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The God Who Loves

Grace Community Church Sunday School

Carson, Don A.  The God Who Is There: Finding Your Place in God's Story.  Baker Books, 2010.

“Sadly, precisely because our culture finds it relatively easy to believe that God is a God of love, we have developed notions of God's love that are disturbingly spongy and sentimental and almost always alienated from the full range of the attributes that make God, God” (136).

I. Five Ways the Bible Speaks of God's Love (Not Five Kinds of Love)

A. Intra-Trinitarian Love

– While not downplaying all its concomitant difficulties, one of the crucial descriptions of God's love is that within the Trinity.  The Father loves the Son, the Son loves the Father, and all this in the unity of the Spirit.

– Jesus loves the Father and willingly goes to the cross primarily because he loves the Father and does his will.  The Father explicitly states his love for the Son in two major events: Jesus' baptism (Matthew 3) and the Transfiguration (Matthew 17).

B. General Creation Care

– God indiscriminately cares and provides for all of his creation, regardless of their moral or spiritual status.

– Matthew 5:44-47

C. Pleading Love

– God often pleads with people to repent; he does not delight in their destruction.

– Ezekiel 18:23, 32; 33:11

D. Electing Love

– God loves some and not others, based solely and simply upon his sovereign choice. Jacob was loved; Esau was not.

– Deuteronomy 7:6-8; 10:14-15

E. Conditional Love

– In connection with his people, God's love is sometimes spoken of as conditional upon obedience. Jude 21 commands, “Keep yourself in the love of God.” In the Old Testament, God reveals himself as the One who shows steadfast love to a thousand generations of those who keep his commandments.

It is no wonder, then, that Dr. Carson would name his book on this very subject The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God. We use similar nuances and contextually determined uses of love ourselves, without even realizing it. “I love playing guitar, I love ice cream, I love my wife.” Those are all true and accurate statements, but they clearly have different intentions and contexts.

To use another analogy, parents love their children unconditionally, simply because they are their children. Whether your daughters are hookers in LA or social workers helping disadvantaged kids, they're loved. Whether your sons are Rangers or heroin dealers in New York, they're loved.  And yet, the context of love changes when the edict is issued, “Be home by midnight.” 12:01 is the harbinger of wrath, because love in that sense is conditional upon obedience.  It's the same kids and the same parents, but the context changes how the word “love” is used.

Are statements like “God loves everybody just the same” and “You can't do anything to make God love you more” true or false? The answer is, it depends. The point is to see that the Bible's use of God's love is quite deep and nuanced; we cannot take one statement, true in one context, and make it true in every context. Let the Bible speak on its terms in its contexts, and let us learn from the Bible, not expect the Bible to learn from us.

II. John 3:16-21

A. In the Bible, it is simply astonishing that God loves us.

– Sadly, this is a foreign concept to us by default. We tend to think that not only should God love, but especially that he should love me. After all, what's  not to love, right? I'm not Saddam Hussein or Hitler or Ted Bundy or Jeffrey Dahmer; I pay my taxes, I call my mom; I go to church. What's not to love?

– An illustration: A couple walks down a beach. They kick off their shoes to feel the warm, wet sand between their toes. He takes her hand in his, gazes into her eyes, and says, “I love you.”

– What does he mean to say this? It could be that his hormones are raging and he simply wants to jump in bed with her. At the very least, it means he finds in her that which is lovely and attractive to him. He may even talk about how lovely her physical features are, how wonderful her personality is, how contagious her laugh may be, anything.

– He is not saying. “ 'Sue, quite frankly, you are the most homely creature I know. Your bad breath could stop a herd of rampaging elephants. Your knees remind me of a crippled camel. You have the personality of Genghis Khan. You don't have any sense of humor. You're a miserable, self-righteous, narcissistic, hateful woman, and I love you'” (140).

– So when God says that he loves the world, is he declaring the lovableness of the world?

– Most of the time, when John uses the word “world,” he's referring to the “human-centered, created order that God made and that has rebelled against him in hatefulness and idolatry, resulting in broken relationships, infidelity, and wickedness” (140).

– We've seen one use of “world” already: in 1:10, Jesus was in the world, the world which he made, and the world did not receive him.

– Here in chapter 3, we see it again in 3:19: the world saw the light of God's gracious self-revealing in Jesus and chose darkness instead. The pure, good, clean light of God only shows all the dirt; it's safer to be in darkness.

– When John says that God so loved the world, God is basically saying, “ 'Morally speaking, you are the people of the crippled knees. You are the people of the moral bad breath. You are the people of the rampaging Genghis Khan personality. You are hateful and spiteful and murderous. And you know what? I love you anyway—not because you are so lovable but because I am that kind of God'” (140-141).

– God's love is amazing and marveled at, simply because it is so surprising and inappropriate. Why not just condemn us instead, as we deserve?

B. The measure of God's love for us is Jesus.

– Fred Sanders' book The Deep Things of God: How the Trinity Changes Everything explains that in “the happy land of the Trinity,” God is perfectly loved and loving.  We saw in Acts 17 that God is not “served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he gives to all life, breath, and all things” (17:24-25).

– To see and understand how much God loves us, we have to see his love in the giving of his Son. In Sanders' book, he explains that the salvation of sinful human beings is the inviting of those sinners into the perfect love and fellowship of the Trinity.

– Within himself, God is perfectly loving and lovely. The Father delights to glorify the Son; the Son does the will of the Father to his glory; the Spirit is the unity of perfect love and fellowship between them all. No one else and nothing else is needed.

– And yet, God creates something other than himself. The pinnacle of this creation rebels against him, wishing rather to be gods themselves than to worship God. It is these hateful, spiteful, wicked sinners that God invites into the perfect love and fellowship of himself.

– When the Father gives the Son for the salvation of all who believe, he gives himself. He gives that which is most precious to him to those who have no place to claim it.

– If you want to know how this love of the Father works, look at Jesus.

– Jesus sees a crowd of confused, spiritually empty, and leaderless people and has compassion on them.

– Jesus plays with little children. They're crawling all over him and laughing and playing. Children don't gravitate toward and love and play with angry, mean people.

– Jesus is the one who doesn't snuff out a smoldering wick or snap a bruised reed. He is gentle, tender, compassionate, and edifying.

– Jesus' love is not opposed to denouncing sin and hypocrisy; in fact, he calls people snakes and vipers and hypocrites quite often. Yet, after a rather impassioned denunciation of those stubborn in their unbelief, he weeps over the city.

– Jesus addresses people as they are, not with a one-size-fits-all formula. The rich young ruler was told to sell all his goods because wealth was his besetting sin. The woman at the well didn't have wealth, but adultery, so Jesus told her to go get her husband. Jesus' love meets people as they are, not in a cookie-cutter way.

– Jesus tells those who are religiously, spiritually weary to come to him for rest.

– Jesus' love is the willing abandonment of himself by the Father to suffer for the sins of those who believe.

– The measure, the standard, of God's love is Jesus.

C. The purpose of God's love for us is that we might have life.

– Jesus didn't just die without a purpose, or merely just to show how much God loves us. If a guy climbs up a water tower, screaming, “World! World! I love you! I love you! Here's how much I love you!” and jumps off, we immediately assume he's out of his mind. We don't see a purposeless, pointless death as anything other than purposeless, pointless, and stupid.

– Jesus didn't just die without a purpose, however.

– Notice the contrasting pairs in 3:16-18: (1) shall not perish/have everlasting life; (2) not to condemn the world/save the world.

– Jesus' purpose in going to the cross was to rescue people from the condemnation they were already under.

– John 3:36: God's wrath remains (meaning it's already there) on those who reject Christ

– John 3:18: those who refuse to believe are condemned already

– Jesus doesn't come to neutral people and arbitrarily choose to love some and condemn others. He comes to people already condemned, dies, and is raised again so that there could be no condemnation for those in him.

– John 3 doesn't address how Jesus does this, simply that it was his purpose. John 6 does address how, in rather striking language. Jesus says that he is the bread of life, and that unless we eat him, we will die.

– In our day, we think this is either cannibalism or a reference to the ordinance of communion.

– What it actually is, is an object lesson that the people would have immediately understood: for us to live, we have to eat something that dies. Either we die, or it dies.

– The meat and vegetables that we eat were once living; they were killed so that we could eat them and live.

– Jesus is giving a picture of the reality of substitutionary death that gives life. Eating Jesus' flesh and drinking his blood isn't cannibalism; it's faith. “We believe in him. We trust him and discover that his life becomes ours as our death becomes his. His life becomes ours! And much of the New Testament is given over to unpacking precisely this point” (145).

D. The means by which we come to enjoy this love and life is faith.

– Remember the analogy from 3:15 of the bronze serpent. The people weren't told to make a salve or run around the camp or do anything but look. They were told to believe in the God who provided a remedy, and all who did were saved.

III. Our Response to God's Love

– Gratitude is the only proper response to a love like this.

– Listen to an exchange between retired Episcopal Bishop John Shelby Spong and John Piper.

– Spong: “What does the cross mean? How is it to be understood? Clearly the old pattern of seeing the cross as the place where the price of the fall was paid is totally inappropriate. Aside from encouraging guilt, justifying the need for divine punishment and causing an incipient sadomasochism that has endured with a relentless tenacity through the centuries, the traditional understanding of the cross of Christ has become inoperative on every level. As I have noted previously, a rescuing deity results in gratitude, never in expanded humanity. Constant gratitude, which the story of the cross seems to encourage, creates only weakness, childishness, and dependency” (qtd. on 146).

– Piper: “Yes, Bishop Spong, 'a rescuing deity results in gratitude.' That's true. We cannot stop the mercy of God from doing what it does. He has rescued us from our selfishness and its horrible endpoint, hell. Our hearts cannot stop feeling what they feel—gratitude.

“You say this encourages 'weakness'. Not exactly. It encourages being strong in a way that makes God look good, and makes us feel glad. For example, Jesus said to the apostle Paul, 'My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.' Paul responded, 'Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me...For when I am weak, then I am strong' (2 Corinthians 12:9). So his dependence made him stronger than we would have been otherwise. He is strong with the strength of Christ.

“You say this 'constant gratitude' produces 'childishness.' Not really. Children do not naturally say thank you. They come into the world believing that the world owes them everything they want. You have to drill 'thank you' into the selfish heart of a child. Feeling grateful and saying it often is a mark of remarkable maturity. We have a name for people who don't feel thankful for what they receive. We call them ingrates. And everyone knows they are acting like selfish children. They are childish. No, Bishop Spong, God wants us to grow up into mature, thoughtful, wise, humble, thankful people. The opposite is childish.

“In fact the opposite is downright cranky. C.S. Lewis, before he was a Christian, really disliked the message of the Bible that we should thank and praise God all the time. Then everything changed. What he discovered was not that praising and thanking made people childish, but that it made them large-hearted and healthy. He said, 'The humblest, and at the same time most balanced and capacious, minds praised most while the cranks, misfits, and malcontents praised least.' That is my experience. When I am ungrateful, I am selfish and immature. When I am overflowing with gratitude I am healthy, other-oriented, servant-minded, Christ-exalting, and joyful.”

