NAVS Discipleship materials

Love (Part II)
Introduction - Summary of last week – (i) God’s love is a difficult doctrine; (ii) intra-Trinitarian love, and how it is a model for us; (iii) what it means to be a friend of God.  

This week we will focus on God’s love for mankind.  What do we mean when we talk about God’s love for us?  It is common today to draw a distinction between emotional love on the one hand (you might have heard this called phileo love), and active, sacrificial love on the other hand (you might have heard this called agapao love).  We will look at exactly what God’s love for man is like, considering both the emotional aspects and the active, sacrificial aspects.

Is there an emotional side to God’s love for us?  Suppose a Christian friend comes to you and says, ‘When we talk about God’s love, what we mean is his self-sacrificial commitment to our good.  It is nothing to do with emotions, it is simply a decision, an act of the will’.  What would you say to him?  Would you agree?  If not, which passages in the Bible would you point him to?

· There are numerous passages that describe God’s emotions towards man.  Hosea 11 is one of the most striking passages about God’s love, including powerful references to the conflict between God’s love and God’s wrath when He looks on our rebellion (v8–9).  God describes Himself as a jealous God (Exodus 20 v4-6); He tells us that He is abounding in love and faithfulness (Exodus 34 v6); He says that His anger burns against His foes (Exodus 32 v10); He grieves (Psalm 78 v40); He rejoices (Isaiah 62 v5); He has compassion (Psalm 103 v13, Isaiah 54 v8).  This is the picture of a God who does have emotions. 
· Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 3 v16-19 is that we might grasp the width, length, height and depth of God’s love.  Surely this is not simply talking about an act of willed commitment to the good of another.  The passage only really reads coherently if you understand love as involving emotion.
· 1 Corinthians 13 v3 tells us something about love.  It says that it is possible to give all you have to the poor – an incredible act of self-sacrifice – and yet this is worthless if you have not love.  The implication is that love involves more than even the most amazing generosity and self-sacrifice.  

Suppose another Christian friend comes to you and says, ‘When we talk about God’s love, we’re simply talking about emotions.  God looks at us and loves us.  He thinks we are wonderful, just like I think my girlfriend is wonderful’.  What would you say to him?  Would you agree?    

· God does not love us because of what we are – He loves us in spite of what we are!  We have rebelled against Him, and we can see something of how this makes God feel in Hosea 11 (particularly v1-7).  

· It is also a mistake to say that God has fallen in love with us.  He does not fall in love with us – He sets His affection on us (Deuteronomy 10 v15).  This is not the stuff of Hollywood romances.  This is a resolution made by God.   
· 1 John 4 v7-10 tells us that the sign of God’s love is that He sent His Son to die on the cross for us.  We that had rebelled against Him.  This love is much more than simple emotion.  It is costly.  It is sacrificial.  It is selfless.  It is active.  It is tough.  All these things are very different from the utopian ideas of love that people have today.    
If God does not love us because of who we are and what we are, then why does He love us?  What does this tell us about the nature of His love?  What implications are there for us and the way we love other people?  

· See Don Carson quote

· It is the very nature of God to love.  Even within the Godhead there is a love relationship between Father and Son – so for all eternity God has had an other-oriented love.  This is what it means in 1 John 4 v8, 16 when John tells us that “God is love”.  It is His very nature to love.  Love is one of the perfections of God, just like holiness, justice, sovereignty, and righteousness.  God cannot choose not to love any more than He can choose not to be holy, not to be sovereign, not to be just, etc.

· We can therefore see that God’s love is self-originating.  It is based on who He is, not on whom He loves.  He loves because of who He is, not because of the loveliness of the loved.  

· The implication for us is obvious.  It is to be our nature to love.  We are to love others no matter how unlovely they are.  This means even loving our enemy.  Our model is of course the cross.  To love like God will involve sacrifice and cost – but 1 John 4 v11 makes clear that this is our calling.

· Another implication is that we can have great assurance and security.  Human emotions change.  But God’s love is different.  It is built on rock – it is built on the unchanging character of God.  This means that we do not have to fear that God will stop loving us.  We should also apply this to our relationships (in particular marriage).  If we based love on ourselves - on our own commitment to love - this would provide a much more solid foundation for our relationships than if we base our love on what we see in other people.

So the Bible makes clear that God’s love is both an emotional love, and an active, sacrificial love.  And the reason God loves is because it is His character to love, not because the objects of His love are loveable.  We are called to imitate this.

Why is it important for us to love one another?  What is the potential if we love others like God has loved us?

· For ourselves personally, there is the promise made in 1 John 4 v12 – if we love others like God has loved us then He will live in us and His love will be made complete in us.
· See Don Carson quote
· Jesus said in John 13 v34-35 that if we love others, then all men will know that we are His disciples.  In other words, by living a life of love we can be powerful witnesses to the love of God Himself.  
In John 3 v16 we are told that God loves the world.  In 1 John 2 v15 we are warned not to love the world.  What explains this apparent discrepancy?

· The essence of the distinction is the nature of the love.  God’s love for the world is commendable because it manifests itself in awesome self-sacrifice; our love for the world is repulsive when it lusts for evil participation.  God’s love for the world is praiseworthy because it brings the transforming gospel to it; our love for the world is ugly because we seek to be conformed to the world.  God’s love for the world issues in certain individuals being called out from the world and into the fellowship of Christ’s followers; our love for the world is sickening where we wish to be absorbed into the world.  

· So we are not to love the world in the idolatrous, adulterous sense.  But of course we are to love the world in the way that God loves the world, by going into every part of it and taking the gospel to all people. 

Catherine the Great said, “God is good; he’s bound to forgive us; that’s his job”.  What are the problems with this statement?  Is this attitude a common one today?  Is it an attitude we can slip into?  What should we say to ourselves?

· This is a very common attitude today.  Philip Yancey calls it one of the “loopholes of grace”.  People reason that since God will forgive them they can do whatever they please and be forgiven.

· This is based on a misunderstanding of what it is to love (see Philip Yancey quote).

· It is also based on a misunderstanding of the relationship between love and wrath.  We tend to see them as alternatives – if you love someone you cannot feel wrath towards them, and vice-versa.  The Bible makes clear that God is wrathful, and that His wrath is a fearful thing (e.g., Ezekiel 5 v11-17).  And in God love and wrath are not mutually exclusive.  There is nothing impossible about God directing love and wrath at someone at the same time.  God in His perfection must be wrathful against His rebel image-bearers, for they have offended Him; God in His perfection must be loving toward His rebel image-bearers, for He is that kind of God.  So when tempted we must remember that, yes, God is loving, but also that God is wrathful at our rebellion.  The two are not mutually exclusive.

· If we play down God’s wrath then we dilute His holiness.  Wrath is not one of the perfections of God (like love).  Rather it is the result of His holiness.  Where there is no sin, there is no wrath – but there will always be love in God.  The price of diluting God’s wrath is diminishing God’s holiness.  And this is every bit as bad as diluting any of God’s other perfections – e.g., His love, justice or sovereignty.
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Hosea 11 “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. But the more I called Israel, the further they went from me. They sacrificed to the Baals and they burned incense to images. It was I who taught Ephraim to walk, taking them by the arms; but they did not realize it was I who healed them. I led them with cords of human kindness, with ties of love; I lifted the yoke from their neck and bent down to feed them. "Will they not return to Egypt and will not Assyria rule over them because they refuse to repent? Swords will flash in their cities, will destroy the bars of their gates and put an end to their plans. My people are determined to turn from me. Even if they call to the Most High, he will by no means exalt them. "How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, Israel? How can I treat you like Admah? How can I make you like Zeboiim? My heart is changed within me; all my compassion is aroused. I will not carry out my fierce anger, nor will I turn and devastate Ephraim. For I am God, and not man--the Holy One among you. I will not come in wrath. They will follow the LORD; he will roar like a lion. When he roars, his children will come trembling from the west. They will come trembling like birds from Egypt, like doves from Assyria. I will settle them in their homes," declares the LORD. Ephraim has surrounded me with lies, the house of Israel with deceit. And Judah is unruly against God, even against the faithful Holy One.”
Exodus 20:4-6 “You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commandments.”

Exodus 34:6 “And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, "The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness.”

Exodus 32:10 “Now leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them. Then I will make you into a great nation.”

Psalm 78:40 “How often they rebelled against him in the desert and grieved him in the wasteland!”

Isaiah 62:5 “As a young man marries a maiden, so will your sons marry you; as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you.”

Psalm 103:13 “As a father has compassion on his children, so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him” 
Isaiah 54:8 “In a surge of anger I hid my face from you for a moment, but with everlasting kindness I will have compassion on you," says the LORD your Redeemer.”

Ephesians 3:16-19 “I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge--that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.”

1 Corinthians 13:3 “If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.”
Deuteronomy 10:15 “Yet the LORD set his affection on your forefathers and loved them, and he chose you, their descendants, above all the nations, as it is today.”
1 John 4:7-12 “Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.”
John 13:34-35 “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”
Ezekiel 5:11-17 “Therefore as surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, because you have defiled my sanctuary with all your vile images and detestable practices, I myself will withdraw my favor; I will not look on you with pity or spare you. A third of your people will die of the plague or perish by famine inside you; a third will fall by the sword outside your walls; and a third I will scatter to the winds and pursue with drawn sword. "Then my anger will cease and my wrath against them will subside, and I will be avenged. And when I have spent my wrath upon them, they will know that I the LORD have spoken in my zeal. "I will make you a ruin and a reproach among the nations around you, in the sight of all who pass by. You will be a reproach and a taunt, a warning and an object of horror to the nations around you when I inflict punishment on you in anger and in wrath and with stinging rebuke. I the LORD have spoken. When I shoot at you with my deadly and destructive arrows of famine, I will shoot to destroy you. I will bring more and more famine upon you and cut off your supply of food. I will send famine and wild beasts against you, and they will leave you childless. Plague and bloodshed will sweep through you, and I will bring the sword against you. I the LORD have spoken.”
“Picture Charles and Susan walking down a beach hand in hand at the end of the academic year.  The pressure of the term has dissipated in the warm evening breeze.  They have kicked off their sandals, and the wet sand squishes between their toes.  Charles turns to Susan, gazes deeply into her large hazel eyes, and says, ‘Susan, I love you.  I really do’.  What does he mean?  Well, in this day and age he may mean nothing more than that he feels like testosterone on legs and wants to go to bed with her forthwith.  But if we assume he has even a modicum of decency, let alone Christian virtue, the least he means is something like this: ‘Susan, you mean everything to me.  I can’t live without you.  Your smile knocks me out from fifty metres.  Your sparkling good humour, your beautiful eyes, the scent of your hair – everything about you transfixes me.  I love you!’  What he most certainly does not mean is something like this: ‘Susan, quite frankly you have such a bad case of halitosis it would embarrass a herd of unwashed, garlic-eating elephants.  Your nose is so bulbous you belong in the cartoons.  Your hair is so greasy it could lubricate an eighteen-wheeler.  Your knees are so disjointed you make a camel look elegant.  Your personality makes Attila the Hun and Genghis Khan look like wimps.  But I love you!’  So now God comes to us and says, ‘I love you’.  What does he mean?  Does he mean something like this? ‘You mean everything to me.  I can’t live without you.  Your personality, your witty conversation, your beauty, your smile – everything about you transfixes me.  Heaven would be boring without you.  I love you!’  When he says he loves us, does not God rather mean something like the following?  ‘Morally speaking you are the people of the halitosis, the bulbous nose, the greasy hair, the disjointed knees, the abominable personality.  Your sins have made you disgustingly ugly.  But I love you anyway, not because you are attractive, but because it is my nature to love’.  

(from The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God by Don Carson, p.70)

“Never, never underestimate the power of the love of God to break down and transform the most amazingly hard individuals.  One of the most powerful recent affirmations of this truth is in a context far removed from our church buildings is the world-wide showings of the musical version of Les Miserables, Victor Hugo’s magnificent novel.  Sentenced to a nineteen-year term of hard labour for stealing bread, Jean Valjean becomes a hard and bitter man.  No-one could break him; everyone feared him.  Released from prison, Valjean finds it difficult to survive, as innkeepers will not welcome him and work is scarce.  Then a kind Bishop welcomes him into his home.  But Valjean betrays the trust.  During the night he creeps off into the darkness, stealing some of the family silver.  But Valjean is brought back next morning to the Bishop’s door by three policemen.  They had arrested him and found the stolen silver on him.  A word from the Bishop and the wretch would be incarcerated for life.  But the Bishop instantly exclaims, ‘So here you are!  I’m delighted to see you.  Had you forgotten that I gave you the candlesticks as well?  They’re silver like the rest, and worth a good 200 francs.  Did you forget to take them?’  Jean Valjean is released, and he is transformed.  

(from The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God by Don Carson, p.93)

“God is good; he’s bound to forgive us; that’s his job” (Catherine the Great)

"Would a groom on his wedding night hold the following conversation with his bride? 'Honey, I love you so much, and I'm eager to spend my life with you. But I need to work out a few details. After we're married, how far can I go with other women? Can I sleep with them? Kiss them? You don't mind a few affairs now and then do you? I know it might hurt you, but just think of all the opportunities you'll have to forgive me after I betray you!' To such a Don Juan the only reasonable response is a slap in the face and a 'God forbid!' Obviously he does not understand the first thing about love. Similarly, if we approach God with a 'what can I get away with?' attitude, it proves we do not grasp what God has in mind for us. God wants something far beyond the relationship I might have with a slave master, who will enforce my obedience with a whip. God is not a boss or a business manager or a magic genie to serve at our command." 

(from What's So Amazing About Grace by Philip Yancey, p.190)
“All this has transformed us, so that we in turn perceive the sheer rightness of the first commandment – to love God with heart and soul and mind and strength.  As that is the first and greatest commandment, so the first and greatest sin is not to love God with heart and soul and mind and strength.  For this there is no remedy, save what God Himself has provided – in love”. 

(from The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God by Don Carson, p.96)
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