
Mark 3:13  And He went up on the mountain and called to Him those He 

Himself wanted. And they came to Him. 14  Then He appointed twelve, that 

they might be with Him and that He might send them out to preach, 15  and to 

have power to heal sicknesses and to cast out demons: 16  Simon, to whom He 

gave the name Peter; 17  James the son of Zebedee and John the brother of 

James, to whom He gave the name Boanerges, that is, "Sons of Thunder"; 

18  Andrew, Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, James the son of 

Alphaeus, Thaddaeus, Simon the Cananite; 19  and Judas Iscariot, who also 

betrayed Him. And they went into a house. (NKJV)  

We’ve covered Simon and James.  Now we arrive at John. 

John was the brother of James and one of the sons of thunder.  So we gather that 

John, too, was a passionate man, a bit impulsive.  We won’t spend a lot of time on 

anything that we already covered about James. 

Before we get into this study about John, I want to ask you a question.  Which 

should be most important to a believer, truth or love? 

Repeat the question 

We are going to deal with this question as we look at the life of John. 

What do we know about John early on? 

Well, we know that John was right there with James when arguing about who was 

the greatest.  And he was complicit in getting his mother involved in having one of 

Christ’s financial supporters asking for favors for her children.  

So we see that James and John are equally egotistical and ambitious.  They actually 

think that they deserved the top spots and they were very forthright in their efforts 

to obtain those positions. 

We see that John was not the effeminate sissy in so many of the old paintings of 

the disciples.  He was not passive.  He was active.  He was not low energy.  He 

was high energy.  He knew very little about love for God and others.  But he knew 

a lot about love for self. 

But, as I warned about Peter, we also must be careful in our analysis or judgment 

of John.  It is active people who get things done.  It is ambitious people who often 

see what needs to be done and find a way to do it.  And there is a proper view of 

ego, an accurate one, that allows a person to determine what they are useful for and 

what is in the scope of their abilities.  We can see what we are good at, what we are 

gifted at, and what we should avoid. 

So while John, at first, displays the worst of his traits, we will find, after Christ 

puts Him through Christ’s discipleship course, John is a changed man.  At that 

point, those traits that are positive can be used in the way God wants them used. 

Make no mistake.  If you are a believer, that is what God is using your lifetime for.  

He is arranging situation after situation to perfectly mold you into what He wants 

you.  And if you try to buck the training, the same lesson will come at you time 



and again until you get it.  He will bring whatever is necessary into your life, 

positively and negatively, until you are trained to rely upon Christ and follow Him. 

Are you facing things in your life that you don’t like?  Are you facing things that 

are tough?  Do you just want them to go away?  Well you are welcome to pray that 

those things do go away.  Christ told us to cast our cares and concerns on Him 

because he cares for us deeply.  But if He does not take them away, it is only 

because they are being used for the good of us or God’s kingdom. 

Romans 8:28  And we know that all things work together for good to those 

who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose. (NKJV) 

A Christian’s life is a school where God prepares him or her for living with 

Christ and his family for eternity.  If you are in Christ, your life is not an 

accident.  Your trials are not accidents.  Your failures are not accidents.  They are 

all fulfilling a purpose.  The quicker we realize that the quicker we can face every 

instance in life with faith. 

I am convinced that sometimes the trials that seem to have no purpose may be 

doing nothing but making us stronger.  We may not even realize it, but we come 

out of the tail of the trial able to withstand more difficulty faithfully than we could 

before the trial began.  There may be no other “why” than this.  A weight lifter 

never has to ask, why is the weight heavy?  Why is this weight so hard to lift?  No, 

they know instinctively that the weight must be hard to lift in order to make them 

strong.  And just like that, sometimes that may the only purpose for a trial.  The 

trial of our faith produces patient endurance. 

OK, now what other traits do we see in John. 

Well, we remember that John was wanting to call down fire on the Samaritans for 

not showing hospitality to Christ.   

But with John, we get a little more to the story about his intolerance for others.  

John only has one quote in the gospels where it is just he who speaks.  I never 

realized that.  Oddly enough, in the book of John, John never mentions himself by 

name. 

Mark 9:33  Then He came to Capernaum. And when He was in the house He 

asked them, "What was it you disputed among yourselves on the road?" 

34  But they kept silent, for on the road they had disputed among themselves 

who would be the greatest. 35  And He sat down, called the twelve, and said to 

them, "If anyone desires to be first, he shall be last of all and servant of all." 

36  Then He took a little child and set him in the midst of them. And when He 

had taken him in His arms, He said to them, 37  "Whoever receives one of 

these little children in My name receives Me; and whoever receives Me, 

receives not Me but Him who sent Me."  

Ok, Jesus is preaching about who He is going to include into the Kingdom.  It is 

not going to be like the disciples thought.  They were thinking of something you 



earn, something you attain to, something you accomplish by climbing some kind of 

ladder.  But Jesus is telling them that it is nothing like that.  And the leadership is 

nothing like that.  His kingdom will be like taking in little children.  It will be 

inclusive of taking in those who have done nothing to deserve anything.  When 

you receive those that Christ wants received, you have received Christ Himself, 

and in turn, you have received the Father. 

38  Now John answered Him, saying, "Teacher, we saw someone who does not 

follow us casting out demons in Your name, and we forbade him because he 

does not follow us."  

I had never considered this before, but it looks likely that John is convicted.  He 

was hearing about receiving people willingly.  And it dawned on John that he had 

just done exactly the opposite.  He had seen someone doing works in Jesus name.  

Maybe he was like that little child that Christ had just held up.  And it may have 

dawned on John that what he did was very bad. 

And why did John forbid him to preach?  “Because he did not follow us.”  He was 

not one of us.  He was not in our group.  Now keep in mind the context.  Christ is 

correcting the disciples for thinking of their own greatness, their exclusive qualities 

that in their mind earned greater status with Christ.  It looks to me like John got the 

point and he was pierced through with conviction.  He may have thought, I am 

guilty of doing this very thing.  I have rejected this man.  And why?  It works back 

to I rejected him because I didn’t think he was as good as us. 

 

39  But Jesus said, "Do not forbid him, for no one who works a miracle in My 

name can soon afterward speak evil of Me. 40  "For he who is not against us is 

on our side. 41  For whoever gives you a cup of water to drink in My name, 

because you belong to Christ, assuredly, I say to you, he will by no means lose 

his reward. (NKJV)  

Look what Christ says to John.  First he talks about the sides that people are on 

when they do such a thing.  But note the second thing Christ says. 

If they give you a cup of water in My name for the reason that you are a Christian, 

they will be rewarded in their Christian life. 

In the first example, Christ was telling the disciples to receive others.  The 

disciples were getting that point.  But now he says something that they would not 

have even pondered.  There will be people who receive you for my sake.  This 

kingdom is bigger than you guys.  You guys aren’t the gatekeepers of the kingdom.  

There will be others who are responsible to love you for my sake, just like you are 

responsible to love them for my sake. 

And notice that what these believers do in giving water is to show love by meeting 

physical needs.  They are loving one another. 



This is the very lesson John needs to learn.  He needs to learn love.  He needs to 

learn to treat the man out ministering in Christ’s name like he would want to be 

treated were he out ministering in Christ’s name.   

And again, there is nothing passive or timid here about John.  John has no trouble 

approaching this preacher and telling him to knock it off.  John has appointed 

himself to be Jesus’s ministry police.  He is busting this guy, even though Christ 

has never given Him any instructions to do so. 

Let’s go on to learn about John. 

Now we know that Peter and John had gotten themselves in the courtyard where 

they could see Christ.  And that is when Peter denied Christ and was overcome by 

grief. 

But John did not leave evidently.  He may not have been as close to the action as 

Peter.  Peter, being Peter, probably went as close to Christ as he could get.  But 

John may have been more prudent.  And because of that, he evidently followed 

Christ through the whole process. 

We know that he was there when Christ was on the cross.  That is when Christ told 

John to look after his mother.   

So we pick up clues from the Gospels about who John was early on.  We know he 

was a fisherman.  He was probably in good shape, the way a man who worked hard 

for a living would be.  He was young.  He knew what it was to do dirty work.  He 

lived out in the elements much of his working life. 

His dad was likely well known and well connected in the little town they lived in.  

His mom was a follower of Christ and likely one of the financial supporters. 

James and John were two of a kind.  They were active, ambitious, egotistical, self 

serving, and exclusive. 

 

Now, let’s look at John after the death of Christ. 

First, remember that Christ told John to take care of His mother?  Witnesses in 

early church history tell us that John never left Jerusalem until Jesus’s mother died.  

He evidently took that responsibility very seriously and was faithful to Christ in 

this. 

We see in Acts that Peter and John were often seen together.  It was both of them 

that went to the temple where Peter was involved in healing a lame man. 

We also learn from Galatians 2:9 that John was with James and Peter when they 

extended the right hand of fellowship to Paul and blessed Paul’s ministry to the 

gentiles. 

But that doesn’t show us what was happening in the inside of John. 

John wrote the Gospel of John, the epistles of First, Second and Third John, and 

the Revelation.  His contribution to the New Testament is right up there with Paul 

and Luke.   



So, in order to learn more about John, we need to look at his writings. 

Now remember I asked the question-  

Which should be most important to a believer, truth or love? 

We will let John teach us the answer. 

John became known as the apostle of love.  It is no wonder.  He mentions the word 

“love” more than 80 times in his gospel and epistles.  But we find also that he used 

the word “truth” 45 times.  And he used the word witness nearly 70 times. 

When John is first noted in scripture, he was a follower of John the Baptist.  He 

cared about the truth.  Then when Christ came along, John wasted no time in 

leaving John to follow Christ.  Why?  Christ was the Messiah.  He was the way the 

truth and the life.  It is likely that John stuck so close to Christ because he was 

desperate to hear the truth that Christ was speaking.   

But as we follow John through the Gospels, we see that he has not learned the 

importance of love.  I like how John MacArthur puts it.   

He says, “Truth without love has no decency; it’s just brutality.  On the other hand, 

love without truth has no character; it’s just hypocrisy.” 

1 Corinthians 13:1  Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but 

have not love, I have become sounding brass or a clanging cymbal. 2  And 

though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all 

knowledge, and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, but 

have not love, I am nothing. 3  And though I bestow all my goods to feed the 

poor, and though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits me 

nothing. (NKJV)  

When we look at John’s life, his desire to be first, his desire to destroy those who 

were not to his level of loyalty to Christ, to deny anyone outside of his group the 

pleasure of ministering in Christ’s name, we cannot help but see that John needed 

to learn how to love.  He seemed devoid of it. 

Now let’s look at what the school of Christ produced in John’s life. 

First tradition tells us that John became the pastor of the Church in Ephesus that 

Paul started.  From there he ended up being imprisoned at the Isle of Patmos.  He 

likely was living in a cave when he wrote the Revelation. 

Here are some things we read in the 3 John epistles. 

1:6 If we say that we have fellowship with Him, and walk in darkness, we lie 

and do not practice the truth. 7  But if we walk in the light as He is in the 

light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus Christ His 

Son cleanses us from all sin. (NKJV) 

John is the apostolic writer of extremes.  It is either this or it is that.  He is not one 

to have gray lines.  It is either black or white.  John gives us the rules.  Paul gives 

us the exceptions to the rules.  John tells us how things are in the big picture, the 

general truths.  Paul talks about what it looks like in the day to day struggle.  Here 



John lays it out as darkness and light, direct opposites.  And it is true.  In general, a 

believer is different than an unbeliever in that He walks in the light.  The pattern of 

his life will show that he is different because he walks according to a different 

pattern.  If he does not, he is not a believer.  If nothing changes in his behavior, 

nothing has happened to his eternal status.  That is true. 

And at the same time, sometimes believers resort back to the flesh.  Paul lets us 

know how untenable that position is, while letting us know what we must do about 

it.  In fact, even John does that much.  He tells that there is no one who lives 

without sinning- again another absolute.  And when we do sin, we must confess the 

sin and Christ is faithful and just to forgive us our sin and cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness.  

Look at his next quote. 

1 John 2:15  Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves 

the world, the love of the Father is not in him. (NKJV) 

See how it is either/or.  If you love the world, you do not love God.  That is true.  

As a general statement a Christian is someone who does not love the world system 

and what it offers him.  At the same time sometimes Christians fail in this regard.  

It is awful, but it is true.  And scripture tells us how to remedy this shortcoming. 

Here is another passage by John 

1 John 3:4  Whoever commits sin also commits lawlessness, and sin is 

lawlessness. 5  And you know that He was manifested to take away our sins, 

and in Him there is no sin. 6  Whoever abides in Him does not sin. Whoever 

sins has neither seen Him nor known Him. 7  Little children, let no one 

deceive you. He who practices righteousness is righteous, just as He is 

righteous. 8  He who sins is of the devil, for the devil has sinned from the 

beginning. For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that He might 

destroy the works of the devil. 9  Whoever has been born of God does not sin, 

for His seed remains in him; and he cannot sin, because he has been born of 

God. (NKJV)  

This is often a very difficult passage for a new believer.  They often want to throw 

up their hands and give up.  Because, when we look at our lives we know that we 

commit sins.  So how do we resolve this?  Is what John is saying a lie?  No.  What 

he is saying is true.  A Christian no longer lives to sin.  He is no longer committed 

to a life of sin.  He no longer carries out an uninterrupted string of sin as his life 

course.  That is a truth.  If it is not true of us, it shows that we are not believers. 

At the same time, a believer does commit known sins.  Every one of them does.  

That is what John said earlier.  So when we do, it is the exception rather than the 

rule.  And we must confess that sin to God and receive his cleansing. 



We see again how this man John, being blown by the Holy Spirit’s wind, writes.  

In absolutes.  In contrasts.  A believer does not live in a string of unrelenting 

commitment to sin.  And if he sins like that, he is not a believer. 

Now let’s look at the next quote. 

1 John 2:3  Now by this we know that we know Him, if we keep His 

commandments. 4  He who says, "I know Him," and does not keep His 

commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him. 5  But whoever keeps His 

word, truly the love of God is perfected in him. By this we know that we are in 

Him. 6  He who says he abides in Him ought himself also to walk just as He 

walked. 7  Brethren, I write no new commandment to you, but an old 

commandment which you have had from the beginning. The old 

commandment is the word which you heard from the beginning. 8  Again, a 

new commandment I write to you, which thing is true in Him and in you, 

because the darkness is passing away, and the true light is already shining. 

9  He who says he is in the light, and hates his brother, is in darkness until 

now. 10  He who loves his brother abides in the light, and there is no cause for 

stumbling in him. 11  But he who hates his brother is in darkness and walks in 

darkness, and does not know where he is going, because the darkness has 

blinded his eyes. (NKJV)  

Remember when we asked the question: 

Which should be most important to a believer, truth or love? 

Well I think here we are getting to the answer.  And the answer is that the question 

is a trick question.  It cannot be answered.   

4  He who says, "I know Him," and does not keep His commandments, is a 

liar, and the truth is not in him. 5  But whoever keeps His word, truly the love 

of God is perfected in him. 
We see here that the truth is something that a believer has in him.  An unbeliever 

does not have the truth in him.  We also see that the person who obeys God’s 

Word, the love of God is perfected in Him. 

The love of truth is something that is placed in a believer at salvation.  The love of 

God and of God’s people is placed in someone at salvation.   

So to ask the question, which is more important to a believer, truth or love, is like 

asking of a ham and eggs breakfast, which is more important, the ham or the eggs? 

Loving God, loving people and loving truth are all virtues of the Christian life.  

The problem with us as believers is that we can focus on one at the exclusion of the 

other.  Sometimes we focus on the truth and deliver it to others in such a way that 

it is least likely to be received by the person we deliver it to.  We are wrong when 

we do such a thing.  Jesus was not like that.  Jesus had compassion on those that he 

ministered to.  He truly wanted them to receive what He was presenting, at least on 

one level. 



And sometimes we focus on love at the exclusion of the truth.  We are hesitant to 

tell a person about the danger they face.  We are slow to tell them about the hell 

that is real.  We present such a caring and positive image as to convey those we 

speak to are in no danger from a righteous and jealous God. 

The reality of salvation is such that truth and love are both provided 

supernaturally and both need to be present in a believer for their ministry to be 

accurate and effective. 

Without truth, we have no idea what love is.  Without love, our truth has no effect, 

no benefit.  It is just noise. 

A believer loves truth, submits to truth, and loves God and all those who come to 

God.  And those things cannot be separated.   

Next quote: 

1 John 3:11  For this is the message that you heard from the beginning, that 

we should love one another, 12  not as Cain who was of the wicked one and 

murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his works were 

evil and his brother's righteous. 13  Do not marvel, my brethren, if the world 

hates you. 14  We know that we have passed from death to life, because we 

love the brethren. He who does not love his brother abides in death. 

15  Whoever hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer 

has eternal life abiding in him. 16  By this we know love, because He laid 

down His life for us. And we also ought to lay down our lives for the brethren. 

17  But whoever has this world's goods, and sees his brother in need, and 

shuts up his heart from him, how does the love of God abide in him? 18  My 

little children, let us not love in word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth. 

19  And by this we know that we are of the truth, and shall assure our hearts 

before Him. 20  For if our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, 

and knows all things. 21  Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have 

confidence toward God. 22  And whatever we ask we receive from Him, 

because we keep His commandments and do those things that are pleasing in 

His sight. 23  And this is His commandment: that we should believe on the 

name of His Son Jesus Christ and love one another, as He gave us 

commandment. (NKJV)  

Look at the absolutes John brings out.  He who does not love his brother abides in 

death.  If you don’t love, you are not a believer.  We know this is the rule.  We 

know this is true.  But all of us fall into instances where we fail to love.  It is a sin 

for sure.  And we need to repent.  But thankfully, if we are a believer, God will 

restore us to the life of love He has called us to. 

Look then how John lays out the practical demonstration of love.  Love uses our 

resources for the good of fellow believers.  If we love them, and we have it in our 

power to provide for them, love will provide for them.  That is a truth. 



Let’s look at another quote from John. 

1 John 4:7  Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God; and everyone 

who loves is born of God and knows God. 8  He who does not love does not 

know God, for God is love. 9  In this the love of God was manifested toward 

us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world, that we might live 

through Him. 10  In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us 

and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins. 11  Beloved, if God so 

loved us, we also ought to love one another. 12  No one has seen God at any 

time. If we love one another, God abides in us, and His love has been perfected 

in us. 13  By this we know that we abide in Him, and He in us, because He has 

given us of His Spirit. 14  And we have seen and testify that the Father has 

sent the Son as Savior of the world. 15  Whoever confesses that Jesus is the 

Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God. 16  And we have known and 

believed the love that God has for us. God is love, and he who abides in love 

abides in God, and God in him. 17  Love has been perfected among us in this: 

that we may have boldness in the day of judgment; because as He is, so are we 

in this world. 18  There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, 

because fear involves torment. But he who fears has not been made perfect in 

love. 19  We love Him because He first loved us. 20  If someone says, "I love 

God," and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother 

whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen? 21  And this 

commandment we have from Him: that he who loves God must love his 

brother also. (NKJV)  

Do you see the absolutes that John lays out?  If I say I love God but hate my 

brother, I am a liar.  I really don’t love God.  Is that true?  Yes.  Are there times 

when a Christian has to work through such a thing?  Yes.  But at the end of the 

day, if a believer will not love another believer, he does not love God. 

 

1 John 5:1  Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and 

everyone who loves Him who begot also loves him who is begotten of Him. 

2  By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and 

keep His commandments. 3  For this is the love of God, that we keep His 

commandments. And His commandments are not burdensome. 4  For 

whatever is born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has 

overcome the world--our faith. 5  Who is he who overcomes the world, but he 

who believes that Jesus is the Son of God? (NKJV)  

One more absolute from John.  If we love God, we keep his commandments.  That 

is what the love for God looks like.   

One more quote: 



2 John 1:4  I rejoiced greatly that I have found some of your children walking 

in truth, as we received commandment from the Father. 5  And now I plead 

with you, lady, not as though I wrote a new commandment to you, but that 

which we have had from the beginning: that we love one another. 6  This is 

love, that we walk according to His commandments. This is the 

commandment, that as you have heard from the beginning, you should walk 

in it. (NKJV)  

Here we see it again.  John probably started out with a fixation on truth.  He may 

have even thought himself superior for how hard he pursued the truth.  He paid a 

price being first John’s disciple and then Jesus’s disciple.  But this is where the 

man John ends up.  It thrills John’s soul that some of the women’s children in 

Second John were walking in the truth.  And at the same time John is urging all to 

love one another.  It is equally important to love truth and to love God and in turn 

to love His people.  And without truth, a person cannot truly love God. 

John was a changed man.  He got the point.  He learned what he needed to learn.  

He learned love at the feet of Jesus.  Oh, make no mistake.  John was relentless 

with the truth.   He was not afraid of offending people with the truth.  We can 

clearly see that.  But we see a tenderness toward people that he did not have prior 

to this.  He looks out for the good of others without regard for what is best for 

him.  And we find that he is very accepting of any person who comes to Christ.  In 

fact he is very harsh in his treatment of those who are not receiving fellow 

believers, the very thing he was guilty of earlier. 

 

John was the last living apostle of Christ that we know of.  And the historical 

record shows that the churches regarded him fondly, because John truly loved 

them. 

In application, we have a wonderful example to follow here.  John, the truth 

seeker, learned love in the school of Christ.  He learned it so well he became the 

apostle of love.  We do well to sit and John’s feet and learn from him the lessons 

he learned of what is truly important in life.  I would encourage you to read the 

epistles of John this week with the realization that John was a guy who had to learn 

how to love, just like we have to learn how to love. 

   


