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Before I read the Scripture passage for us I want to share with you a bit of 
history.

In the early years of the 20th century, Sir Ernest Shackleton was a much-
celebrated Antarctic explorer who famously led sea and land expeditions 
between 1901-1916. In his writings, he describes some of the tasks he and 
his companions faced in preparing to return from a near fatal expedition 
to the South Pole. They needed to leave some possessions behind. He 
writes that he was profoundly impressed with the things his companions 
considered important, as contrasted with the things they threw away. For 
example, they took their money out their pockets and left it behind. Even 
food knapsacks they threw away. What they did not leave behind were 
pictures of loved ones and letters from home. These they carried with them.

And today we want to talk about love—the kind of love that caused those 
explorers to leave behind material things and cling to pictures and letters 
from their loved ones.
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READ John 3:16-21

“For God so loved the world that God gave 
God’s one and only Son, that whoever 
believes in Him shall not perish but have 
eternal life.” (John 3:16)

I know, this may not be the kind of love 
that most people hear much about these 
days. The word love is used and misused 
in many ways. I mean, after all, “Love. It’s 
What Makes a Subaru a Subaru.” What on 
earth does that mean?! I know it’s from a 
2016 Subaru commercial, but seriously! The 
word love can be abused in so many ways, 
so let’s add another word for our purposes 
today—let’s think together about loving 
relationships. 

Money—what’s money? Of course, we 
need enough to meet our daily needs. 
However, when someone says, “I wouldn’t 
take a million dollars for my child,” they 
usually mean it, don’t they? Money means 
very little in comparison to the people we 
love.

Success—what’s success? Often the most 
miserable person in the world is the one at 
the top of the heap. So, everybody in the 
world pats you on the back and tells you 
what a great person you are. What is that 
compared to having someone very close 
to you, very committed to you, whisper, “I 
love you.” and mean it? Let me say it again. 
Again and again, we’re going to see that 
what really counts is loving relationships.

There are three relationships I would like to 
focus on today. The first is the relationship 
we have with those closest to us.

I have a quote from President Teddy 
Roosevelt that I would like to read to you. 
It was during an election campaign. He 
was writing to his sister and he mentioned 
his wife, Edith. He writes, “As I went up the 
White House steps, Edith came to meet 
me at the door, and I suddenly realized 

that, after all, no matter what the outcome 
of the election was, my happiness was 
assured—that even though my ambition 
to have the seal of approval put upon 
my administration might not be gratified, 
my happiness was assured—for my life 
with Edith and my children constitutes my 
happiness.”

Some of us know what he’s talking about, 
don’t you? And others of us long to know 
for ourselves what he’s describing. 

What a great and wonderful thing to love 
and to be loved! How long has it been, 
my friend, since you really told those 
closest to you that you love them? Do we 
realize that’s what really matters to them? 
Let’s love them while there’s still time—
we, who are so busy working ourselves 
to distraction if not to an early grave in 
order to give our families all the material 
blessings of life, we can forget that what 
they need most is us. That’s one nice thing 
about our sequestering at home during 
the pandemic is that is that some of our 
families have used it as an opportunity to 
reconnect.

And there is another family that we don’t 
talk about like we could—and that’s the 
total human family to which we all belong. 
This family includes everyone on this earth.

Did you know that after the death of author 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, some of his friends 
went through many of his papers? What 
they found were a number of unfinished 
plots. And one of these plots had to do with 
the members of an estranged family who 
inherited a large house. In order to take 
possession of the house, there was one 
requirement—they had to prove they could 
live happily in it together. We don’t know if 
they were able to keep the house or not. 
After all, the story was never finished. But 
we all know some families would not  
make it.
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But let’s think about this for a few moments. 
Humanity is in much the same situation. We 
all have inherited a house—this wonderful 
earth. It’s a big house, and we’ve become 
a very big family. Billions of us. And we’re 
a very diverse family—Asians, Africans, 
Indians, Australians, Russians, Europeans, 
North, Central and South Americans. 
Regardless of language, cultural and 
religious differences, we’ve inherited this 
wonderful house, and our task is to learn to 
live in it together.

Isn’t it tragic that the human family has 
been torn through the ages by so much 
hatred and violence? And it’s so needless 
too. If only we realized that we are all 
children of God. We are all children 
of God—regardless of our skin tone—
regardless of our ethnic background or 
nationality or politics or religion .

It’s like a powerful story that Michael 
Lindvall tells about a friend of his named 
Fuad Bahman. (You can find it in Lindvall’s 
book, The Christian Life, A Geography of 
God.) Fuad was a Christian pastor in Beirut, 
Lebanon for over twenty years.

Back in 1983, the Israeli army invaded 
Lebanon. Rumors circulated that Israel was 
planning a prolonged siege of Beirut, and 
so members of Fuad’s church began to 
buy up all the canned food they could in 
order to survive. They were hoarding life’s 
essentials just as many people did when 
the coronavirus first hit this country a year 
ago.

And their fears were justified. West Beirut 
was totally cut off. And so the official 
body of the church met to decide how to 
distribute the food they had purchased. 
Two proposals were put forth. The first 
proposal was to distribute food to the 
church members first, then other Christians 
secondly, and lastly—if any food was left—
to their Muslim neighbors.

The second proposal was different. First, 
food would be given to their Muslim 
neighbors, then to other Christians, finally— 
if there was any left over—to church 
members.

The meeting lasted six hours. It ended 
when an older, quiet, much respected 
Elder in the church, a woman, stood up and 
said, “If we do not demonstrate the love of 
Christ in this place, who will?” And guess 
what? The second motion passed. They 
distributed food to their Muslim neighbors 
first.

I wonder how many Christian 
congregations in our land would be so 
generous. “If we do not demonstrate the 
love of Christ in this place, who will?” That 
would be a good motto for the church 
today. It would be a good motto for the 
church as we emerge from the pandemic.

This is the second family to which we all 
belong—the human family. 

And there is, of course, a third 
relationship that is the foundation for the 
others—this is our relationship with God.  
“This is love,” says 1 John 4:10, “not that we 
loved God, but that God loved us and sent 
God’s Son as an atoning sacrifice for our 
sins.” What a powerful sentence: “not that 
we loved God, but that God loved us.”

It’s like a story Webb Garrison tells in his 
book, White House Ladies: Fascinating 
Tales and Colorful Curiosities, about Lucy 
Hayes, wife of Rutherford B. Hayes, the 
19th president of the United States.

In 1864, Lucy Hayes received news that her 
husband, who was a colonel in the Union 
army in the Civil War, was killed in action. 
However, that same day, a telegram arrived 
announcing that Hayes was not dead, only 
badly injured during a battle in Virginia.
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Lucy Hayes didn’t know what to think. Was 
he alive or dead? Communication lines 
were unreliable at this time in our history. 
But whether he was alive or dead, Lucy was 
determined to bring her husband home. So 
she set out on a journey through dangerous 
territory to find him.

She searched scorched battlefields and crude 
hospitals until finally, two weeks after she 
left home, Lucy found her husband, badly 
injured but alive. When he campaigned for 
the presidency a few years later, Rutherford 
B. Hayes told sympathetic audiences of his 
loving wife who risked her own life “wandering 
over all Kingdom Come in search of her 
husband’s corpse—only to be surprised by 
finding him alive and kicking.”

In the same way, imagine God “wandering 
over all Kingdom Come” in order to bring 
us home into a loving relationship with Him. 
“This is love, not that we loved God, but that 
God loved us and sent His Son as an atoning 
sacrifice for our sins.” Then I John adds these 
crowning words, “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 God’s love is 
made complete in us.” (1 John 4:7-12)

This is what life is about—loving relationships 
with those closest to us, with the rest of God’s 
children scattered all over the world, and with 
the God who created us and sustains us with 
His love today.

How about you? Chances are that, before 
you are through with this life, you will face 
many hardships and much distress. Have you 
developed that relationship with God that will 
give you strength to bear any burden, endure 
any heartache, be victorious over every evil?

One last story. You will recall that in the early 
days of printing, books printers had to set all 
the type by hand. It was an arduous task. It is 
said that whenever British printers received an 
order to print a collection of Alfred Tennyson’s 

poems, they immediately ordered hundreds 
of extra letters—Ls and Vs—for their presses. 
They knew Tennyson used the word ‘love’ so 
often in his poetry that the average set of type 
could not possibly supply all the necessary 
letters.

It is with that same kind of extravagant love 
that God loves us. It would take all the Ls and 
So and Vs and Es in the universe to express 
God’s love. “God so loved the world . . .” 
proclaims our Scripture for today. It is the 
message that our Creator God, who brought 
into being everything that was or is or ever 
will be, wants to have an intimate loving 
relationship with every person on earth. It 
makes no difference where we come from, 
who we are, what we’ve done. God wants to 
be closer to us than any friend, any associate, 
any family member we’ve ever known. “For 
God so loved the world that God gave God’s 
one and only Son, that whoever believes in 
Him shall not perish but have eternal life.”

God wants a loving relationship with us. What 
if we said yes? 


