
Sermon 160: Romans 12:9: Genuine love
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INTRODUCTION

‘What the world needs now is love, sweet love….’  ‘All you need is love….’  The world knows 
that the human heart is full of hate and crying out for love, yet it cannot fix itself.  Every 
independent attempt to build a human society has resulted in a loveless self-destructive 
catastrophe.  The Communisitic egalitarian agenda; the Hindu caste system; our secular 
humanistic self-defining humanity, no matter what it is, every attempt will end in human 
unhappiness and us destroying not loving one another.  Think of the ideal human 
community that the 21st century West is pursuing, it is the imaginary realm of John Lennon. 
It is a world where there is no religion, no class distinctions, where we all get to self-define 
according to our own inner desires.  So far we have legalised baby killing in abortion, 
reawakening the eugenics program and population control regimes of Hitler.  We are 
endangering our elderly by legalising euthanasia.  We have destroyed marriage by legalising
homosexual marriage exposing every potential child to an environment that is not governed 
by a holy covenant life-long love.  We have legalised harmful practices like gambling, 
pornography, prostitution, alcohol consumption and will soon be legalising marijuana.  The 
trajectory for the path we are on is a hopeless one, it can only end in tragedy and suffering,
and is presently churning out broken people, and yet it is presently being presented as the 
world’s great answer to all its problems.  We are too drugged to feel the pain.  We live 
under a constant stream of Netflix numbing and distracting the mind with entertainment.  
We are caught in the business and attention grabbing distraction of a technology filled life.  
We may just be on anti-depressants, full stop, trying to numb the pain that comes on in 
anxiety attacks and sleeplessness.   

 There is only one organization that is able to demonstrate the true loving community God 
made humanity to be and that is the church.  Set in contrast to this age the counter cultural 
people of God is to stand distinct, unique, holy and loving.  It is to this holy love that Paul 
calls the Roman church in Romans 12:9, ‘Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast 
to what is good.’

Paul is talking in a typically Pauline way in this section in Romans.  We see a typical 
constellation of ideas hung together.  Paul talks about being a body, about our spiritual gifts
and about being loving, we find the same collection of ideas in 1 Cor. 12-14.  As we move 
on into a new section, 12:9-21, we find a list of about 30 commands.  Many have thought 
that the opening words, ‘Let love be genuine’ are a type of heading which the rest explain 
and explore.  Love taking the lead and being at the head is typical of Paul as it heads his list
of the fruits of the Spirit and takes precedence over all the gifts.  John Stott points out that 
up until this point in Romans every reference to agape love has been a reference to God’s 
love for us, but now Paul uses this word to being to describe the love we are to have for 
others.  We could say that the rest of 12-15 are an outworking of what the Christian life of 
love looks like, whether it is in relation to friend or foe, the government or the church.  

You will notice that Paul says, let love be genuine.  The word is literally ‘unhypocritical’.  This
word in Greek is borrowed from the world of the stage and refers to an actor who would 



wear masks to indicate character changes, where the same actor would play more than one 
part.  Paul is calling for pure love, more than mere politeness or the usual shallowness of 
connection we would find among sinners.  Jesus Himself was betrayed by a show of love 
from Judas when he kissed Him to betray Him.  And many of us have suffered from friendly 
fire from other Christians.  So today as we heed Paul’s call to genuine love we want to look 
at what sort of love he is calling us to, and why it leads his list of exhortations and acts as a 
summary of the Christian life.  We want to look at the effect this love can have.  

There are various ways we could define what love is, and since it was not long ago that we 
allowed Paul to define love as we looked at 1 Cor. 13, today we want to turn to a different 
portion of scripture, 1 John 3:11-24; 4:7-12.      
    
There is an old legend about the apostle John.  When John was old and unable to walk, he 
would be brought into the congregation on a pallet to give a word of encouragement, but 
every time he was brought forward he would lean upon his elbow and plead with the Church
just this one thing, ‘Love one another’.  He would say nothing else but this, ‘Love one 
another’.  Whether this tradition is true or not we do not know, but the John of that story 
and the John of this portion before us sound very similar.  Here is a Church that has been 
torn into by false teachers, and from John’s pastoral tone we can hear that they have 
suffered as a result of the split.  They are confused and lack confidence in their faith. 
Perhaps even some of their old leaders, who they once respected were taken up in the error
and left.  John writes to help them know that they are in the truth and that they are children
of God, and his letter, following his three main themes has three main tests to determine 
who is and isn’t a Christian.  Every true Christian is taught by the Spirit and knows the truth 
about who Jesus is and what he has done for us; every true Christian is indwelt by the Holy 
Spirit and has a new impulse and desire for holiness; and the theme we will be dealing with,
every Christian loves.  Three times John circles around the issue of love we will be looking at
the second and third instances of his touching on this topic.  There are three main ideas that
we will be focusing on from these verses.  Firstly, we want to listen to John as he talks to us
about love being a proof of who is and isn’t a Christian.  Secondly, we will look at John’s 
answer to the question what is love, and seek to define it’s essence.  And thirdly, we want 
to look at the source of love, God, and how he enables love in our hearts.

The proof of love

John has just been speaking about the difference between the children of the devil and the 
children of God.  The children of the devil continue in sin, and the children of God pursue 
holiness.  Leading off from that thought at the end of verse 10, John said, whoever does not
practice righteousness is not of God, nor is the one who does not love his brother.’  For 
John, and so it should be for us as well, love and holiness are linked.  You cannot have true 
holiness without love.  Paul makes the same connection in Romans 12:9, putting love and 
hate in the same sentence.  And isn’t this the case, that you will hate that which is contrary 
to the object of your love.  If God is your love then you will hate sin, if you love mankind 
then you will hate that which harms them.  In v11 he tells us that this is the original 
message that we heard from the beginning, love constituted the substance of the very first 
things that these Christians would have heard.  Later on in verse 23 he gives us a summary 
of what God requires of us, and he summarizes it into 2 things, to believe in Jesus, and to 
love each other.  Love is fundamental to Christianity, without it we are not Christians, and 
there is no Christianity.  

This emphasis on love being the heart and soul of our faith is lost today.  We live in a world 
of big cities and towns but community is eroding; we come into contact with more people 



than ever before, but anonymity flourishes; we have better buildings, more songs, more 
involved programs, better music, more established denominational structures than the early 
Church, but we do not have their love.  We have become more professional in many ways 
but no longer have the warm beating heart of the community life we see in Acts 2 and 4.  
Christianity without love is heartless, and we need to hear what Paul says to the Corinthians 
again, read 1 Corinthians 13:1-3.  If we had brilliant preaching, beautifully restored 
buildings, the best music with the loudest singing, if we had packed services, a vibrant 
youth program, and involvement in missions, but we were not a community that loved each 
other, it, in Paul’s words would be ‘nothing’.  By this the world knows we are his disciples.  
John’s emphasis should remind us of what should matter to us as a Church.  Building 
restorations, missions trips, and new pastors are all distractions if our Church community is 
not seeking to build itself up in love.

John moves on from speaking of the fundamental nature of love to the Christian message to
an exhortation not to be someone who hates.  In verse 12 John goes back to the first 
murder, to the first act of true hatred, to when Cain killed Abel.  John explores Cain’s actions
a little and gives us some reflections on the issue of persecution as well.  Cain killed his 
brother because of envy, not the envy that wishes that he had what Abel had, but the envy 
which wishes evil on someone who succeeds.  The envy, not of wanting another’s good, but
rather another’s bad.  The sequence was envy-hate-murder.  John in verse 13 interrupts his 
own thought flow for a moment to show how the world in it’s hatred of Christians is just like
Cain.  He portrays Abel as the first martyr, and indicates that the war between the believer 
and the unbeliever has been waging from the very first humans.  But that aside John’s main 
point in talking about Cain is to show how Christians should not be full of hatred and that 
anyone who does hate is not a Christian.  In verse 14 John tells us that those who love has 
passed from death to life, and in verse 15 those who hate are murderers and do not have 
life.

John argues from the fruit to the root.  Just as those who are righteous are born of him, so 
those who love have passed from death to life.  Love is the evidence of the new birth.  The 
first fruit of the Spirit that Paul lists in Galatians 5:22 is love, this comes about as the result 
of the Spirit sanctifying us, where the Spirit is love is.  But those who hate, they are 
murderers, and are still dead in trespasses and sins.  John is here reflecting the teaching of 
Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount in Matt 5:21-22.  Jesus was seeking to convince the self-
righteous people of his own generation of their true sin.  He was highlighting how the 10th 
command did not merely forbid murder, but the seeds that lead to murder as well, such as 
anger and hatred.  Hatred is willing another person’s harm, love is willing their good; it is 
obvious why Christians are not people that are full of hatred.  We do not even hate our 
enemies, we follow Jesus example of praying for our enemies, ‘Father forgive them they 
know not what they do’.

Do you have this proof of the new birth in your life?  Does hatred have a happy home in 
your heart?  Are you some one who is controlled by hatred allowing it to colour all your 
thinking, feeling, talking and dealings?  Every single one of us is a hater, but the Christian is 
someone who has been given a new heart.  We hate sin and love holiness, and although we
are still able to hate, and may even fall into the sin at times we are no longer able to live in 
it.  John gave us this test for us to test ourselves with, how do you rate?  Saved or unsaved?
There are many people who are outwardly religious but are inwardly full of hate, that person
is not a Christian, but still needs to be born again.  

The essence of love



What is love?  Here the Bible gives us the best definition there is.  Look at verse 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.’  The essence of love is self sacrifice.  Of course not mindless self affliction, but 
self sacrifice in the service of others.  I don’t know about you, but on first impression I had 
been very challenged by all the suicide bombers in the Middle East.  Their heroic acts of 
martyrdom are very challenging to our own selfish lives.  But upon deeper reflection and 
reflecting in a Biblical way, those suicide bombers are nothing.  Listen to what Paul says 
about love and martyrdom, ‘If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the 
flames, but have not love, I gain nothing’.  If Paul had lived today and was reflecting on the 
murdering martyrs of Islam, he would say, ‘Though I use my body as a bomb to kill others, 
without love it means nothing.’  Dying for a religious cause is worlds apart from being willing
to die in love for others.  Let’s reflect on the love that Jesus showed when he died, for his 
death is no ordinary death.  Firstly, Jesus who is God became a man and was willing to give 
up all the riches of heaven to die for us.  Secondly, reflecting on the value of his person the 
insults that he received, although he was the creator of the mouths and breathe, and hands 
of those who killed him, makes their actions worse than any other act of murder because of 
who was being murdered.  Thirdly, the pain he suffered is immeasurable for us to 
comprehend.  Fourthly, he was not obligated to die for us in any way, he had the right to kill
us and judge us, but instead he suffered what we should have received, and died in order to
save us, paying the full cost himself.  All of these factors show Christ’s death to be more 
than someone dying to save someone else.  Jesus act of self sacrifice cannot be compared 
with a man in battle being willing to take a bullet to save another’s life, these two acts 
would be worlds apart.  

Jesus has cast the mould for the measure of self sacrifice that we should be willing to give, 
and we are commanded to follow, to love as he has loved us.  We have said it before but it 
is worth repeating that we will never be able to give as much as he has.  This means that 
there really is not an act too big for us to do for each other, for every act of love will never 
be as much as he has loved us.  But what we need to emphasize in this definition of love is 
the sacrificial aspect.  We love in ways that cost us nothing, and that is why we don’t make 
any impact or difference.  Love puts a higher priority on others than self, on others needs 
than our greeds, on others necessities than our luxuries.  Love gives not by the measure of 
whether we can afford it, or how painful it is, but on whether the loved one’s need is met.  
Love gives out of it’s abundance to meet another persons needs, but will also give when it 
hurts if it’s surplus is insufficient.  Love gives the easy and the hard gifts, it does the clean 
and dirty jobs.  Compare this with what is called love today.  Young teenagers with their 
raging hormones call their infatuations that come and go with the next beautiful person 
love.  Adulterers call their unfaithfulness love.  Homosexuals call their relationships love, this
is far from the holy love that Jesus has modelled for us.  God defines love, and so we are 
loving to the extent that we are imitating God.  The closer we are in imitating His character, 
the closer we are to a true definition to love.  True love in this life then in illusory.  We will 
not be perfect this side of eternity, we will always be sinners, tainting our best moments and
corrupting the love that we seek.  This does not mean that we fall into the romantic tragic 
mindset that true love can never be found therefore seize it when it is to be found in the 
adulterous affair, or teenage infatuation.  No, the Christian sees that one day true love will 
be possible, and until then we seek to conform as closely as we can to Christ, knowing that 
although we will never reach perfection, there will be those Spirit enabled moments where 
we do genuinely love.    

John moves on to concrete examples, in verse 17 he tells us how he wants it to work itself 
out in the community he is writing to, ‘If anyone has material possessions and sees his 
brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him?’  In John’s day 



there were no pensions, no charities, no welfare state, no free hospitalization and cheap 
dentistry.  Widows didn’t get pensions, those crippled from illness or accident didn’t get 
help, orphans had no orphanages to turn to.  In those days the Church would have to be 
pensions provider, orphanage, old age home, school, hospital, etc.  There were very real 
needs that needed meeting otherwise poverty, illness, death, etc would be the result.  John 
expects Christians to fill the gap.  I think we have it easier and have lost the deep 
involvement of helping out each other like older communities used to do.  We expect the 
government to do everything for us, but John expected Christians to be the ones to help 
each other.  

Now lets talk about some of the ways in which we can show love today, for it is not merely 
about helping those with our material possessions, but our brethren in Christ have many 
other  needs besides.  The elderly need visiting, prayer, help with maintenance around their 
houses, supplements to their pensions, lifts, etc.  The lonely will need visits, phone calls, 
invitations to your family events like Christmas, they will need their birthdays remembered, 
etc.  The sick will need prayer, visits, cooked meals, help around the house.  Let me ask 
you, who should be helping the old in our Church, house helpers or fellow Christians, who is
morally obligated to help?  Think of all the different types of people in our community.  
Think of the young, old, divorced, widowed, sick, poor, etc.  All these are those that we 
should be making an effort to love.  In truth our world has its priorities wrong and we have 
gone along with it.  This world is more concerned about feathering their own nests and 
securing their own pensions than helping others.  Is this the mindset that we have?  Do we 
instinctively think that it is the government’s responsibility to help everyone and not the 
Churches?  John expects us to have pity in our hearts and willing actions to help.  He does 
not have time for those who want to fob off responsibilities onto others when they 
themselves can help.  I am not suggesting that we cannot make use of the services of the 
government, but let’s not let it take the place of things that we are supposed to be doing. 

John gives us a challenge, just like Paul’s.  ‘Little children, let us not love in word or talk but 
in deed and in truth.’  Talk is cheap, actions speak louder than words, don’t tell me show 
me, these are familiar phrases which all get at the same point John is getting at here.  We 
need to be doers of the word, not just hearers, and not just speakers, like me preaching it, 
we need to be doers of the word.  Love is not an optional extra that we add to the charade 
of Church, it is the heart and soul of our religion, the soul of our life.  It is the fundamental 
foundation upon which all things should be built.  Do we have the pity, the sympathy and 
compassion in our hearts that John wants us to?  And if we do, do we follow it up with 
actions.   

The source of love

Lets move on to John’s highest and most penetrating thinking of love in this letter, it is 
found in 4:7-12.  John returns to a familiar thought regarding love and the Christian in verse
7, ‘Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born 
of God and knows God.’  The true believer is someone who loves, but John wants to take us
deeper into the thought, ‘for love is from God’.  Here John is reflecting on the source of our 
love, it comes from God.  And he puts forward the statement, God is love.  This is a 
stunning statement unique to Christianity.  The Bible has four statements about God’s 
intrinsic nature, God is light, God is Spirit, God is a consuming fire, and God is love.  Light 
refers to his holiness, fire to his justice, spirit to his being, and love to his nature.  This 
means that he is not merely loving, but that he is love, there is nothing that God does that 
is not loving, we can put love before all his actions.  Loving justice, loving wisdom, loving 
Creator, etc.  Some have made the mistake by saying that because he is love he is only 



love.  And as a result they have dispensed with God judging people to hell, allowing 
suffering in the world, and chastising his children.  John’s statement about God being love is
not for our own extrapolation about what that could imply.  We have to balance this 
statement with the one that he is light, and a consuming fire as well.  John uses this 
statement about God’s nature to show us why there should be love in every Christian’s life.

The source of our love is God, but he is also our pattern.  Verses 9-10 give us a graphic 
display of the type of love that God has shown.  Verse 9 emphasizes the price that God paid
that we might live, ‘God sent his only Son into the world.’  That phrase, ‘only Son’, is a 
phrase used of Isaac when Abraham was commanded by God to sacrifice him.  And of the 
son of the widow of Nain (Luke 7:12).  Isaac was not Abraham’s only son, Ishmael was born
before him, the reference has to do with precious and being beloved.  God sacrificed his 
beloved for our lives, this is the pattern.  And verse 10 tells us that he did it not because we
loved him first, we were his enemies, we were undeserving, but Jesus was given to be our 
propitiation.  Propitiation means the one who removes wrath, namely the wrath of God 
against our sins.  So an investigation of God’s love shows it to be gracious/unearned; 
unconditional, unprovoked, free, sacrificial, and the seeking of our highest good, namely our
salvation.  What a pattern!

John moves on then in verse 11 to the implication that we then ought to love each other.  
“Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another’.  We are made in God’s 
image so we should imitate him.  We are less than God, and he is willing to humble himself, 
how much more willing should we be.  The Christian who does not love is without excuse.  
If God who had every right to damn us loved his enemies, how is it possible that we could 
have an excuse not to love.  God allowed his child to be tortured and killed in love for us, 
and yet he saved us whose punishment he bore; the reason he suffered.  There is never a 
good enough reason not to love.

Next John talks about the effect of our love in verse 12, ‘No one has ever seen God; if we 
love one another, God abides in us and his love is perfected in us’.  These words, ‘no one 
has ever seen God’.  These words are exclusive to John and he has used them in one other 
place in John 1:18 (ESV) “No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father's 
side, he has made him known.”  Jesus revealed God to us by coming down in flesh and 
demonstrating God to us.  John is making another radical statement, although people 
cannot see God, they can see him in our love.  Jesus said we would make Him known by our
love community.  Can people see God in you?  What a challenge.  Just as Jesus was sent 
into the world to make God known, you too make God known.  How do we do that?  Well 
we certainly don’t do it on our own steam we do it with God’s help, John tell us that, ‘God 
lives in us and his love is made complete in us’.  We have been connected to the Trinity, the
effect of this would be like our love going through a dialysis machine.  Our hearts are 
hooked up to His, and his love is shed abroad in our hearts.  New impulses, new desires, 
new compassion and pity, tenderness, lovingkindness, these are the things that get 
implanted and develop within us.  Coming face to face with Him we are changed into His 
likeness, attending on the means of grace and the Spirit transforming us we put this love on
display.  

  


