Living in the Power of His Resurrection #2

“Overcoming Hatred”

1 John 3:11-18
We live in a world filled with hate.

Gone are the days of “agreeing to disagree without being disagreeable.” Gone are the days of reasoned debate. Gone are the days of meeting halfway.

We see hatred between ethnicities, between nations, between political parties, between law enforcement and citizens, between those who claim to be “tolerant” yet are intolerant of those they consider “intolerant.” The words of Titus 3:3 depict our world all too well: “At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another.” Sadly, there is even hatred among those who claim the name of Christ who do not agree in doctrinal matters. I am reminded of the words of the verse in “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day,”

And in despair I bowed my head, “There is no peace on Earth,” I said

For hate is strong and mocks the song of peace on Earth, good will to men.

Hatred may seem so strong that it cannot be overcome. But for those living in the power of His resurrection, there is victory over hatred—maybe not for the whole world, but for our individual lives.

Turn to the book of 1 John. Throughout his writings, John uses a lot of contrasts, and one of those contrasts that appears repeatedly in his first letter is between love and hate. Consider 1 John 2:9-11,

Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in the darkness. Whoever loves his brother lives in the light, and there is nothing in him to make him stumble. But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness and walks around in the darkness; he does not know where he is going, because the darkness has blinded him.

Then in 1 John 3:15, “Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him.” 
And then in 1 John 4:20-21,

If anyone says, “I love God,” yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother. 

Pretty clear cut, isn’t it? Hatred and holiness don’t mix. Hatred contradicts our testimony as a Christian. This morning I want to consider what hatred is, what it does, and how through living in the power of His resurrection we can overcome hatred.

The Abominable Character of Hatred

Let’s begin with the abominable character of hatred. Hate is a term used often but do we really know what it means? Do we use the word today differently than the Bible does? 

I read this definition of hate on a medical website this past week:

Hate is a feeling of intense hostility and aversion usually deriving from fear, anger, or a sense of injury. It is extreme dislike or disgust. Hatred is an emotion. Extreme hatred can inspire violence. Hatred is a feeling everyone has felt and experienced at some point, especially after being betrayed or hurt physically or emotionally by someone.
 

Another medical doctor writes,

Poison isn’t always something you eat or drink – it can be an emotion. And hate is one of them, eating you up inside and causing destruction. Hate is a mighty strong emotion. This mental venom can pollute your spirit, poison your soul and seep into all of the relationships that surround you. Anyone who has found themselves wrapped up in the arms of hate knows how damaging and mind-consuming it can become. Even the word carries power, particularly if it comes from a friend, a family member or a child.

He goes on to add, “At the heart of all hatred is blame, and this is particularly true for hatred turned outward. When one feels like they’ve been seriously wronged or victimized by someone, their discontent and anger carries with it the potential seeds of hatred.”

In a word, hate is defined here as an emotion or feeling. Yet in the Bible hatred and love as moral qualities are not primarily emotions, but attitudes expressed in actions.
 I prefer the definition found in the Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics,
Hate is an emotional response that is characterized by a bitter dislike of some person or situation. It is usually a complex reaction that includes fear, a sense of insecurity, feelings of intense hostility where rejection has occurred, and deep anger directed at those individuals or events that have brought about failure or personal calamity.
 

Hatred, like love, is a verb. More than a feeling, it is something we do.

The Abysmal Corrosion of Hatred

Moving on, we next see the abysmal corrosion of hatred. When left to itself, hatred does the hater far more damage than it does anyone else.
 It is normal to have hateful feelings occasionally. However, feeling hatred over a long time and holding on to hate can be detrimental to the mind and body.
 Where the anger becomes chronic and assumes the form of resentment, it can have severe effects upon the individual’s personality and circulatory system, producing hypertension and hardening of the arteries because of the action of the autonomic nervous system.

You can nurse a grudge until it grows into a full-blown hate—hoofs, horns, tail, and all. But hatred harbored grows, spreads, and contaminates all other emotions. Hidden hatred turns trust into suspicion, compassion into caustic criticism, and faith in others into cold cynicism. In addition to corroding a disposition, incubated hatred can elevate blood pressure, ulcerate a stomach, accelerate stress, or invite a coronary. Hatred, the wish for another’s destruction, is self-destructive. The high cost of anger, the extravagant expense of hatred, and the unreasonable interest on grudges make resentment out of the question!

Hatred actually changes the chemistry in the brain. It stimulates the area in the brain responsible for planning and execution of motion. This part triggers aggression while feeling hateful to either defend or attack. This also creates “fight or flight” responses and increases the levels of two hormones: cortisol and adrenaline. These hormones can cause weight gain, insomnia, anxiety, depression, and chronic illness. Hatred also triggers the mind to try to predict what the person being hated may do as a defense mechanism. This leads to further anxiety, restlessness, obsessive thinking, and paranoia, which affects overall mental health.

Hatred negatively impacts the nervous system, immune system, and endocrine system. Extreme emotions trigger the release of stress hormones in the brain. Over time, these stress hormones lead to increased inflammation throughout the body, resulting in significant health consequences. The more intense an emotion becomes, the more physically demanding it is to contain it. Holding on to hate can be exhausting. It can cause involuntary clenching of the jaw, grinding the teeth, and tensing the muscles.

Generally speaking, there are two kinds of hate: the kind that’s turned outward (explosion), and the kind that’s turned inward (implosion). (Sometimes this is referred to as “aggressive” and “passive” hatred.
) Both of these will eat you up inside.

Hate, whether turned inward or out, creates a destructive state of mind that wreaks havoc with your physical health and emotional well-being. And like a hot coal, the sooner you rid yourself of this toxic emotion, the less damage it can do and the healthier and happier you’ll be. Feed hatred and it will grow. Confront it, understand it and disassemble it and you will grow. Hate, when left unchecked, will drain your spirit, tarnish your soul and darken your days.

Hatred also affects our relationships. Hate is the elemental inner violence that drives people apart.
 In giving an example of brotherly hatred rather than brotherly love, John takes us all the way back to the original saga of sibling rivalry: the account of Cain’s murder of his brother Abel. Reading 1 John 3:11-12, 

This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another. Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own actions were evil and his brother’s were righteous.
Cain, we are told, belonged to the evil one, who according to John 8:44 “was a murderer from the beginning.” We read of his account in Genesis 4:1-8,

Adam lay with his wife Eve, and she became pregnant and gave birth to Cain.  She said, "With the help of the Lord I have brought forth a man." Later she gave birth to his brother Abel. Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord. But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor. So Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast. Then the Lord said to Cain, "Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it." Now Cain said to his brother Abel, "Let's go out to the field."  And while they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him.

Cain is a perfect illustration of the abysmal corrosion of hatred. Not only did he disobey God’s commands and fail to heed God’s warnings, but he also harbored hatred in his heart and took it to its extreme conclusion: the murder of his own brother Abel. John uses a graphic term to describe Cain’s actions: sphazo, which means “to butcher or slaughter.” It implies brutality, savagery, and hatred on the part of Cain toward his brother. This was no tragic, accidental death in which a fistfight of wrangling brothers went too far. Cain’s attack on Abel was violent, premeditated murder. Instead of heeding God’s plea for repentance while the cauldron of anger in his heart had not yet reached the boiling point, Cain slaughtered his brother in the field! By slaying his brother with bloody violence, it was as if he were thumbing his nose at God and saying, in effect, “You want blood? Here’s your blood!”

Sometimes people think that hatred makes them stronger, but that is not true. Hatred doesn’t make you any more powerful or weak than any other emotion. Yes, it can make you powerful but, like all power derived from emotion, is an unstable and temporary power. There’s a reason why it’s generally considered good advice to not make important decisions when you’re in a very emotional state.

Hatred can also be addictive. Listen to the testimony of author Dennis Guernsey,  

I have really hated only one person in my life. I mean hatred that is obsessive. Hatred you can’t let go of. The experience of hatred is still vivid in my memory. What I remember most is the addictive nature of the hatred. I got to where I liked thinking about my feelings toward the person. I fantasized about what I wished would happen to him. The thoughts about the situation that provoked my hatred would not go away. I soon came to realize that the hatred was controlling me rather than me controlling it. I was hooked.”

Hatred eventually needs healing. Passive or aggressive, hate is a malignancy; it is dangerous—deadly, if allowed to run its course. Nothing good comes from a hate that has a person in its sights; and it surely hurts the hater more than it hurts the hated. Hate does not want to change things for the better; it wants to make things worse. As Lewis Smedes puts it, “Hate wants to belch the foul breath of death over a life that love alone creates.”

The Alternative Choice to Hatred

So how do we overcome this malignancy of the soul? We must recognize the alternative choice to hatred. Feelings come and go, but hatred is a choice we make, and the same can be said for its alternative, love.

The antidote for hatred is love. “Being hated and hating one another” is the normal experience of an unsaved person, as we saw earlier in Titus 3:3. But when a hateful heart opens to Jesus Christ, it becomes a loving heart.

Return to 1 John 2:4-6,

The man who says, “I know him,” but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But if anyone obeys his word, God’s love is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did. 

What is God’s command that we must obey? John tells us in 1 John 3:11, “This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another.” What happens when we choose to love? “God’s love is truly made complete in him.” How do we know how Jesus walked? Verse 16 says, “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.”
Verse 14 begins dramatically in the Greek with the pronoun we. Let the world hate; we do not hate, but love.
 Christ’s triumph is the victory of love over hatred, truth over error, and life over death.

Like hatred, love is usually depicted as an emotion—the greatest human emotion, perhaps, but still an emotion. Love in the Bible, however, is not defined or described in abstract terms. Its nature and characteristics are stated concretely. These convey not only the feelings of love but the actions of love as well.
 Simply put, love is a verb. It is something we do, not simply something we feel. And, as verses 17-18 tell us, love is more than what we say, too.
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? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.
Christian love involves sacrifice and service. Christ did not simply talk about His love; He died to prove it. Jesus was not killed as a martyr; He willingly laid down His life as a sacrifice. “Self-preservation” is the first law of physical life, but “self-sacrifice” is the first law of spiritual life.
 Hatred characterizes the world, whose prototype is Cain. It originates in the devil, acts out in murder and is evidence of spiritual death. Love characterizes the church, whose prototype is Christ. It originates in God, acts out in self-sacrifice, and is evidence of eternal life.

“But I can’t do that!” you may object.

You’re right. You can’t. It is absolutely impossible for us to pull this off.

But in Christ, you can.

Last week we talked about the power of Christ’s resurrection, that supernatural power that raised Him from the dead. That power, according to Ephesians 1, is at work right now in every believer. The Holy Spirit resides within us, working in us to do what we cannot do ourselves, but what God can do in us. God’s love is not simply a thing to be admired. It is, rather, the power that transfers those who have faith from death to life, from the realm of hatred to love.
 He gives us the power to love.
I want to conclude with a verse you will hear often throughout this series of messages. It is found in 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness.” Pause for a moment and let that sink in. God’s divine power—that dunamis that raised Christ from the dead—has given us everything we need for life and godliness. Did you get that? Everything we need! What lies outside that word? Nothing!
That means the Christian needs to remove the words “I can’t” from his or her vocabulary, unless being tempted to sin. Through the power of His resurrection, you can!

The antidote for hatred is definitely within your grasp. The more you hold onto hatred, the more likely it is that the hot coal of the emotion will burn you. And the more you feed it, the stronger it becomes.
 However, you can choose love over hate, choose to act contrary to the way you feel at the moment, and prove to be a child of God.
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