 
perfect conditions for an envy that culminates in hatred, and even murder. 
Abel’s joyful offering was such a reproach towards Cain, because of their 
similarities, not in spite of them. It is their similarities which brought to light this 
fact that Cain’s heartless offering was truly his own fault. At that point Cain has 
a choice, he dies to his own conception of himself, or he kills his brother. Cain 
killed his brother. John uses this incredible phrase in verse 14; 
 
 1 John 3:14 … Whoever does not love abides in death. 

                                                
1 Stott, J. R. W. (1988). The Letters of John: An Introduction and Commentary (Vol. 19, pp. 143–144). Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 
2 Protasi, Sara. “Love Your Frenemy.” Aeon July 16, 2018 https://aeon.co/essays/envy-can-poison-love-
but-it-can-also-nourish-growth  
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Sure you keep on living, the dude abides. But your life, without love, will be 
marked by death. Trying to kill your sister by bringing her down as a means of 
your own self-preservation. Slandering a reputation behind closed doors, 
stamping out a friends ambition, mocking a brother or sisters place, measuring 
yourself in terms of levels. You are abiding in death. I was talking with a friend 
in our Church who has decades of experience in small groups. She said that 
one of the keys is to have a diverse small group, because in small groups 
where everyone is a young family, they get competitive with each other over 
how they’re raising their kids. Can you celebrate your co-workers promotion, 
or perhaps even work to see it happen? It’s that or abide in death. John goes 
right here. 
 

1 John 3:16 By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and 
we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers.  

 
We see the truest picture of love, the very standard and measure, the 
archetype of what love is in Christ. How much more lovely is Christ than Cain? 
Christ does not kill his brother for showing righteousness, but instead dies for 
his enemies who show unrighteousness. Christ doesn’t kill his brother, he dies 
to make us his brothers. This is the fact of the world, in the expression of hatred 
or the expression of love, there is always a death. In Christ we see love is dying 
that another might live. Hatred is killing that you might live. John wants us to 
be sure that we understand this principle of love and hatred in their most 
fundamental and extreme conditions so that we might see them applied all 
over the normal parts of our lives. So he moves into this tangible example of a 
manifest love for each other. 

 
1 John 3:17 But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in 
need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in 
him? 18 Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in 
truth. 

 
Every act of love, is a little death. Every act of love is seeing that you’re brother 
has a need, and in order for that need to be met, you will lose something 
yourself. It is love because it is not a begrudging loss, but a joyful overflow. In 
hatred and love, there is always a death, and the question is will you die? While 
our brotherly closeness in a normal competitive lens creates fertile ground for 
hatred. Cain’s condemned heart before God, caused him to take his 
justification into his own hands, and hate that which showed his 
unrighteousness. The brotherhood that Christ makes in his church, creates the 
perfect conditions for love to grow, because we have something more than 
Cain. Cain thought Abel’s death could cleanse him of his own unrighteousness, 
but instead it condemned him further. Only Christ’s death can rest our hearts. 
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2. The Means of Brotherly Love 
1 John 3:19-20  By this we shall know that we are of the truth and 
reassure our heart before him; 20 for whenever our heart condemns us, 
God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything. 

 
John moves right into this most delicate moment, when Cain’s hatred lashed 
out and when ours likewise lashes out at our brothers. How can we assure our 
heart before God? It is not the normal state of a sinful heart to be assured 
before the Lord, it shouldn’t be. So then we play petty games with each other 
fighting over things that we think might bring assurance to our hearts. If I am a 
life-stage ahead of you, then perhaps I might rest assured. If I receive this 
promotion and you don’t, then perhaps I may truly be worth something in the 
eyes of my maker. So we stamp out others to protect our name. In the structure 
of this sentence we see two ways in which our hearts might be reassured 
before God.  
 
The first is the very connection that John makes with the phrase, “by this.” The 
“this” that he is referring to is that which he had previously called us too, the 
fact of actual deeds of love done for our brothers. Have you seen that the spirit 
has changed your heart in such a way that instead of destroying your brother in 
order to justify yourself, you rather lay down your life for them? Then you have 
good reason for your heart to be reassured before God. You can come to him 
openly in prayer knowing that he is the one that has justified you in Christ. That 
Christ’s righteousness has been made your own, not because of anything you 
have done, but by a pure gift.  
 
The second way that our hearts may be reassured before God is to understand 
the weakness of our hearts, and the glory of God. Look, verse 20 says, 
“whenever our hearts condemn us.” This means that a Christian feeling a heart 
of condemnation is normal, this is a normal experience. It is normal for a 
Christian to look back on her life and consider that they of course could not 
approach God. Or to marvel at the holiness of their friends and feel so 
ashamed that they of course feel they ought to hide from God.  
 
When our hearts condemn us, sometimes they are telling the truth. Sometimes 
our conscience burns because of a sin committed, a lie that needs to be 
brought into the light, confessed and repented. Other times our hearts 
misinform. They sink back into all these false comparisons and foolish ways of 
justifying ourselves. In either case the answer is the same. Love one another, 
and don’t look to your heart to understand your status before the Lord, but 
look to the Lord. He is bigger than your heart, he knows the truth.  
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There is only one hope to ease the heart that cannot stand before the Lord. 
Whether the condemnation in our hearts is just or foolish, the only answer to 
either is to look towards the way we know love. That Christ gave himself for us. 
FF Bruce says of the condemning heart. 
 

Only when it is overruled by the pardoning edict of God can its voice be 
properly hushed3 

 
If you don’t hush that voice with the gospel of Christ, you will try to hush the 
voice of all righteousness around you. There is one thing that can properly 
sustain the love between brothers in a church, and that is a constant 
application of the love of Christ to our hearts. The realization that our hearts 
are not the judge of us, Christ is, and our only hope in life and in death is that 
we belong to him. John shows what this life of confidence before God would 
look like. 

  
1 John 3:21–22  Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have 
confidence before God; 22and whatever we ask we receive from him, 
because we keep his commandments and do what pleases him.  

 
I know what my heart does after I hear that verse, I am already feeling the 
condemnation of rise up just in hearing John come back once again to 
keeping God’s commands and doing what pleases him. Barely even able to 
hear the thought of confidence before God, and receiving whatever I ask, 
because I know how displeasing to him I constantly am. So then what do I do, 
with this fickle heart, that turns me inward to justify myself by blaming others? 
John reminds of his commandment. 
 

1 John 3:23 And this is his commandment, that we believe in the name 
of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded 
us.  

 
The command for the Christian is to believe in Jesus. To remind our hearts 
constantly, every day that his sacrifice saves us, his love rescues us, his life 
justifies us, his death took our punishment, his resurrection secures us. In that 
assured heart, you can love one another, at incredible cost to yourself, because 
you know that in Christ you have nothing to lose even if you lose everything. 
 

                                                
3 Stott, J. R. W. (1988). The Letters of John: An Introduction and Commentary (Vol. 19, p. 148). Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press. 


