
S E S S I O N S I X

Love in Deed and Truth
1 John 3:11-24

  PART ONE  ·   LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE

SESSION OVERVIEW

Discovery Aim: Participants discover love defined by its two extremes: Cain, the first child of the evil 
one, and Christ, who laid down his life. They feel the force of John's economics ("if any one has the 
world's goods and sees his brother in need..."), receive his medicine for the condemning heart ("God is 
greater than our hearts"), and leave committed to love in deed and in truth.

Catholic Touchstone: Charity in the concrete: the works of mercy. Love of neighbor is not a sentiment 
the Gospel recommends but a command it defines by the cross and measures in deeds (CCC 2447; 1033), 
and the same passage carries the Church's gentlest word to the scrupulous conscience.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

The section opens by reaching back to "the message which you have heard from the beginning, that we 
should love one another" (3:11), and then does something John does nowhere else in the letter: he names 
a name from the Old Testament. Cain is the only proper name in 1 John besides Jesus Christ, and the 
choice is surgical. "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" (3:12). Last 
session's two families get their first portraits: Cain, firstborn of the serpent's seed in practice, and, at the 
section's center, the Son who laid down his life. The whole moral universe hangs between a fratricide 
and a crucifixion.

John's diagnosis of Cain deserves attention: the murder's motive was not property or passion but the 
unbearable proximity of a brother's righteousness. Evil resents goodness for existing nearby. This 
explains verse 13, which otherwise reads as paranoia: "Do not wonder, brethren, that the world hates 
you." Abel did nothing to Cain except be righteous next to him. Expect the same physics.

Verses 14-15 raise the stakes to the maximum: "We know that we have passed out of death into life, 
because we love the brethren. He who does not love abides in death. Any one who hates his brother is a 
murderer." John collapses the distance between hatred and homicide, exactly as Jesus did in the Sermon 
on the Mount (Matthew 5:21-22): Cain's act and Cain's heart are one species. And note the assurance 
running the other direction: love of the brethren is offered as evidence of the passage from death to life, 
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the Knowing thread in its warmest register. The Catechism cites these very verses on the ultimate stakes 
of lovelessness (CCC 1033).

Verse 16 is the letter's definition of love, and it is a person, not a concept: "By this we know love, that he 
laid down his life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren." John's Gospel said it at the 
supper: "Greater love has no man than this" (John 15:13). Love is not defined upward from our 
affections; it is defined downward from the cross, and then commanded: we ought.

Then, before anyone can romanticize martyrdom, verse 17 lands the demand in the wallet: "But if any 
one 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?" The Greek behind "closes his heart" is visceral, shutting the splanchna, the inner 
organs of compassion, against him. John moves from dying for the brethren to sharing with them in one 
breath, because the second is where the first is rehearsed. Few of us will be asked for our blood; all of us 
are asked, weekly, for our goods and our attention. Hence 3:18, the session title and memory verse: "let 
us not love in word or speech but in deed and in truth."

Verses 19-20 are the passage's hidden treasure and the night's pastoral summit: "By this we shall know 
that we are of the truth, and reassure our hearts before him whenever our hearts condemn us; for God is 
greater than our hearts, and he knows everything." John assumes the believing heart sometimes turns 
prosecutor against itself, and his remedy is stunning: God's verdict outranks your heart's, and his 
omniscience is comfort, not threat: he knows everything, including what your accuser-heart leaves out: 
the contrition, the effort, the love that is real though imperfect. Handle this with care for the scrupulous 
in your group; for some of them, this may be the most important verse of the study. It never licenses 
complacency (verse 21 immediately honors the uncondemned heart too); it dethrones the heart as final 
judge, in both directions, and seats God there instead.

The section closes with the first appearance of the Spirit in the letter (3:24): "by this we know that he 
abides in us, by the Spirit which he has given us," the hinge into next session's testing of spirits. Plant 
nothing; just note the new character walking on stage.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

Genesis 4:1-16. The first murder, tonight's live discovery: offering, fallen face, God's warning at the door 
("sin is couching at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master it"), the field, the blood crying 
from the ground, and the mark of mercy on the murderer. Every beat matters; let the group walk all of 
them.

Genesis 3:15 (callback). Last week's two seeds get their first casualties: Abel, first martyr of the 
woman's seed; Cain, first fruit of the serpent's. Hebrews 11:4 canonizes Abel's righteousness; Jesus calls 
him the first of the righteous blood (Matthew 23:35).

Deuteronomy 15:7-11. "You shall not harden your heart or shut your hand against your poor brother." 
John's verse 17 is this command verbatim in spirit: Israel's open-handed law was always the family 
policy of the children of God.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH
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V OICES  OF TH E CH URC H

St. Jerome   Commentary on Galatians, on 6:10

Jerome preserves the Church's most beloved memory of aged John: carried into the assembly at 
Ephesus, too weak to preach, the apostle would say only, "Little children, love one another." Asked 
why he always repeated the same words, he answered: because it is the Lord's commandment, and 
if it alone is done, it is enough. The man who wrote tonight's chapter spent his last strength saying 
its one sentence.

V OICES  OF TH E CH URC H

St. John Chrysostom   Homilies on the Gospel of Matthew, Homily 50

Chrysostom refuses to let eucharistic devotion and mercy to the poor come apart: do not honor 
Christ's body in the church with silks, he preaches, while neglecting him outside where he shivers 
naked and hungry. The same Lord who said "This is my body" said "you did it not to me." Adorn the 
altar if you will, but first feed the brother; God has no need of golden chalices, but of golden souls.

V OICES  OF TH E CH URC H

St. Teresa of Calcutta   Her witness and sayings

Teresa built an entire vocation out of 3:18: love proved in deed, one person at a time, in the flesh 
nobody else would touch. She insisted the poverty of the West is often loneliness, that we may be 
doing no great things, only small things with great love, and that Christ comes to us in the 
distressing disguise of the poor. Her Missionaries begin each day at the altar and spend it in verse 
17, on purpose and in that order.

CATECHISM CONNECTION

CCC 2447 catalogs what love in deed looks like: the corporal and spiritual works of mercy, feeding, 
sheltering, clothing, visiting, instructing, consoling, forgiving, charity's job description, drawn from 
Isaiah, Matthew 25, and tonight's verse 17.

CCC 1033 quotes 1 John 3:14-15 directly on the ultimate stakes: to die without love, refusing the needs of 
the poor and the little ones, is to remain in death by one's own choice; the passage's warning is the 
doctrine of hell's real possibility, stated by the apostle of love.

CCC 208 and 1781 honor both halves of the condemning-heart medicine: before the holy God the heart 
rightly trembles, and yet conscience's verdict is not the last word; the penitent entrusts the case to the 
Judge who is greater than our hearts.

THREAD WATCH
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The God Is thread: two sessions out, maximum temptation. Tonight is soaked in love language, and 
someone will try to open the second fold early or fish for confirmation. Hold the line cheerfully; the 
payoff is richer for the wait, and part of its power is that tonight defines love by deeds before next 
fortnight names it as God's own being.

The Knowing thread warms. "We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love" 
(3:14): assurance by love, the thread's most consoling note yet. Underline it; 5:13 remains sealed until 
Session Ten.

The Spirit walks on stage at 3:24 and immediately gets tested in next week's opening verse. Note the 
entrance, promise nothing, and tell the group only: next week we learn that not every spirit is the Holy 
one.

SESSION GOALS

1.

Discover Cain live in Genesis 4 and diagnose the murder as John does: righteousness resented for 
existing nearby.

2.

Let verse 16 define love downward from the cross, and verse 17 land the definition in the wallet and the 
calendar.

3.

Minister 3:19-20 to the condemning heart: God is greater, and his knowing everything is comfort.

4.

Send everyone home with one concrete work of mercy scheduled, love in deed with a date on it.

TIME NOTE

75 to 90 minutes. If time runs short, compress Build 7 and cut the Dig Deeper. Protect Build 2, the 
Genesis walk, and Build 6, the condemning-heart medicine; the first is the night's discovery, the second 
may be someone's rescue.

  PART TWO  ·   DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer: 

Lord Jesus, you did not define love with a word; you defined it with your life, laid down. Tonight, close the 
gap between what we say and what we do. Open our hands, steady our accused hearts, and teach us your 
kind of love: in deed and in truth. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.
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WIN  ·   OPENING QUESTIONS

1.

Who is someone whose love you never doubted, not because of what they said, but because of what they 
repeatedly did? What did they do?

2.

Be honest: when you hear "you ought to lay down your life," does your mind go to one dramatic moment 
or to a thousand small ones? Which is harder?

BUILD  ·   INTO THE TEXT

1.

You did the homework: the only Old Testament name in this entire letter. Read 3:11-12. Who does John 
reach for, and what reason does John give for the murder? Sit with that motive: what kind of evil is this?

ANSWER   ·   s hare  aft er  the  discuss ion

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." No land dispute, no love triangle: the motive was proximity 
to goodness. Abel's righteousness, simply existing next door, was unbearable.

That is a specific species of evil, and everyone has met it: excellence resented, virtue mocked, the good 
kid iced out. John chose his one Old Testament name with a scalpel: last week's two families (3:10) get 
their first portraits, and the serpent's seed bears its first fruit not in a den of monsters but at a family 
altar, between brothers who both brought offerings.

2.

LIVE DISCOVERY.  Someone find and read Genesis 4:1-16, the whole scene, unhurried. Walk the beats 
together: the two offerings, Cain's fallen face, what God says at the door in verse 7, the field, the blood, 
and, do not skip it, what God puts on Cain at the end. What do you notice that you had forgotten?

ANSWER   ·   s hare  aft er  the  discuss ion

The beats: both brothers worship; God regards Abel's offering and not Cain's; Cain's face falls; and then 
the astonishing verse 7, God counsels the future murderer like a father: "sin is couching at the door; its 
desire is for you, but you must master it." Cain gets a warning and a choice before the field. Then the 
first "Where is your brother?", the first lie ("I do not know; am I my brother's keeper?"), and blood that 
cries from the ground.

And the forgotten mercy: God marks Cain to protect him from vengeance. Even the first murderer walks 
out of the story under a mark of mercy, east of Eden but not beyond providence. The scene gives the 
whole night its stakes: sin crouching at every door, brotherhood as keeping, and blood that speaks, 
which Hebrews says Christ's blood answers, speaking "more graciously than the blood of Abel" 
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(Hebrews 12:24).

3.

Read 3:13-15. Two hard sayings back to back: "do not wonder that the world hates you," and "any one 
who hates his brother is a murderer." How does the Cain story explain the first, and where have we 
heard the second before (think Sermon on the Mount)?

ANSWER   ·   s hare  aft er  the  discuss ion

The first: Abel did nothing to Cain except be righteous nearby, so John tells the righteous to expect 
Cain's physics from the world: hatred that needs no provocation beyond your existence. Do not wonder 
at it, and, John would add from experience, do not return it.

The second is Jesus' own equation from the mount: anger and insult put a man liable to the same 
judgment as murder (Matthew 5:21-22). Hatred and homicide are one species at different temperatures; 
Cain's heart and Cain's field are the same event. And the verse's positive mirror is the Knowing thread at 
its warmest: "we know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren" (3:14). 
Love of the brothers is not merely a duty; it is evidence, felt from inside, of resurrection already begun. 
The Catechism cites exactly these verses on the ultimate stakes (CCC 1033): to refuse love is to choose 
death and stay there.

4.

Read 3:16, the letter's definition of love. Then someone find John 15:13 from the same pen. What 
direction does John define love from, and what is the difference between defining love upward from our 
feelings versus downward from the cross?

ANSWER   ·   s hare  aft er  the  discuss ion

"By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us." Not an abstraction, a Person and an event: love 
is what happened on Calvary, and everything else is measured against it. "Greater love has no man than 
this, that a man lay down his life for his friends": the supper said it, the cross performed it, and the 
epistle now universalizes it: "we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren."

Defined upward from feelings, love means intensity of affection, and it excuses whatever intensity does. 
Defined downward from the cross, love means self-gift for the other's good, and it commands things 
affection would never volunteer for. The first kind asks "what do I feel?"; the second asks "what will it 
cost me, and for whom?" John only ever means the second.

5.

Now verse 17, and let it be as uncomfortable as John wrote it: "if any one 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?" Why does John 
jump from martyrdom to money in one verse? And who qualifies as "any one [who] has the world's 
goods" in this room?
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ANSWER   ·   s hare  aft er  the  discuss ion

Because the wallet is where martyrdom rehearses. Almost no one is asked for their blood; everyone is 
asked, weekly, for their goods, time, and attention, and a love that would theoretically die for a brother 
but will not practically Venmo him, feed him, or answer his call is exposed as theater. The Greek for 
"closes his heart" is bodily: shutting the splanchna, the guts of compassion, against him. John pictures a 
deliberate interior door slamming.

And "any one who has the world's goods" is nearly everyone here, by global and historical standards. 
Deuteronomy already made open-handedness the family law: "you shall not harden your heart or shut 
your hand against your poor brother" (Deuteronomy 15:7). The Church's concrete curriculum for verse 
17 is the works of mercy (CCC 2447): feed, clothe, shelter, visit, console, forgive. St. John Chrysostom's 
razor applies: do not adorn Christ's altar while ignoring Christ shivering outside; God has no need of 
golden chalices, but of golden souls. Hence 3:18, our memory verse: not in word or speech, but in deed 
and in truth.

6.

Read 3:19-20 slowly, twice; someone in every group needs this verse badly. John assumes our hearts 
sometimes "condemn us." What is his medicine, and why is "he knows everything" a comfort here 
rather than a terror? And what does verse 21 add so that the medicine does not become an excuse?

ANSWER   ·   s hare  aft er  the  discuss ion

The medicine: "God is greater than our hearts." Your heart is not the supreme court; it is a lower judge 
prone to both acquittals it should not give and, in tender consciences, convictions it has no right to hand 
down. When the accusing heart replays every failure and rules you a fraud, John appeals the case 
upward: the verdict belongs to God. And "he knows everything" is precisely the comfort, because the 
prosecutor-heart works from an edited file: it omits the contrition, the perseverance, the love that limps 
but is real. God's file is complete. Peter used this exact defense on the beach: "Lord, you know 
everything; you know that I love you" (John 21:17).

Verse 21 keeps the balance: when the heart does not condemn, we have confidence before God, so the 
point is not that feelings of guilt are always false, nor that they are always true. The point is 
dethronement: the heart, in both its accusations and its assurances, gives way to God's judgment, which 
for the penitent is mercy. For the scrupulous soul in the room: this verse, plus a good confessor, is the 
Church's ancient prescription. Your heart's worst session in the dark at 2 a.m. is not the final word 
about you. He is greater, and he knows everything, including how much you love him.

DIG DEEPER  ·   The  b lood that  speaks  b etter

Abel's blood cried from the ground for justice (Genesis 4:10), and Scripture never forgot the sound: Jesus 
names "the blood of innocent Abel" at the head of all righteous blood (Matthew 23:35), and Hebrews 
dares the comparison: you have come "to Jesus... and to the sprinkled blood that speaks more graciously 
than the blood of Abel" (Hebrews 12:24). Abel's blood cries "avenge"; Christ's blood answers "forgive." 
The feud of the two seeds ends not with the righteous line finally out-killing Cain's, but with the 
Righteous One letting Cain's line kill him, and turning the blood-cry itself into mercy. That is the love 
verse 16 says we now know.
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7.

Read 3:22-24 to close: keeping his commandments, and the commandment is double: "believe in the 
name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another." Why does John fuse believing and loving into one 
commandment, singular? And note who walks on stage in verse 24.

ANSWER   ·   s hare  aft er  the  discuss ion

Because they are one life from two sides: faith receives the love of God (the cross of verse 16), and love 
passes it on (the deeds of verse 18); a faith that does not issue in love has not actually received what it 
claims to believe, and a love not rooted in the Son runs out of fuel. The secessionists broke the pair one 
way (spirituality without the incarnate Son); modern sentimentality breaks it the other (kindness 
without the Name). John's commandment is a single welded unit.

And verse 24 introduces the letter's newest character: "by this we know that he abides in us, by the 
Spirit which he has given us." The Spirit, named for the first time, arrives as the abiding's evidence, and 
next week's very first sentence will complicate things: not every spirit is of God, and the spirits must be 
tested. Come ready to learn how the Church tells the difference; it is one of the most practical sessions of 
the study.

SEND  ·   TAKING IT WITH US

1.

Verse 17 in one honest question: who is the brother or sister in need whom you have already seen, and 
what has your closed hand been protecting?

2.

Whose Cain are you tempted to be, the person whose goodness quietly irritates you? What would 
blessing them concretely this week do to that root?

LIVE IT THIS WEEK

1.

Schedule one corporal work of mercy this week with a date and a name: a meal delivered, a visit made, a 
bill quietly covered, hours given. Love in deed requires a calendar, not a mood. Tell one group member 
what and when.

2.

Memorize 1 John 3:18 and pray it before every act of generosity this week, and every time you are 
tempted to substitute a kind comment for a costly deed.

3.
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If your heart runs a nightly courtroom against you, pray 3:20 aloud at the gavel: "God is greater than my 
heart, and he knows everything." If scrupulosity is a real pattern for you, bring it to a regular confessor 
this month; that is what he is for.

Closing Prayer: 

Lord Jesus, by this we know love: you laid down your life for us. Open our shut hearts and our shut hands. 
Make our love expensive, concrete, and quiet. And when our hearts condemn us, remind us gently: you are 
greater, and you know everything. Amen.

Scripture Memory Verse: "Little children, let us not love in word or speech but in deed and in truth."  (1 
John 3:18, RSV2CE)

  PART THREE  ·   LEADER REFERENCE CARD

Every passage used in Session Six, in order of use. All references RSV2CE.

PASSAGE WHERE IT IS  USED

1 John 3:11-24

Main text, read in sections through the Build

Genesis 4:1-16

Live discovery, Build 2: the whole Cain scene

Matthew 5:21-22

Build 3: anger and murder, one species

John 15:13

Live discovery, Build 4: greater love has no man

Deuteronomy 15:7-11

Build 5: the open-handed family law

John 21:17

Build 6: Lord, you know everything

Matthew 23:35; Hebrews 12:24

Dig Deeper: the blood that speaks better
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Hebrews 11:4

Leader background: Abel's righteousness canonized

CCC 2447; 1033; 208; 1781

Catechism Connection
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