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Discussion Guide

•

Love Pursues
Connecting:
45 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your

group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work God is doing in your lives.)

•
•
•

In what ways did God move in your life this
week? In what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In
what ways, if any, did you invite God into this
challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously
thank group members for their honesty if they
answer that they have held back.)

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• Has anyone ever pursued you? What was
this experience like for you?

Diving Into the Text:

60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your

group with a simple road map through the text. Feel free
to use these questions in ways that best fit your group and
the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Using the notes, explain the context and
background of 1 John.
Read 1 John 4.7-12 aloud, slowly. Read the
text once more, allowing time for your group
to ponder the words.
Within the text, in what ways does love
pursue?
For what reasons might love motivate a
person to pursue someone today? In what
ways are these reasons similar or dissimilar
to the reasons for love’s pursuit found in the
text?
If the God of love who is in us pursues people,
what implications, if any, are there for our
lives? Could you elaborate?
Do you think these implications accurately
describe the typical life-pattern of Jesus
followers? Why might this be the case?
Jesus is love’s all-out pursuit of people, and
Jesus encouraged his followers to engage
in this same pursuit (1 John 4.10-11; Luke
15.1-10). What might it take to engage in
this pattern of life? What if anything keeps
us from taking up this pattern? What might
we have to put off/put on to engage in this
pattern of life (Ephesians 4.22-24)?

•

When our lives do not match the life of
Christ, we open our hearts to God through
what we can do so that God can do what
only he can do in us, transform us into the
image of Christ. What practices might open
your heart to God’s transforming work? What
might it look like to engage in these practices
as a community?
Conclude with prayer and a commitment to
open your lives to God in community in a way
that fits where you are in your following of
Christ.

Context and Background

Separating versus engaging
The question of how Jesus’ followers are to engage
the people of the world has been a question
surrounded with much debate. Jesus’call to engage
the world for the purpose of making disciples
is quite clear (Matthew 28.19-20; Acts 1.11).
However, Jesus’ command to make disciples stands
in tension with the modern Evangelical tendency
to maintain “holiness” by seeking to isolate people
from the world. Such a tension makes the task of
discipleship problematic because new disciples
cannot be made if the present followers of Jesus
keep themselves separate from those who do not
follow Jesus.
The tendency of Evangelicals to separate
themselves from the world, resulting in lives in
which believers only know and connect with
other believers, is rooted in God’s call that his
people be holy (Leviticus 11.44-45; 1 Peter 1.1516). Armed with an understanding of holiness
as “separateness,” Evangelicals interpret Paul’s
admonition not to associate with sexually immoral
people as providing a principle for maintaining
holiness (1 Corinthians 5.9-10). In order to be holy,
the people of God must be separate from people
who are not holy. Once a person chooses to follow
Christ, she must sever all contact with people
who are not followers of Christ. (Depending on
the culture of the congregation, this severing can
take various forms and degrees.) However, this
tendency is based on two misunderstandings:
(1) The misunderstanding that God desires that
his people separate themselves from the world,
and (2) a misunderstanding that holiness can
only be maintained through separation from the
world. When one considers the life, ministry, and
teaching of Jesus, one can clearly see that God
does not desire his people to separate themselves
from the world. Seeing the world in need, God
willingly sent his son to break into time and space

in order to engage people (John 3.16; Ephesians 2.110; 1 John 4.7-12). As Jesus ministered, he willingly
and intentionally engaged with the broken, the
hurting, those who lived less-than-holy lives, and
he called his disciples to do the same (Luke 14.1215.10). In Jesus’ mind, he and his followers were
under divine impetus to engage with those whose
lives were less than holy because these people were
“lost” and the lost deserved to be pursued with an
all-out search (Luke 15.1-10; Matthew 28.19-20;
Acts 1.11).
The question of losing holiness by engaging those
who are not holy is rooted in a misunderstanding of
Paul’s command not to associate with people who
are sexually immoral (1 Corinthians 5.9). However,
in 1 Corinthians 5, Paul is dealing with a matter of
church discipline, and his command is within the
context of dealing with a fellow believer, not an
unbeliever. In fact, he plainly states that his counsel
has no impact on how to relate to non-believers (1
Corinthians 5.10). He understands that in order to
follow Christ, and live in the world, believers must
encounter and befriend non-believers. He himself
followed this practice! Second, when one considers
the life of Christ, one can see that holiness is not lost
through contact with those who are not holy. God’s
people cannot be “contaminated” by those who are
far from God. Rather, those far from God are cleansed
and made holy through the loving touch of God’s
people (Mark 1.40-42; See also Isaiah 6.1-8.).

The Text

1 John 4.7-12: Real love pursues
The letter of 1 John was written by the Apostle John
near the end of the first century (around A.D. 85 to
90) to address a church split, a split which appears to
have occurred over different understandings of how
to apply the gospel practically. In response, John
penned this letter to provide guidance, outlining
how the people of God were to live out the message
of the gospel (1 John 3.10). In his letter, John’s main
emphasis is that God’s people are known by their
love (1 John 2.3-11; 3.1-24; 4.7-21). In his final
discussion of love (1 John 4.7-21), John begins with
a exhortation to God’s people to love one another
because love comes from God. Here John notes that
the love the followers of Christ have for one another
is not something they generate but something they
receive from God and then share with one another.
The ability to love can only be garnered through a
relationship with God himself because God himself is
love. Therefore, apart from the presence of God love
cannot be present. This statement does not simply
mean that God is loving or that God acts in loving

ways, though these are certainly true. Here John
states that God’s core essence is that of love. God is
the source and definition of love. This is how those
who have a connection with him are capable of
love. This means that those who love demonstrate
that they have truly become part of God’s family and
know God intimately.
Some debate has been had over the boundaries
of love which John might be drawing. Some have
argued that John is stating that believers are only
to love other believers. While one might infer this
from John’s call to “love one another,” we must be
clear that John speaks about love within the wider
understanding of Jesus’ call to love all people
(Matthew 22.34-40). And, he uses illustrations,
such as the forgiveness of sin and sacrifice, which
have implications for believer and non-believer
alike. We must also consider how the early church
understood and practiced John’s words. The early
church understood John to be providing guidelines
for loving all people and sought to be known as a
people of love for all people, not just their own.
John recognizes that love is active; love does. He
states real love can be seen in God’s pursuit of
people. God sent his son into the world so that the
world might live. We cannot help but hear echoes
of John 3.16 at this point, nor can we be unaware
of the condition of people and the world into which
Jesus was sent (Romans 5.6-8; Ephesians 2.1-5).
God sent his son into a world separated from him,
full of people who were dead spiritually (Ephesians
2.1-3) for the explicit purpose of giving them life.
God pursued people who were moving away from
him and had not desire for a relationship with him
(Luke 15). For these people, God chose to sacrifice
his son so that the separation caused by sin might
be done away with (atoned). In other words, God’s
love motivated him to pursue those who were
disinterested in life but needed rescue.
John concludes that those who love express their
love in the same way as God. They pursue others
in need of rescue, even if those pursued are
disinterested. This pursuit is generated out of a
compassionate heart and is conditioned upon the
need of the recipient rather than the perfection
or comeliness of the recipient. This manner of life
becomes a means of the world experiencing God.
While God himself is invisible—God is spirit (John
4.24)—God lives in and through his people when
they love. Because God is love, the love of his people
for others becomes a testament to God’s presence
and character in the world.

Real life with Blake:

Love others. John keeps singing different verses
of the same old song. By now I think I know the
tune. I feel the Spirit moving inside me, forming
a heart of compassion, a heart ready to love, to
join in the song. I am coming to understand that
my love for others extends to everyone I meet,
believer and non-believer alike. In fact, God’s love
is the means by which people—believer and nonbeliever alike—experience God, and people need
to know God. My love becomes a primary way
people come to understand who God is and what
he desires for them because my love is the God of
love in me flowing out of me. My love for people is
an important aspect of how God’s kingdom grows,
perhaps people’s first encounter with God, inviting
them to follow him. My loving people, all people,
is important. People need to experience my love;
all people need to experience my love. There is just
one small problem. I happen to know a whole lot
of believers. I don’t happen to know a lot of nonbelievers. If my love is one of the main ways God
makes himself known but I don’t know a lot of nonbelievers, it seems like there is a problem. How are
those who do not believe to experience God in me
if they do not know me? How are these people to
hear the invitation of the God who is in me if they
do not know me? It seems like my disconnection is
a problem, not for me but for them.
I suppose I could argue that I have a good excuse. I
am a pastor. My whole job revolves around working
with followers of Jesus. But the more I think about
it, my job is nothing more than an excuse behind
which I hide in fear. It is just easier to know Jesus
followers. We are pretty much on the same page.
We live a similar lifestyle. We have the same values.
Those other people? Not so much, and that gets
messy. But messy is the problem God is seeking
to address. Messy is the magnet which attracts his
love so that messy might be dealt with. God and
I have been chatting about it, and I am coming
to realize that if I really love, I must intentionally
engage those around me, everyone around me. I
have to make friends with messy people, people
who are far from God because God’s love pursues
them. God pursues them. The God of love who is
in me pursues them which means I am to pursue
them. I can’t say I have this all worked out, but
here is what I am doing. I am, the huge introvert
that I am, beginning to talk to people at the soccer
field when my son practices. I am, the shy private
person that I am, beginning to invite families from
my daughter’s dance over to the house for dinner
and inviting them to go see movies with

me. I am beginning to reach out, to pursue, not
because it feels good but because this is what love
does, what the God of love in me does. As I pursue,
I am finding that I am not as shy or as timid as I
thought. I am discovering that I have more than
enough love and that it is not nearly as messy as
I thought. I am realizing that whatever I pour out,
God fills up. I am discovering that God made me to
love. He has come to me so that I can know love.
He is in me so that I might love.

Real life with you:

God is love and he calls his people to display his
character. He calls his people to love. His call to
love is a call back to life as he meant it to be. His
love is an invitation to the life he longs to give
people, entering the world in order to pursue
those who do not love him. His love continues
to pursue, making him known to those who do
not know him. This is where the problem arises.
You see, God has put his love in us, the ones who
are part of his family. That means, God’s primary
means of pursuing others is through us because he
has placed his love, himself, in us. If his love is to
pursue others, we must pursue others. But do we
pursue? Do we even know anyone to pursue? So
often, our following of Christ has led us to engage
in Christian activities associated with Christian
organizations along with Christian people so we
don’t know anyone who is not a follower of Christ.
Not really. So if we don’t know anyone who does
not know Christ, how are they to come to know
the God of love who is in us? See the problem? So
what is the solution? It is simple really. We begin to
pursue. We begin to connect with people who do
not know Christ. We begin to invite them into our
lives. We share meals and hobbies. We experience
life. We show them they are loved, because they
are! We break out of our zones of comfort. We drop
a few Christian activities and join a non-Christian
one. We pursue, because the God of love in us is
in full pursuit. We do this not on our own strength
but in his. As we go, God goes with us. He goes in
us. We become his voice, his hands, his feet. We
become God with the skin on to a world deeply
needs this God who loves them. We pursue. This
week consider ways in which you might begin
to pursue others. Ask God to open your eyes to
people who do not know him, people who need
to know him. Ask him for the courage to extend an
invitation for coffee, for lunch, for an outing. Ask
him for the grace to pursue.
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