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FE: Last Sunday we started a new series called “God is.” We are asking ourselves, “What is God like?” or “What defines God?” This summer we want to study God’s attributes. 
· An attribute is an irreducible characteristic of who God is. Examples include holiness, love, omniscience, or goodness. 

Last week we considered God’s goodness. We learned that good (that which is positive or morally excellent) is defined by God. He is good and does good even if we sometimes struggle believing that God is good.
· The more that we learn him and the actions he takes, the more we will understand what is good, right, or morally excellent. 
· I hope you thought about the ways God has been good to you so that part of your devotional time was spent praising the Lord. 
· I think all of us who spoke last week at the various campuses emphasized personal ways God has been good to us to illustrate what we hoped you would do as well.
· The more that we privately thank the Lord for the ways he has been good to us, the more we talk about it and share it with others.

We are continuing our series studying another attribute of God; namely, God is love.

1 John 4:7-8 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. 8 The one who does not love does not know God, for God is love.

Just as God was the very definition of good/goodness so also is he the definition of love. 
· While the concept of love as an affectionate and active commitment to someone or something is a good place to begin, I want to let Scripture describe God’s love so that we think about it broadly.

As I was preparing for today, I had a decision to make. Was I going to give a light and fluffy message of God’s love (which is a very reasonable thing to do), or was I going to give space to talk about the challenges we sometimes have comprehending God’s love? 
· I don’t want to make that question sound rhetorical. I honestly debated what would be more like a loving shepherd. I chose to enter the deep end of the pool today.

Last Sunday I spoke at Faith North and I asked that portion of our church family how many of them have ever wondered whether God was good? [I don’t mean in church, I mean in the quietness of your thoughts when life is hard.] 
· Not surprisingly, we all raised our hands. I suspect that a similar question about God’s love would receive a similar answer. 

I am going to have 3 points to help us think about God’s attribute of love.

I. God Loves in at least five different ways

God loving in different ways should not be surprising. I think we love in different ways too. 
· Inevitably, if you try to restrict God’s love to only one kind, then answering questions about injustice, evil, or suffering get even harder. 
Elie Wiesel wrote the book Night. It is a common read in school systems. As a European Jew in the 1940’s he was shipped to a concentration camp. The evil he witnessed not only rocked his world, it made him give up his faith. He simply could not understand how God could be loving and allow that evil at the same time. 
· Closer to home, there are people who experience various forms of injustice, evil, or suffering and wonder the same thing. How can God really love me and allow me to experience this? 
· Ministering to people in these situations requires godly wisdom and care. Hard truth is not always the best place to start. But eventually, we must think about the complexity of God’s love. 

I believe it is helpful to be more thoughtful about God’s love so that we can respond to hard questions.

A. God the Father’s Unique Love For God the Son

John 3:35-36 “The Father loves the Son and has given all things into His hand. 36 “He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son will not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him.”

God’s Love for the Son is in this passage seen in two truths.
· The Father has given all things into his hand. He has a unique place as the king of the universe.
· The Father’s wrath is either abated or poured out based on one’s attitude toward the son.

While all believers who know Christ personally are allowed to reign with King Jesus, we do not replace him. This love for his son was uniquely placed upon him. 
· In addition, your view of me is a secondary rather than primary issue related to God’s eternal wrath. A person can dislike me. They can believe that I am foolish, a liar, or whatever. 
· That does not affect whether they are under God’s eternal wrath. 

But we cannot believe Jesus is a liar and still be good with God. There is a priority and it is Jesus first because the father loves him. At the very same time, Jesus does everything the father wills.

When Jesus said, “not my will, but yours be done” it reminds us that the most significant person ever to walk the planet – Jesus Christ – whose unique love the Father gave him could still be sent on a mission to suffer and die for others.

When I struggle with the Love of God for me, it is normally because there are things happening in my life that I wish were not happening. Rather than be angry at God and become self righteous, I must look to Jesus. 
· What I see is a Father who loves him completely and uniquely whose will still involved crushing him. Do I deserve better treatment than King Jesus?
· Do I have a right to complain?

Remembering that the Father loves the son so much that he has a unique place as king of the universe and people’s opinion of Jesus determines their eternal destiny while still asking him to go the cross puts my complaint in a different perspective.
· It helps me see that God can love powerfully and still will hardship for a greater purpose.

B. God Loves all his creation

Matthew 5:44-45 “But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.

In Genesis he said that all he made was good. In Matthew 6:25-34 Jesus describes God’s care for the fields and the birds as an illustration to help us trust God. 
· In Psalm 145:9 he has compassion on all his creation. Psalm 33:5 says that the earth is full of his unfailing love.

Psalm 73 describes a common struggle. Why do wicked people seem to prosper while righteous people suffer?

God loves his creation – all of it. 
· He allows opposition, even spite, and he still causes the sun to rise on the evil and the good, and the righteous or unrighteous still get rain. If the evil farmer gets rain and sunshine, then he will have a crop just like the good farmer.

Thus, we cannot expect that God’s love will always result in his people receiving blessing while all others receive wrath. We cannot expect that God will put the hammer down on the evil or unrighteous in our timing. Instead, he grants them sun and rain. This, in turn, grants them some prosperity too. It is evidence for God’s love for all his creation.

That leads to a third way God loves.

C. God loves Sinners and desires that they repent

John 3:16 “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.

Romans 5:8 But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.

1 John 2:1-2 My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; 2 and He Himself is the propitiation for our sins; and not for ours only, but also for those of the whole world.

2 Peter 3:9 The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance.

These verses are remarkable on their own. God’s love reaches not just to how far we are from him, but how bad or evil we are. Our greatest offenses are against the God of heaven. 
· Yet, we decided to rebel, ignore his instructions, and do what satisfied us for the moment.

We have all experienced various versions of sinners doing sinful things. It is easy to want the Lord to take his vengeance right away. 

Many years ago my dad bought me a Rolex watch. Before any of you get crazy ideas. He was on a business trip to Singapore prior to becoming a pastor. I think he bought it from a street vendor for about $20. This happened probably 40 years ago and $20 was more money then, but you could not buy a Rolex for $20. It was a fake and we all knew it, but I still liked it.

In college I left my sweatshirt and my Rolex with my other stuff during a workout. Some Cretan took my sweatshirt (which was a smelly piece of trash) and my watch. 
· I did not know who did it, but I wanted to pray all the imprecatory prayers against them. The watch did not have intrinsic value (it was a fake); it had sentimental value. I wanted to pray, “Lord, whoever stole my watch … May all their watch batteries die early. May their watches always have the wrong time. May someday you allow some other Cretan to steal their watch.” 
· Then, you can even go a step farther and say, “Lord, I have been here 100 times. I have left my bag with stuff in it all of those times and nothing has been taken. I had 3 textbooks each of which was worth more than my watch. Why did you allow this person to take the one thing of value to me?”

Sometimes we think that God only loves us. He only sets his affections on us. In reality, his love is for all people. Did you respond the first time you heard the gospel? Why should we expect others to do so? 
· What if the Lord is loving them by exercising patience? His loving patience toward another person who harmed me seems like the lack of love to me. There is the rub. 
· The Lord is capable of loving multiple people at the same time. 
· His love might look one way to one person and another way to a different person, but our problem is that we want to define love in ways that put God in a box.

For me, God’s love involved trusting him and maybe learning a lesson about protecting valuable things. 
· For the person who stole my watch, God’s love involved patience and helping them see that they were in rebellion against God and needed to repent and trust Christ as their savior.

I am not accusing anyone of stealing something. 
· But I would ask you consider whether you have repented of your sin against the Lord and trusted in the finished work of Christ for your salvation. 
· God’s love might look like “getting away with it” right now. It is not big deal. 
· But God’s patience eventually wears out. That is why he says “today is the day of salvation”

I want to say two things at this point: (1) the statement “God is love” is a big statement. Viewed simplistically, it means that the Lord sets his affections on others and actively keeps his commitment to care, be gracious, merciful, and patient. (2) We need to be more thoughtful as we try to put all the biblical data together. The fourth way …. 

D. God’s Electing Love
 
This expression of love is only for those who are God’s chosen.  We find this principle in many locations in the Bible. I will include a few…

Deuteronomy 7:7-8 “The Lord did not set His love on you nor choose you because you were more in number than any of the peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples, 8 but because the Lord loved you and kept the oath which He swore to your forefathers, the Lord brought you out by a mighty hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt.

Deuteronomy 10:14-15 “Behold, to the Lord your God belong heaven and the highest heavens, the earth and all that is in it. 15 “Yet on your fathers did the Lord set His affection to love them, and He chose their descendants after them, even you above all peoples, as it is this day.

These verses sound very different than the others I read earlier. The earlier passages emphasize God’s love for the whole world and desiring all to come to repentance. 
· But here, we find the Lord set his affections or love on certain people and not on others. We find it at the end of the OT. 

Malachi 1:2-3 “I have loved you,” says the Lord. But you say, “How have You loved us?” “Was not Esau Jacob’s brother?” declares the Lord. “Yet I have loved Jacob; 3 but I have hated Esau, and I have made his mountains a desolation and appointed his inheritance for the jackals of the wilderness.”

Even accounting for “hated Esau” as a figure of speech, one cannot avoid the distinction in God’s care for Jacob and Esau. They were different. 
· One was God’s chosen people and the others were sent to the wilderness. Lest we think that this is just an OT idea…

Ephesians 1:3-6 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, 4 just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him. In love 5 He predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind intention of His will, 6 to the praise of the glory of His grace, which He freely bestowed on us in the Beloved.

He chose and in love he predestined us to adoption. This is saying more than God knew who would respond. He made an active choice.

Notice that in every case, it has nothing to do with the skill, looks, or quality of the person involved. God loved them in this way because he chose to do so.

Understanding that God loves differently helps us understand our world. We can tell anyone that God loves them. It is true in some ways. 
· God loves them as part of creation and he loves them patiently waiting for final judgment. But only those who respond are loved in his electing way. Last…

E. God Loves when his children obey

Jude 20-21 But you, beloved, building yourselves up on your most holy faith, praying in the Holy Spirit, 21 keep yourselves in the love of God, waiting anxiously for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to eternal life.

What an interesting passage. We are told to keep ourselves in the love of God. 
· If God loves us as much as he could possibly love us already, then why do I need to keep myself in his love? Why is that contingent, in Jude, on contending for the faith?

John 15:8-10 “My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit, and so prove to be My disciples. 9 “Just as the Father has loved Me, I have also loved you; abide in My love. 10 “If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love; just as I have kept My Father’s commandments and abide in His love.

We can see here that abiding in his love is dependent on keeping his commandments.

Exodus 20:5-6 “You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate Me, 6 but showing lovingkindness to thousands, to those who love Me and keep My commandments. 

All of these passage and more like them indicated that we remain, abide, and keep in his love through obedience. 
· That suggests there is an aspect of his love that we miss should we choose to disregard his commandments.

This makes good sense to me because I can relate. There were a few moments in my life where I did something that did not put me in the good graces of my parents. When those moments happened, I did not necessarily feel very loved. 
· They might have been disappointed, angry, sad, or scared. It was clear we were not on good terms. 
· But if someone asked me whether they loved me, the answer would be “it depends on what you mean.” If you are asking me whether my parents love me as a son and no matter what I do, I will always be a son … yes. If you are asking me whether my choices have kept their affections set on me … no. They are hurt, angry, worried, or sad.

Last week we learned that God is good and he does good. We needed explanations for those moments when we struggle believing that God is good. 
· The same is true for love. God is love and the more we know God, the more we will understand true love.

The more that we understand the different ways that God loves, the easier it will be to answer difficult questions and our life circumstances.
I would like us now to consider some of God’s expressions of love. Each expression may connect to one or more type of love. 

II. Pay Attention to God’s expressions of Love

1 John 4:9-10 By this the love of God was manifested in us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world so 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.

Last Sunday we thought about God’s goodness to us. We sang last Sunday, God is so good, God is so good, he’s so good to me. Today, I would like to think about God’s love. It is easy to say that God loves someone else, but to consider the specific ways you have experienced God’s love.

A. He loved us by sending Jesus to give us life

That is what 1 John 4:9 says. The Bible tells us that we are dead in our trespasses and sin. We are spiritually separated from God, but through Jesus we have life. This was great for us. It had challenges for our savior. 
· He was rejected, despised, tortured, and killed so I could have life. It is worth reminding yourself of God’s expressed love by sending Jesus.

B. He loved us before we loved him

1 John 4:10 tells us that he loved us before we loved him. He made the first move. He set his affections upon us before we even knew we needed them. What grace and kindness.

C. He adopted us with full rights

Our passage in Ephesians 1 said, In love he adopted us as his children. 

Matthew 7:9-11 “Or what man is there among you who, when his son asks for a loaf, will give him a stone? 10 “Or if he asks for a fish, he will not give him a snake, will he? 11 “If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give what is good to those who ask Him!

Throughout the Bible, we not only get the privilege of calling him father, he also calls us his children. We have no right to that. We were not born into his family. It was granted to us through adoption. We were not treated as a second class member of the family. We came with the full rights.

This affects our ability to pray to him, his giving his children good things to enjoy, his gift of the Holy Spirit to work in our lives, and our promised inheritance in heaven.

What has God given you because you, as one of his dearly loved children, asked?

D. He loved us to the point of death

John 5:12-13 “This is My commandment, that you love one another, just as I have loved you. 13 “Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his friends.”

Jesus uses his love of laying down his life as the example to follow. 

I remember hearing as a teenager people say “I love you” often. Sometimes those words made sense. It was a parent to child or spouses to each other or a child to parent. 
· I could understand how a parent loved a child first and would give their life for their son or daughter since they were already caring for them in many ways.

But I did not understand why two high school teenagers were saying I love you. Somewhere along the line I equated in my mind the phrases “I love you” and “I would give my life for you.” 
· I would hear two people that went on a date for 5 minutes say things like “I love you” and I did not get it.

When I looked at my savior, when he said I love you, I saw him taking my place so I might live.

E. He disciplines those he loves

Hebrews 12:7 It is for discipline that you endure; God deals with you as with sons; for what son is there whom his father does not discipline? 8 But if you are without discipline, of which all have become partakers, then you are illegitimate children and not sons….but He disciplines us for our good, so that we may share His holiness. 11 All discipline for the moment seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness.

Discipline is not a sign of neglect, but a sign of love and belonging. On occasion while raising our children, I would take a stronger stance on a matter than another parent. 
· On occasion, one of my children did not think it was fair. I agreed. But I could only be responsible for my children. I was not free to discipline the children of another.

Have you ever experienced the loving discipline of your heavenly father? Can you point to a moment where the Lord humbled you and wanted you to be different? 
· We sometimes call this “tough love.” It is the kind of love that pulls us from a path that leads to additional heartache. 
· We either allow it to train us and produce the peaceful fruit of righteousness or we ignore it and are faced with the challenge of learning the lesson again.

Of course it is painful, but it not the same kind of painful as the discipline in wrath. 
· I remember one practice on my high school soccer team. I don’t remember what I did, but I clearly did not follow the proper instructions because my coach, who was in an army ranger unit, screamed at me, gave me a profanity filled explanation of my inadequacies, and then told me to do a million push ups.

I have found the Lord’s discipline hurts, but it also comes with grace and mercy so that I was not in despair. What about you?

We have covered a lot of ground today from the different ways the Lord loves which helps us wrestle with different kinds of questions, to some of the expressions of God’s love in the Bible so that we can individually reflect on them. I want to conclude the message with …

III. Respond to God’s Love by Loving Him and Others

1 John 4:7, 11 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God…. 11 Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.

Matthew 22:37-39 And He said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 38 “This is the great and foremost commandment. 39 “The second is like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” 

We respond to the Lord’s love with love in return. First for him. We love him first and we love him with all our heart, soul, and mind. We engage all of us to love him. 
· That is why we must walk by the Spirit so that we do not carry out the desires of the flesh.
· That is why we reflect and talk about his love to others
· That is why we put on the full armor of God.

Then, we love one another. Some will be easier to love than others. That is the reality of the differences found in the Lord’s family. 
· That is why we need his help to faithfully live out his commands.

 God is the very definition of love. The more that we see his love, the more motivated we will be to obediently remain in his love.
