NATIONAL COMMUNITY CHURCH

February 13, 2011
God is Love
Heather Zempel
Dear Friends, let us continue to love one another, for anyone who loves is a child of God and knows God. And anyone who does not love does not know God, for God is love.
Question – when you think about your spiritual life, is it propelled more by a fear of God’s disfavor or awe at his love? 
The thing that is shaping you and motivating you and fueling your spiritual life, is it the potential threat of God’s disfavor over what you will do or not do, or is it an overwhelming sense of his love? God is love.  Just imagine for a moment if the reason we met together on weekends or the reason that we came in small group communities or the reason that we serve the people around us is because we were so overwhelmed by the love of God, we couldn’t do anything else. God is love.  Yet, those words become trite. They start to ring hollow for us. We say it and we believe it and maybe we wrestle with it and we consider it and we question it, and we say God is love but something just seems lacking in it. 
I’ve got a little confession to make, I think preaching a message about ‘God is love’ might be one of the most insecure moments for me, because even though I say God is love and I believe that with everything in me, the more I pray about it and the more I talk about it, the more I realize the less I really get about it. I mean, if I really believe that God is love, it would radically change the way I relate to you. If I really believe that God is love, it would completely transform the way I relate to other people. God is love.

Maybe it is just my personality. About five years ago, I was told by a member of this team that I was an emotional corpse. That person shall remain nameless but maybe I don’t really have the credentials to talk about what it means, although it seems like a lot of people with very, very few credentials seem to have a lot to say about love. Love is the thing that has been the most talked about, the most written about, the most sung about, the most questioned and most wrestled with. Most disappointments come from this idea of love. It is really hard to even find a story that doesn’t have a love scene running through it. Think about the movies and the books that capture our imaginations. It is hard to find one that doesn’t have a theme of love running through it. Ryan and I were talking last night about Master and Commander; it is a great movie without any romantic love story running through it, but there is a tremendous friendship love running through it.  Finding Nemo has tremendous father-son love running through it. We don’t have a good story unless love is a part of it. I did a quick Google search on just the word ‘love’ and it returned 3.29 billion hits!  Our philosophers, our poets talk about love. Plato said that love is a great mental disease. The poet Robert Frost said love is an irresistible desire to be irresistibly desired. If we look at those who have shaped our faith and our history, we see people like Jesus of Nazareth saying, ‘Greater love has no man than this, to lay down his life for his friends.’ Saul of Tarsus says that ‘three things will remain, faith, hope and love and the greatest of these is love.’ Alexander said, ‘God Himself is love and for the sake of this love, makes Himself known.’ Augustus said, ‘What I needed most was to love and to be loved.’ Ignatius said, ‘Love shows itself better through deeds than by words.’ And the rising theologian of our youth culture today, Beaver Canada said, ‘And I’m like baby, baby, baby, oh, like baby, baby, baby, oh.’ [??]
Part of our confusion is that we throw the word ‘love’ around to mean a lot of different things. I did a quick Google search on my blog and discovered that in 46 different posts, I had used the word ‘love,’ specifically the phrase ‘I love.’  I also suspect that someone who was not an emotional corpse would have used it more than 46 times. Here are a few of the things I said I love: I love challenges, I love my job, I love my mom, I love Ryan, I love small groups, I love the South, I love Steph Modder, even though she called me an emotional corpse. 

We throw the word ‘love’ around until it almost becomes meaningless; it almost loses its potency. And I think is, when we talk about God is love, we say that but the way we hear it and the way we understand it is really something more along the lines of ‘God is nice.’ So what we end up with is not ‘God is love’ but ‘God is nice’ and those are the things that make us question is God really love because He seems to be doing things that we don’t consider to be very loving. But let’s just take these verses again and read them with that word inserted in.
Dear friends, let us continue to be nice to one another, for niceness comes from God. Anyone who is nice to others is a child of God and knows God, but anyone who is not nice does not know God, for God is nice.

That just loses something! It loses some of its edge, because any love that is worth having or worth giving has a ferocity and a jealousy attached to it. Niceness is just not enough. I looked through ten different English translations of Scripture and nowhere in any of them does it ever say ‘God is nice.’ It does say God is love. ‘God is love’ is biblical; ‘God is nice’ is not. 
Over 760 times in Scripture is the idea of love addressed, and about 10% of those are find in the writings of the disciple John. In his 21 chapters of his gospel and in the three letters that he writes, he addresses this theme of love about 77 times.  If you’ve got your Bibles with you today, we are going to hang out in I John. While you are going there, I’m just going to frame it a little bit. For those of you who are new to NCC, we are reading through the Bible together. We started in Lent last year and we’ll be going on to March and we are reading together and preaching through it together, so this week we were in I John. I John was written by the apostle John probably sometime around 85 A.D. That would have been 20 years after Peter and Paul had been executed. He was writing it, most likely, to a series of churches that he had influence in and that he was giving pastoral oversight and authority to. It was written to these churches at a time of severe social conflict and intense theological debate.  Because John writes about love so much, we often equate John with the idea of love, and because of that, we often put him in the featherweight category. Like, John is the guy who had warm fuzzies all the time. Or John was the emotional artist type. But what is interesting about John is that his nickname was Son of Thunder, and when he was writing to the churches, he referred to troublemakers in the church as children of the devil. Now, I don’t even say that about Pastor Mike! Unlike most of Paul’s writings, John’s doesn’t have a linear progression in his book. It is almost kaleidoscopic, there are three topics coming up over and over, light, truth and love. It is almost like you are going down a spiral staircase where, with each step, you are addressing one of those topics again from a new perspective and then it references those other two in a new light. So what we get to in I John 4:7 is this, and we are not going to unpack this entire passage, but I want to read it all so we have it in context.
 7 Dear friends, let us continue to love one another, for love comes from God. Anyone who loves is a child of God and knows God. 8 But anyone who does not love does not know God, for God is love. 

 9 God showed how much he loved us by sending his one and only Son into the world so that we might have eternal life through him. 10 This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins. 

 11 Dear friends, since God loved us that much, we surely ought to love each other. 12 No one has ever seen God. But if we love each other, God lives in us, and his love is brought to full expression in us. 

 13 And God has given us his Spirit as proof that we live in him and he in us. 14 Furthermore, we have seen with our own eyes and now testify that the Father sent his Son to be the Savior of the world. 15 All who confess that Jesus is the Son of God have God living in them, and they live in God. 16 We know how much God loves us, and we have put our trust in his love. 

   God is love, and all who live in love live in God, and God lives in them. 17 And as we live in God, our love grows more perfect. So we will not be afraid on the day of judgment, but we can face him with confidence because we live like Jesus here in this world. 

 18 Such love has no fear, because perfect love expels all fear. If we are afraid, it is for fear of punishment, and this shows that we have not fully experienced his perfect love. 19 We love each other because he loved us first. {Parenthetical thought here, some translations say we love Him because He first loved us; some say simply, we love because He loved us first. They are all correct. This was also the first verse I memorized as a kid on my own. I think the Scripture that we come to earliest in our faith journey and the ones that we are drawn to are profoundly impacting our theology}
 20 If someone says, “I love God,” but hates a Christian brother or sister, that person is a liar; for if we don’t love people we can see, how can we love God, whom we cannot see? 21 And he has given us this command: Those who love God must also love their Christian brothers and sisters.

Now, in ancient Greek writings, there were three different kinds of words that we translate today into the word love. One is aros.  This is a love that is physical in nature and it is passionate and it is sexual; it is the kind of love we talked about last week out of the Song of Solomon. There is another kind of love called philao. It is where the city of Philadelphia, the City of Brotherly Love, gets its name. It is a friendship love; a love that is driven by similar interests; it is the kind of love that is shared between friends.  Then there is another word called agape that was rarely used in secular Greek writing. It is a love that is based on self-sacrifice. It is a love that isn’t based on the worthiness of the one being love. It isn’t based on what they’ve done or haven’t done. It is a love that selflessly acts on behalf of the highest interest of the person being loved. And that word ‘agape’ is the word the gospel writers adopt to describe the love of God. So when we read in I John about the love of God, it is this kind of love. It is a love that goes beyond natural motivation for love. It is a love that is unconditional. And the scary is when it talks to us about how we should love others, it is the same word that is used. God is love, selfless, sacrificially, and we are called to love that way as well.
I think whenever we talk about ‘God is love,’ it is a really tricky topic to start talking about because we all have storied that have been marred and tainted and perverted by this idea of love. I mean, sitting here, wherever you are at, whatever location you are at this weekend, there is someone who has been betrayed by someone that they loved very dearly. There is someone who is trying to think through, ‘I really love this person I’ve been dating and what does that mean for the next step in our relationship?’ There is someone here who is beginning to realize that they don’t really love their spouse and they wonder if they ever did. There is someone who has been deeply hurt by someone who claims to love them the most. There is no way that in one message or one weekend we can address every felt need that is related to this topic of love, that is related to our need for love, but what we will do is elevate the characteristic of God, this attribute of his character because we realize that ‘God is love’ is the answer to every felt need we have.  It doesn’t matter what our situations are; it doesn’t matter what our experience has been with love, either love given or love received, ‘God is love’ is the solution to every need we’ve ever had, ever have or ever will have. ‘God is love!’  That’s the twist in all of our stories. That ‘God is love’ has entered our story and it changes the way we’ve lived.
The first couple verses we read says:

7 Dear friends, let us continue to love one another, for love comes from God. Anyone who loves is a child of God and knows God. 8 But anyone who does not love does not know God, for God is love.
First of all, I think it is really amazing that we worship a deity who loves. That is not normal in most religious, philosophical thought. We serve a God who loves. And the interesting thing is that the text does not just say God loves or that God does loving things. It says that He is love. He doesn’t simply love, He doesn’t just do loving things, He is love, therefore everything that He does is, by definition, loving, because He defines love.

Now, if I’m going to be really honest, I’ve got to admit that there are places in Scripture that it doesn’t really seem like God is love. Let’s just be honest about this. When I turn to the book of Exodus and I see God killing baby boys or first born Egyptians that had nothing to do with Pharaoh’s refusal to let the children of Israel go; and He sends his death angel. Why does God even need a death angel? That’s just odd to me. That is hard to reconcile. And when I turn over to the New Testament, see, sometimes we think God has some issues in the Old Testament but then He got saved in the New Testament and now He is nice, but then the problem is, in the first few days of the church, you’ve got this couple that is struck down because they laid about their faith promise that they made. So what do you do with that? Then when I look at my life and I see stuff that has happened or stuff that has not happened, or more importantly, when I look at my friends and see things that have happened to them that should never happen to a human being; when I look at the world around us and I see a world that is distraught and torn apart by war and poverty and we say ‘God is love,’ how do we reconcile those things?

The first book of the Bible ever written is the book of Job and it asks this question that has haunted us for as long as humanity has been in existence – why do bad things happen to good people? And the book of Job never answers the question. It just shows us a man who responds in a way that is godly in the midst of those circumstances. Yet, the Bible keeps telling us that God is love, God is love. How do we reconcile these things?

I think the first thing I have to do is realize that I don’t hold God in my judgment. See, we want to put God on trial and look at his actions and determine if that was loving or not. That’s not what the Bible says. The Bible doesn’t just say that He loves us, it says that He is love, which means whatever He does is, by definition, loving. So we can’t hold Him in our judgment. And one of the things I’m slowly learning is that in my finite mind is I’ve put what I read in Scripture and what I see in the world through my finite human filter. I am maybe ascribing things to God that were not His. There are things that happen in this world that God hates more than we hate. So it might be that we are blaming God for something that He did not do. 

The other thing I realize is that my finite brain just sometimes doesn’t understand the depth of God’s love and the extent of God’s love. And when I read things in the Bible about his wrath and his justice and jealousy, I’ve got to trust that all of those will make sense someday when seen against the backdrop of his love. See, I think God knew that this was hard for us to grasp and to get because when we keep reading, it says in verse 9

9 God showed how much he loved us by sending his one and only Son into the world so that we might have eternal life through him. 10 This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins.
Romans 5:8 says basically the same thing

9 God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.
While we have held God in our judgment and we have put God on trial to determine whether his actions are loving or not, God does the unthinkable and unimaginable and sends his Son into the depth of our sin, into the depth of our world to bring us life.  It is almost as if the verse where He showed his love, the original word there carries with it the ideal of revealing; that it was something that had been hidden for a while and it needed revealing; that this idea that God is love to this point was just a concept, and idea that was hard for us to grasp and hard for us to see, so God sent a concrete expression of love in the person of Jesus Christ. And when we consider the world that Jesus came into, He was born into a world where Herod was massacring babies, He was sent into a world of poverty. His parents were so poor that when they went to the temple to offer the sacrifice for Him, they weren’t able to offer the normal sacrifice; instead, they were only able to offer the two turtle doves, the minimal sacrifice that they could offer. He lived an ordinary life, yet there was nothing ordinary about the Creator of the universe coming to earth wrapped in the skin of his own creation, submitting Himself to the care of his own creation so that He might bring us life. God’s love is expressed most concretely through the incarnation and when we begin to question whether or not God is love, that’s what we look to. We look to Christ and to the cross and that is how we know that God is love. 
We keep reading:

11 Dear friends, since God loved us that much, we surely ought to love each other. 12 No one has ever seen God. But if we love each other, God lives in us, and his love is brought to full expression in us.
Don’t you love how God just smacks us across the face unexpectedly in Scripture? I mean, He has brought us to the heights of ‘God is love’ and then demonstrates that the concrete expression of love is in the person of Jesus Christ and then out of nowhere, He says that means you’ve got to love each other. Because He loves us, you ought to love each other. It’s like God takes us to this beautiful glorious place of who He is and then sticks our noses into our own mess. He says now you have to love each other. Jesus Christ was God’s concrete expression of his love and our love for each other is the way that God’s love is expressed concretely to the world around us.

There is a great story in Mark 9 where Jesus takes three of his disciples up onto the Mountain of Transfiguration with Him and while He is there with Peter James and John, Moses and Elijah appear and they are having a great time there and Peter decides they just need to camp out there. And in the midst of this glorious moment, Jesus says, ‘No, because there is a man that is coming up the foot of this mountain and he has a lunatic boy and he needs our help.’ Compassion drove Him off the mountain to care for the people. Compassion drove Him out of heaven. Philippians 2 says that He made Himself nothing. He left everything He had in heaven to come down as this concrete expression of God’s love to the world and it also drove Him to care for the people of the world. Love drove Him down from the Mount of Transfiguration, down from his glory, love drove Him for his place in heaven to earth and love should drive us to sacrifice for one another, to love another with that same kind of compassion. The gospel was not just given for our consideration and our contemplation. It was given for our action. The cross is not the gospel in contemplation. The cross is the gospel in action. This isn’t something we just sit and talk about. It is not just an idea. Jesus Christ was the concrete expression of ‘God is love’ to the world and the way we love one another is the way we concretely express the idea that ‘God is love’ to the world around us.

Jesus said, ‘A new command I have for you, love one another. By your love for one another, the world will know that you are my disciples.’

We have a silly little holiday coming up on Monday called Valentine’s Day. A lot of us think that that was a holiday that was initiated by the card companies to make us buy things for other people so that they know that we love them. The reality is that this holiday was instituted by the church in the 5th Century to commemorate a martyr, a man who gave his life for the faith. So when we talk about ‘God is love’ and that God expresses his love most concretely through Jesus Christ, and that love is expressed to the world around us most concretely by our love for one another, what is something we can do Monday to show sacrificial love to another person? I’m not talking about red heart cards and I’m not talking about chocolate, although I love chocolate and if anybody feels like they need to express love to me! But what is a way that we can concretely show the love of Christ to another person? What is a way that we can show love to one another or love to someone else in such a way that it captures the attention of the world and they realize exactly what Jesus said, that we will be known as his disciples because of our love for one another? How can we show that? How can we do that?

I want you to take a quick moment, because I believe God might drop the name of somebody into your spirit right now and an idea of a way that you can show sacrificial love.
We keep reading:

   God is love, and all who live in love live in God, and God lives in them. 17 And as we live in God, our love grows more perfect. So we will not be afraid on the day of judgment, but we can face him with confidence because we live like Jesus here in this world.
Such love has no fear because perfect love expels all fear. If we are afraid, it is for fear of punishment and this shows that we have not fully experienced his perfect love.

I want to take us back to that first question I asked – what is the primary motivation of our spiritual life? What is the thing that is most profoundly shaping us? Is it the treat of God’s disfavor or is it an overwhelming gratitude for his love? Are we motivated by fear or are we motivated by the fact that God loves us so much that there is only one way to live? 

There is a healthy kind of fear. God says actually that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of all wisdom. That is the kind of fear that causes us to look at Him in awe and reverence. The kind of fear that is being talked about here that needs to be expelled is a fear that causes us to look more and more into ourselves and try to save ourselves from punishment. See, what God is saying is, ‘I don’t want a relationship with you based on fear, I don’t want a relationship with you that is predicated on the idea that if you don’t do everything right, that you won’t get into heaven at the end of this, I don’t want this thing to be driven by fear but by love.’  Not a nice love, not the kind of love that is acceptable in social gatherings, but a love that is fierce, a jealous love, the jealous love that sends Jesus from heaven to go and destroy the works of the enemy, the kind of jealous love that causes Him to go after his beloved and win them back. It is a wrathful love that takes sin and dumps it on the Son of God and nails it to the cross. It is a just love that causes that Savior to be sacrificed to pay a debt that we couldn’t pay. And it is a holy love that demands purity in a world where love has been understood in such a way that it is tainted and marred and perverted. His jealousy and his wrath and his justice are all good because He is love.

God is not nice. There are a lot of nice people in this world that cannot meet our deepest needs. God is love. His love is the solution for every felt need that we have. Some of us are here today and when we read this stuff about fear and if we fear, it is fear of punishment and that shows that we haven’t fully experienced his perfect love. Some of us are here and when we hear ‘God is love’ it is really hard for us to grasp because we’ve never come to the foot of the cross where it has given us its most concrete expression. ‘God is love’ is just an idea until we come into relationship with Jesus Christ. And for some of us, what we need to do is love each other, because that’s how we express God’s love to the world around us.
God, I thank You that You are love and I pray that You would take these words that have been spoken today and that You would anoint them through your Holy Spirit because any words that we try to say to wrap around this idea of your love will just fall flat, because there is no way that we can comprehend the height or the depth or the length or the breadth or the width of your love. Your love goes beyond our ability to comprehend it, beyond our ability to imagine it. God, we thank You for Jesus Christ and we thank You for the cross. For those that might be here today that just cannot grasp the idea that God is love because they’ve never come to the foot of the cross, I pray that You would draw them there today, God that You would help them to understand that You demonstrated your love for them on the cross. God, for those of us who claim to have relationship with You, I pray that we would love one another, not because it is the nice thing to do, but because You are love and as we live in You, we can’t help but do anything else. Thank You that You are love. Help us to understand it and to grasp it. God as we worship You, I pray that You would make your love real to us. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
