NATIONAL COMMUNITY CHURCH

July 31, 2011
The God Anthology: Love
Heather Zempel
What comes to your mind when you think about God? That’s been the topic over the past eight weeks. We’ve been thinking about what comes to mind when we think about God is the most important thing about us. And I think my prayer for us over the past eight weeks has been that maybe there is something about God’s character that we have grown to know something about for the first time. Maybe, for the first time, we’ve embraced his mystery or his beauty; or maybe there is something about God’s character that has been redefined for us in a new way like his wrath or his jealousy. Or maybe it is something about his character that we’ve come to a new place of appreciation and gratitude for, like that hammock of mercy. I think that my prayer above all else is that somehow we have been changed in the process, that something about learning about God’s character and who He is has started to change us, because the way we view God has, in some way, been realigned or recalibrated or redefined.
If you have your Bibles with you this weekend, turn over to I John 4. That’s where I’ll be hanging out. What I find interesting is that we often approach this Book as though it is a solution to our problems, like a how-to manual for how to live our lives, or in some way it reveals to us something about ourselves or our situations. But ultimately, this Book is not about us. Ultimately, this Book is about God. It is a revelation of Him, a revelation of his character. Here’s something that I’ve learned, I’ve learned that I can focus on myself and my situation and never see God in the process, but if I focus on God, then He will reveal everything I need to know about myself and my circumstances in the midst of that.

This weekend, we are going to talk about a characteristic of God that is probably the most popular and the least understood. In I John, John is writing a letter to a congregation in Ephesus, and it is a congregation that has been torn about by theological dispute and by relational conflict, and to this church, he begins writing this letter and he says that Jesus Christ is the light, that Jesus will illuminate all truth. Then about half way through the third chapter, he shifts gears and we pick it up in I John 4 when he writes this:

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.
Twice in this passage, it declares that God is love. Now, I love to preach about God’s wrath and God’s jealousy because I feel like it describes to us something about God’s grace and in that process, we are led to places of more true worship and devotion. The scientist in me and the artist in me kind of war with each other and so I’m intrigued by his mystery and his beauty and I love the theological challenge of his sovereignty. But when I come right down to it, when I think about God and who He is, God is love is the thing that most often springs to my mind. It probably goes all the way back to when I was five years old in five-year-old Sunday School and our teacher, Mrs. Horton, would give us an opportunity to say a memory verse to the rest of the class. So, if we would good, we’d raise our hand and Mrs. Horton would call on us and what I remember is she had this big black Bible and inside the Bible were various colored bookmarks. We would come up and choose a bookmark and then she would turn the Bible open to that page where she had a verse highlighted and then we would read that verse to the rest of the class. Now, when we started in the class, most of us were four years old, so we couldn’t really read yet, so the way this worked is that Mrs. Horton would whisper the verse into our ear and then we would recite it to the rest of the class. What I learned later about these verses is that they were often three or four words excerpted from longer, more complex passages. And they often served some sort of five-year-old Sunday School teacher’s propaganda utilitarian purpose. For instance, they would be something like: children obey your parents; or be kind to one another. I wish we’d gotten a shot at II Kings 2:24, ya know, the one that said two bears came out of the woods and mauled the 42 youths. That would have still served a utilitarian purpose and it would have been awesome!  But ‘God is love’ is one of those verses that we most often recited and learned, and it got so deep in my heart as a kid. It was this idea that God is love that we learned about, that we were taught about, that we memorized verses about, that we sang about, that we created little crafts about. God is love. It profoundly shaped my heart as a kid. But then as I got a little bit older, I realized that there were many things that I loved. We were taught to reflect God’s love back to Him and to love Him and that shaped me and molded me but there were a lot of things in my life that I loved and often, my finite understanding of love didn’t always match God’s infinite expression of it. We live in a culture that is obsessed with the idea of love. 

About six months ago, I did a teaching on this idea that God is love and so out of curiosity, I just did a Google search for the word love and it returned 3.29 billion hits! So a couple days ago, out of curiosity again, I put love in the search bar again and this time, it returned 7.13 billion results. Now I don’t know about the accuracy of these findings on these particular dates, but what I do know is that evidently a lot of people have a lot of things to say about love. And I realized in my own life that I used that word very casually and flippantly and even liberally to describe my emotions and my affections for different things. With the same word, I will say that I love my husband, I love my family, I love my friends, I love my job, I love Kristy Cookies and Corky’s Bar-b-q, and I love LSU football and I love the Wizard of Oz. I love a lot of things, despite the fact that someone on this team once referred to me as an emotional corpse. 
I think we have to redefine love. We have to understand it in light of who God is. When He says He is love, we’ve got to change the way we think about it. God is love. I think it is a false understanding of ‘God is love’ that leads us to say things like, ‘Well, my God would never…’ and then fill in that blank however we might fill it in. Or it is a false understanding of God’s love that leads us to ask the question ‘How could a good God allow bad things to happen to good people?’ It is an incomplete understanding of God’s love that forces us to ask the question, ‘How could a loving God send people to hell?’ I think what’s happen is that we have traded in a belief for ‘God is love’ to embrace a belief that ‘God is nice.’ ‘God is nice’ and ‘God is love’ are two very different things. But what we have wanted to embrace is the idea that God is nice. So when God does things that appear to not be nice, we wonder what is wrong with Him. Nowhere does God ever claim to be nice. Nowhere in the pages of Scripture does it ever declare that God is nice. In fact, if we are honest with what we read in this Book, we’ve got to admit that there are things that don’t appear to be very nice about God’s actions at times, at least not nice in our finite understanding of what that word means. But Scripture does declare and God does characterize Himself over and over and over again as love. God is love! What is fascinating is that Scripture does not merely say that God loves or that God does loving things but that He is love. It is the very essence and core of his character, that everything He does is by definition loving because He is love. 

Love doesn’t so much define God as God defines love. What God does is loving because He is love. When we understand the love of God, it changes everything. When we understand the love of God, it has the power to bring change in our lives that we couldn’t imagine. What we find is that love is not just one of many attributes of God’s character, it is the foundational and fundamental attribute of this character. It is his love that sent his son so that the mystery of God would be revealed. It is his love that allows us to go into the holy of holies and his holiness transforms us. It is the kind of love that is faithful even when we are unfaithful. It is the love that satisfies wrath through self-sacrifice. It is the kind of love that we can ask for mercy. The Psalmist asks for mercy because of God’s unfailing love. It is the kind of love that, in its sovereignty, sees even when the sparrow falls. It is the kind of love that creates beauty out of mess. It is the kind of love that jealousy drives it to pursue what it loves to unspeakable lengths. God’s love is not just one of many attributes, it is the source from which all of his character springs. 

When we understand that God is love, then we begin to understand his jealousy and his wrath and his mercy and his sovereignty in a whole new light. God is love. All of God’s attributes are simply reflections and unique expressions of his love.

When John wrote to the Church at Ephesus and he talked about God’s love, he began to talk about the unique relationship that the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit have with one another, the way they relate with one another and the way they love one another and the way they point to one another and honor one another and seek to serve one another. If we go back to this passage, we read God is love and 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. This is real love, not that we love God but that He loves us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins. It was for love that God the Father and Jesus the Son work together in harmony to bring salvation and redemption and grace. God is love because God is inherently relational. 
I think it is impossible to adequately understand the idea that God is love outside the context of the Trinity. We’ve got to have an understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity in order to understand how God can be love.

Now, some of you I just lost because I said the word ‘doctrine.’ So now we go into theology and everybody takes this moment to take a little nap. But here’s the deal. We need to have good theology. Theology actually comes from two Greek words, Theos, which means God, and logos, which means speech or reason. So if you’ve ever had a single thought about God or you’ve ever said anything about God, then congratulations, you are by definition a theologian. So the question is not ‘are you a theologian?’ the question is ‘are you a good theologian?’  So let’s do some good theology this weekend. 
There is a doctrine in Christian belief called the Trinity. It is this idea about how God exists and it would take us an entire sermon series where we see this, biblically to how it developed historically, to find out how people were willing to fight for it and give their lives for a doctrine that is not explicitly laid out in the Scripture. But it is important because it is so foundational to what we believe. It is foundational to understanding that God is love. The doctrine goes something like this: that God exists in three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and each person is fully God and God is one. Clear? Ok. So God exists as three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit and each person is fully God and God is one. So God exists in community with and of Himself. He is inherently relational. Even though they are three distinct in their being, they are one and walk together in unity. God is inherently relational and it is because of this that we understand that He is love. We see the Trinity throughout Scripture. We see the Trinity at work in the creation. In Genesis 1:1, we see that God is creating and the Holy Spirit is hovering over the chaos. And in John 1:1, we read that nothing was created except that which was created by the Word, which is Jesus Christ. Then we see the Trinity show up again at Jesus’ birth as the angel comes and says that the Holy Spirit will come upon you and that the power of the Almighty will over shadow you, and for that reason, He will be known as the Son of God. Father, Son and Holy Spirit all at work in harmony together. Then we see at Jesus’ baptism that all three of them show up again as the Son is being baptized, a dove descends from the heavens and lands on Christ and from heaven a voice booms, saying, ‘This is my Son in whom I am well pleased.’  We see the Trinity show up in Paul’s benediction to the Church of Corinth when he says, ‘May the grace of Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.’ The Father and the Son work together. They love one another and the Holy Spirit reveals the love that the Father has for the Son and the Son has for the Father and brings us into relation with them.
Very quickly, I’m going to run through these very quickly, so if you’re taking notes and want to write these down, getting ready. We see in Scripture that the Father loves the Son. John 17:24, Jesus asks, Father, I want these whom You have given me to be with Me where I am, then they can see all glory You gave Me because You loved Me even before the world began. The Father loves the Son and gives glory to the Son. Then we see in Scripture that the Son loves the Father. In John 14:32, Jesus says, I will do what the Father requires of Me so that the world will know that I love the Father. So the Father loves the Son and the Son loves the Father. Then we see the Father loves the world. John 3:16, For God loved the world so much that He sent his Son. And then Jesus, the Son, loves the world and wants to give the world to the Father. As we read in John 17, on the night of his crucifixion, Jesus prays that they would be One, and just as I am in You, Father, that they will be in Me and they will be in Us and the world will know that You send Me. The Father loves the Son and the Son loves the Father and the Father loves the world and the Son loves the world. Then the Holy Spirit is given by the Father as promised by the Son in order to serve the Father and obey the Father and to point people to Christ and to draw us in to the life of love that God offers us.

There are three words in ancient Greek writing that refer to love or that we translate into the word love. The first is the word ‘eros’ which is passionate love, sensual love, sexual love, physical love. This particular word is actually not found in the New Testament. Had Solomon been writing, it probably would have been! 

The word ‘phileo’ is a friendship kind of love, a brotherly kind of love, and affection that we have for one another. And this word actually shows up a number of times in the New Testament. Very quickly, we see that the word ‘phileo’ brotherly love, friendship love is used to describe the love of the Father for the Son in John 20, and it is used to describe God’s love for an individual believer in John 16:27, and it is used to describe Jesus’ love for one of his disciples in John 20:2. God displays brotherly love, affection, friendship for his Son.
Then there is another type of love called ‘agape.’ Agape is unconditional love. It has nothing to do with affection or shared interests or shared experience. It is the grace of the person doing the loving that extends unconditional love to another. We find this word being used again to refer to the love of the Father for the Son in John 3:35. We see that this word is used to describe God’s love for an individual believer in John 14:21. And it describes Jesus’ love for one of his disciples in John 13:23. God loves the Son and the Son loves the Father and the Holy Spirit works with them to reveal them to us. It is a friendship love. It is an unconditional love. God exists in community in and of Himself. He is inherently relational and it is in that that we can understand that God is love. 

When we understand that God is love and that this is how He relates in and with and to Himself and how it expresses itself out to us, all of a sudden, jealousy and wrath and mercy and sovereignty take on a little bit different meaning.

As we keep reading in this passage, John goes on to say:

Dear friends, since God loved us that much, we surely ought to love each other. 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.
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.

God gave us a picture of Himself and of his love when He sent Christ in the incarnation. There is also a picture that we see of Christ in a way that we relate to one another, the way we love one another. 

Earlier this week, Ryan and I traveled to Rogue River, Oregon where we celebrated the life of Charles Ray Zempel. Funerals have a way of giving us great clarity about what we think about God and what comes to mind when we think about God. I was struck over and over and over again about how this quiet, unassuming man of faith lived his life and loved the people around him. Anytime anybody was asked about his character, who he was or what they remembered about him, it was always mentioned that he had loved his wife so selflessly and so excellently. Anytime anyone was asked about him, that came up. Then one night at dinner, I was sitting with his daughter, our Aunt Pam, and I asked her, ‘What is one of your favorite memories of your father?’ And she thought for a moment and she said, ‘My favorite memories of my father are actually very recent. It’s been in the early mornings when we sat around the table and had coffee together and those conversations have become so precious to me. And whenever he talked, what he wanted to know was how the grandkids were doing. He wanted to know how they were doing and what they were doing and what was new in their lives because he loved his family so much, particularly the grandkids.’

Then on the last night we were there, we were sitting outside late at night in wonderful 50 degree weather. We sat around a fire pit and the majority of the night consisted on really bad jokes and fried Oreos and S’mores, but somewhere in the middle of the bad jokes, one of the grandkids began to speak out and talk about his memories. It was actually one of the great grandkids. Just to give you a picture of this kid, he is sitting there with a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other and speaking against a backdrop of a childhood of brokenness and he began to express his appreciation for his Grandpa Zempel.  He said, ‘I didn’t have a dad, my father was not present in my life. My grandfather was not present in my life, but Grandpa Zempel was in my life. He was the one who taught me everything I know about what it means, what it looks like to treat a woman well. Grandpa Zempel was the only role model I had about what it meant to be a man. Grandpa Zempel was my father, my grandfather and my friend.’  I don’t think he understood exactly what he was seeing but what he was seeing was a man of faith who was displaying the love of Christ to those around him.  Grandpa Zempel was a decorated veteran of WWII. He was a successful businessman. He was an avid golfer and even up to the day we left, we were beginning to uncover and discover new things about who he was and what he had accomplished in his life.  But the thing that was most meaningful to everybody had nothing to do with any accolades that sat on his shelf or any titles he had been given. It was rooted in the way he related to other people. It was the love of a father that extended to people to spur them on to love and to good works. It was a picture of the love of Christ, that as God lived in him, the full expression of God’s love came into his life and was put on display for the world around him. 
It is the kind of full expression we see when God’s love is working in us and it shows God’s love to the world around us. It is the kind of love that is brought to full expression when we do what Jesus prayed in John 17 when we are one just as He is one. He goes back to this idea, the Trinity again, just as He walked in inseparable unity with his Father that we would have the same kind of community with each other. It is the kind of picture we see when Paul writes to the Church of Corinth in I Corinthians 13. That passage is probably the most famous passage about love in all of Scripture, maybe in all of literature. But what we’ve done with that passage is we’ve turned it into this sappy, sentimental poetry to be read at weddings and slapped on Valentine’s cards. But when we understand the cultural context in which Paul wrote those words, it takes on new meaning. The city of Corinth was anchored by two temples, there was the temple of Apollo, the god of wisdom, and then the temple of Aphrodite, the goddess of love. The way you worshipped at the temple of Aphrodite was that you entered into sexual relationship with the priestesses who served there. It was a love that was self-centered. It was a love that required no commitment and it was rooted in injustice as many of those prostitutes were actually slaves. So into that world, Paul writes these words: love is patient and kind. Already he is speaking about something that is entirely counter-cultural and risky. Love is not jealous or boastful or proud or rude, it does not demand its own way. When was the last time we didn’t demand our own way? Or maybe if you’re like me, when was the last time you didn’t have to fight with yourself to not demand your own way. It is not irritable. It keeps no record of being wronged. It does not rejoice about injustice but rejoices whenever the truth wins out. Love never gives us. It never loses faith. It is always hopeful and endures through every circumstance. Love is the thing that defeats all that is wrong. And this is the picture that God wants to show the world. We could just stop right here and spend our entire lives trying to live out this passage, because when we do, we find that it is a love that is powerful and it is a love that changes everything. 
I was on a team of NCCers a few months ago in Thessalonica, Greece. We had gone there to work with the A21 campaign as they are working to try to raise awareness about modern-day slavery and abolish modern-day slavery. We’d gone for a whole week of seeing unexplainable atrocities in the sex industry. We heard the stories of girls whose lives had been shattered. Our hearts were just breaking at the things we were seeing. I asked Phil, the A21 director, ‘How do you stay motivated every day? How do you sustain it? When you are surrounded by brokenness and horrific stories, how do you stay the course?’ He thought about it for just a moment and then with great conviction, he said, ‘I am motivated by the idea that God is love.’ He said, ‘We can be motivated by a passion for the issue or we can be motivated by a righteous anger at injustice and those things are good because they spur us into action, but over the long haul, those things will only burn you out and the only thing that will really sustain you is abiding in this idea that God is love and that God loves these girls more than we ever could and as we live in God’s love, then God’s love will rush through us and that will sustain this calling.’

Love can actually be the most powerful weapon that we wield and when we do, that love can change everything.

This isn’t some kind of squishy, mushy love. This is love that have the power to change. 

As we keep reading as John writes the church, he says:

And God has given us the Spirit as proof that we live in Him and He in us. Furthermore, we have seen Him with our own eyes and now testify that the Father sent his Son to be the Savior of the world and all who confess that Jesus is the Son of God has God living in them and they live in God. 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.

The story of God is the story of Him bringing his love into our world, of God driving his love into our lives. If we go all the way back to the beginning, He created Adam and Eve and He said let us make them to be like us. He created us with the capacity for relationship, with the capacity for love. Then when we fell, his love sprang into action, activating his wrath and activating his grace, to sacrifice an animal so that community could be maintained and restored. We see his love in action as Abraham holds a knife above his son to sacrifice him and love provided a ram, a substitute sacrifice in the thicket. We see his love as the Passover is implemented. He said, ‘My love is a redeeming love and will be celebrated throughout the generations. We see his love as He gives the Ten Commandments. After He gives the Ten Commandments, He declares that I am a God full of compassion because I am full of unfailing love. We see that David, despite all of his faults, is hailed as a man after God’s own heart. We realize that the Psalmist declares God’s unfailing love over 100 times. And for anybody that thinks that God is more wrath and He is more love in the Old Testament, read the book of Hosea, a book that has such a fierce and jealous and redeeming love that we almost can’t even being to imagine it. And then we get to the incarnation where God sends his love in physical form to the earth. We see that Jesus teaches about things like a Father who runs to a prodigal son; about a shepherd who leaves the flock to go rescue the one; about the Samaritan who lends a hand of help to the Jewish man who was left for dead on the road. He left them with a new commandment that you should love each other just as I have loved you, you love each other, and by this the world will know that you are my disciples. As He went to the cross, He continued to pour out love. He continued write love into the stories of the lives of the people that He encountered. He restored the cut off ear to the servant of the high priest. He offered forgiveness to those who mocked Him and spit upon Him and crucified Him. He promised that He would see the thief next to Him in paradise. And as He looked down from the cross and saw his mother and his best friend, he ensured that his best friend was going to take care of his mom. He was writing love into the stories of the lives of the people, and the cross is the ultimate expression of God’s love. 

It is as the cross that we see the mystery of redemption revealed as the blood of life pours through Christ’s beatless heart. It is at the place of the cross that we see that He is faithful to the very end and his faithfulness as it was revealed in the provision of the ram in the thicket and as it was proclaimed through generations of prophets, it becomes manifest on the cross. We see that God’s love is shown on the cross and the way that wrath and mercy collide with one another to make a way of rescue for us. We see God’s sovereignty revealed on the cross as He shows Himself sovereign and supreme over life and death and sin and creation. We see that God’s jealous love on the cross led Him to places that we can’t even begin to imagine to win back that which He loves. We see that God’s love at the cross creates beauty out of mess.
God is love and the cross is the ultimate expression of it. It is the place where we see all of his attributes combined to bring change to our lives. The cross is the place where love changed everything. Change doesn’t begin by making a decision to start coming to church. Change doesn’t begin by us setting some new goals or trying to break some old habits or establish new patterns of thinking. Change doesn’t begin by us making a decision to try really, really hard. Change begins at surrender at the cross. It is the place where God’s perfect love was poured out to broken people for the purpose of changing everything. God is love.

God’s love is rooted in the fact that He is inherently relational. And all of his attributes are tied to this idea that He is love and his perfect love has been poured out. And when that happens, it changes everything.

Our worship team has been writing songs to go along with each of these attributes. We are about to sing a new one, but before we do that, I want to show a video. This is Pastor Curtis that wrote the song and he talks a little bit about where it came from and the process of writing it. So we’ll watch that and then the band will come up and lead us. 

[video]
