Loving God Like We Say We Do

1 John 2:15-17 Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16 For all that is in the world — the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions — is not from the Father but is from the world. 17 And the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever. ESV

1 John 4:19-5:3 We love because he first loved us. 20 If anyone says, "I love God," and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen. 21 And this commandment we have from him: whoever loves God must also love his brother. 5:1 Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God, and everyone who loves the Father loves whoever has been born of him. 2 By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments. 3 For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

Should you love God?  Of course, you know that you should.  The Bible commands us in one of the greatest commandments:

Deut 6:4-5 "Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. 5 You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. ESV

This is what Jesus quoted as the greatest of all of the commandments of the Old Testament and of Judaism:

Mark 12:28-31 And one of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well, asked him, "Which commandment is the most important of all?" 29 Jesus answered, "The most important is, 'Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 30 And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.' 31 The second is this: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no other commandment greater than these." ESV

That is the teaching of the majority of the Bible in a nutshell and so we know that we should love God.  In fact, it is a very serious matter because the Apostle Paul tells us:

1 Cor 16:22 If anyone has no love for the Lord, let him be accursed. Our Lord, come! ESV

The word for “our Lord, come” in the Greek is the familiar marantha.  The word in the Greek for “accursed” is perhaps one of the strongest words of judgment in the New Testament and is anathema meaning to be utterly cut off from God’s people and banned from the presence of the Lord and His people.  Paul joins the two words, anathema and maranatha to illustrate that when the Lord comes, those who do not love Him will be utterly cut off from God’s people and will reap the highest form of judgment.  It’s a severe phrase and so obviously, the answer is that yes, we should and must love the Lord if we desire one day to spend eternity with Him.  

The question then becomes, “Do you love God?”  Of course you do.  At least that’s what anybody who would attend church on a Sunday morning would say, right?  Saying “yes” to that question is a pre-programmed answer and people answer as they know that they are expected to answer and as they should answer.  It’s an automatic reply.  It’s like asking someone, “Would you like to be rich?”  You answer “yes” to both of those questions for the same reason that even when you have a splitting headache, your dog just died, your car is acting up on the way to church, your boss is breathing down your neck, and you have bad breath that you just can’t seem to shake and yet you answer, “good” when somebody says, “how are you?”  With all that happening, you are not doing good, but it’s a trained response.

The problem stems from a lack of understanding of what is truly meant by the word, “love.”  Love doesn’t mean what love meant fifty or a hundred or even two thousand years ago.  We love ice cream and blue jeans; starbucks and popcorn; pets and sports.  In the same breath, we can say, “I love that store – oh, bye, honey, love you too!”  It has become a cheap word; a throwaway word.  And so if we are asked, “do you love God?” virtually any churchgoer in America will automatically respond, “yes.”  And they are not lying, but the problem is that they are defining love as something far less than what the Bible means by the word.  

Let’s put the question a different way and then I’ll try to answer it as a pastor personally.  Try the question this way:  “do you love God as the Bible defines what it means to love God?”  Ah, that is a much harder question to answer because it requires that we know what the Bible defines as loving God.  I’ll ask myself, since I know where we’re going:  “do I love God as the Bible defines what it means to love God?”  Sort of.  I mean, yes, of course, I’m the pastor, right?  Actually a more honest answer is, “I’m trying my best.”  I want to love God and on a basic level, I do love Him.  I love His house and I love His ways and I love His Word.  If you define it casually then absolutely I love God!  But if you define as the Bible does, then – well, at the risk of confusion, I would say I love Him some and I’m trying to love Him as I should.  But I could move forward in this area, this year and I aim to do so!  

______________________________________________________________________

Before you start throwing stones, let me point out that the scriptures give three very definitive signs of a person truly loving God.  There are a lot of people who say that they love God who frankly, if our text means anything at all, don’t actually do so.  And there’s a lot of people who claim to be Spirit-filled Christians and who perhaps are Spirit filled and yet really don’t love God like they say they do at least if the Bible is truth, they don’t.  The scripture speaks much about the subject and although it is not much preached, it’s not enough just to say, “I love God.”  We must truly love with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength and we don’t have to guess if we do or not, because if we do, it will show outwardly and obviously.  Those that truly love God, John says in our text, exhibit three clear signs.  The first is:

Those that love the Lord obey His commandments

Our text ended with these words:

1 John 4:2-3 By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments. 3 For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome. ESV

John was the love disciple.  What I mean by that is that his ministry and writings were written to teach us the love of Christ and to love God with all of our beings.  And He said, “This is the love of God, that we keep his commandments.”  John was not blowing smoke or smoking dope, but was repeating what he had often in person heard the Master say.  Jesus told His disciples often things like:

John 14:15 "If you love me, you will keep my commandments. ESV

John 14:21a Whoever has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me. ESV

John 15:10 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. ESV

You need to one day do a study on every time that the words “love” and “commandments” are mentioned together in the Bible.  It’s over 45 times and it is spread equally throughout the Old and New Testaments.  The telltale phrase is first given as:

Ex 20:4-6 "You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 5 You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me, 6 but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments. ESV

This is an extraordinary statement to link with the commandment against idols and graven images and bowing before statutes!  Ask anyone who bows before and prays before a statue if they love God, and they would say yes, but according to one of the most fundamental commandments of the Bible, God would say, “No, they don’t love me or they would keep my commandment against having such things.”  They are in love with an image of God that they have created and with a religion that claims to represent God, but God is not loved directly or else they would heed His warnings against such things!  

But God is the God who shows steadfast love to thousands of those who love Him and who keep His commandments!  It is interesting that some of the most devout and spiritual men who ever lived quoted these words and lived by this promise.  Moses would reiterate them time and again in his farewell speech in Deuteronomy (Deut 5:10; 7:9; 11:1, 13) Joshua would espouse them as the words that he lived by and that all of Israel should embrace in his final sermon to the nation (Josh 22:5); Nehemiah would being his prayers by calling on and quoting this promise that God made to those who love Him and keep His commandments (Neh 1:5); Daniel made this his life motto when he was taken into Babylon and often prayed it to God (Dan 9:4).  And, of course, we just read where Jesus took the same principle and combined it about obeying Him and loving Him.  If we love God, we will obey.  We will only obey if we truly love Him.  If we don’t love Him, we will not obey His commandments and if we don’t obey, we truly don’t love Him.  Don’t get the cart before the horse:  it’s not that we act in order to obey, but that rather if we truly love God, then we will naturally and almost by default obey God’s commandments.  

Our attitude towards God’s words and the demands and commands of God’s Words reveals much about our relationship with God and vice versa.  The Bible says things like:

Ps 119:46-48 I will also speak of your testimonies before kings and shall not be put to shame, 47 for I find my delight in your commandments, which I love. 48 I will lift up my hands toward your commandments, which I love, and I will meditate on your statutes. ESV

That almost sounds strange, doesn’t it?  “I find delight in your commandments?”  “I love them?”  And he says it again, “your commandments, which I love.”  In our text, John has the same attitude.  He’s preaching hard to the church when he says:

1 John 4:3 For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome. ESV

It’s almost like John was saying, “the love of God is this, that we keep His commandments but just so you don’t get the wrong idea from my repeated use of the word commandments, I just want to say this:  His commandments are not burdensome.”  That is not saying that everything that God asks us to do is easy, but rather a reflection of the Apostle’s attitude towards the things of God.  He didn’t view, even the most difficult and what we might call inconvenient commandments of scripture as burdensome.  That only comes from someone who genuinely loves God with all of his or her heart, soul, mind, and strength.  

Loving anybody causes some inconvenience.  Loving even a human being truly causes you to view certain things differently.  I don’t begrudge the fact that I must pay for my wife’s meals or buy her clothing – I love her.  I don’t begrudge the fact that she would prefer me to dress a certain way and act a certain way.  There are certain things that I do only because I have children that I love.  It’s sometimes a sacrifice but not drudgery because I love them.  And so it is with God.  Our attitudes towards God’s commandments rather clearly illustrate our love for God, Himself.  Jesus is the Living Word.  He is the Word made flesh.  You cannot separate God from His Word as though they are not the same.  Jesus didn’t say that if you love Him, you would eventually get around to doing some of the things that He said.  He said, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  And notice the second verse, “whoever has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me.”  And those who truly love Him not only keep His commandments, but love the commandments themselves!  The psalmist would go on to say in the 119th Psalm:

Ps 119:127-132 Therefore I love your commandments above gold, above fine gold. 128 Therefore I consider all your precepts to be right; I hate every false way. 129 Your testimonies are wonderful; therefore my soul keeps them. 130 The unfolding of your words gives light; it imparts understanding to the simple. 131 I open my mouth and pant, because I long for your commandments. 132 Turn to me and be gracious to me, as is your way with those who love your name. ESV       

This is the attitude of someone who truly loves God:

· They don’t just obey the commandments, but they love the commandments

· They consider all the commandments as important

· They consider all of the commandments as wonderful

· They long to learn more of God’s commandments so that they can keep them – they open their mouth and pant in longing for them.

Now perhaps you know why I answered the question earlier as I did.  I love the Lord and I’m trying to do a better job of it!  How about you?  Do you love the Lord as God’s Word defines that love?  That can best be answered by these questions:  do you obey the commandments of God’s Word?  Not just the commandments of what not to do, but what about those that are in the form of what we should do?  Do you regard both as equally important?  Do you consider all areas of instruction in the Word of God as important or do you pick and choose?  Oh, I know that we’re no longer under blood sacrifice and the ceremonial law, but I’m not speaking dispensationally but rather pickiness based upon personal preference – is it, “I do that and this, but I’ll just pretend that the other isn’t there?”  Do you consider all of Jesus’ commandments important?  Do you heed all of them?  

Okay you obey them – I know that nobody’s perfect, but I mean that if you break one it is accidental and not intentional or willful ignorance.  You obey them, but yet do you love them?  Do you obey them grudgingly and with inside resenting having to do such a thing or resenting having to not do something?  Are you like the little boy who was made to sit down in the corner who said, “I may be sitting down on the outside, but I’m standing up on the inside!”?  In God’s eyes, to stand up on the inside is the same spiritually as to stand up on the outside.  Inward rebellion is as the outward sin of witchcraft.  The commandment is to “present your bodies a living sacrifice.”  God loves a cheerful giver not one who gives or obeys reluctantly.  If you truly love Him, then you will want to please Him to the point that you will come to not just obey His commandments but to love obeying His commandments!  And you will begin to long for more knowledge of what He has said so that you can please Him more.  There are some who have the attitude of “what is the least that I must do to please God” and that is the attitude of those who do not truly love Him.  Those that love Him have the attitude of “what else can I do to change to match His Word?”  “I long to know more so I can do more for Him!”  Do we love God as we say we do?

______________________________________________________________________

There is a second criterion that John gave us as a definitive sign of those who truly love God:  

Those that love the Lord do not love this world.

John was preaching hard on this one too as we read in our first text:

1 John 2:15-17 Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16 For all that is in the world — the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions — is not from the Father but is from the world. 17 And the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever. ESV

Wait a minute did the Bible really say that?  Listen to that sentence and let it reverberate in your spirit:  “If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.”  Uh oh, this is where we need help, too.  Those that truly love God don’t love this world.  Those that truly love God are not too wrapped up in this world’s things.  Those that truly love God are His kingdom minded and put His things first.  John helped define this world when he said, “the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions.”  It speaks of empty and trivial things that this world triumphs as important but yet in eternity is not really so.  It speaks of people who are driven by possessions and things and having more stuff.  It speaks of people who are driven by sinful desires of their flesh for sinful things.  It speaks to people who are driven by what they see and by lust of what they see.  It speaks of putting temporal things as priorities in life – this world is passing away, John tells us.  When we put things of this life that are temporal and not eternal in front of the things of God on our priority list, we are telling God, “I love this world more than You.”  We may claim that not to be true, but actions speak louder than words and if we love the world or the things of the world, then we cannot claim to have the love of the Father!  

I sat on a plane yesterday and was surrounded by Auburn football fans as our plane went on to Phoenix after it touched down in San Antonio.  I sat next to a couple, he was divorced and she was married to somebody else but was separated and they were going to the game together and yet couldn’t keep their hands off of each other.  They were traveling all day Saturday to get to the site of the big game and they were planning what they were going to do on Sunday.  It didn’t involve church.  When they noticed me reading a commentary on scripture and they asked what I did for a living, they suddenly decided to speak to each other in whispers and never said another word to me.  I think they were regretting telling as much as they volunteered at first!  They went to church, usually – or so they’d say if you asked them.  They’d tell you that they loved God if you asked them, but their behavior said otherwise.  For one they were planning to break several major commandments willfully and for the other they didn’t have God’s house or God’s will anywhere in their plans for the weekend or the week.  My just being there put a huge damper on their trip.  I didn’t preach to them, I just told them that it didn’t matter to me who won the national championship, that I’d just be glad to be home and in church tomorrow and to spend Monday with my little girls.  They paid hundreds and maybe even thousands as some on the plane did for those tickets to that game.  They’d travel thousands of miles to be there, and yet after the game their life is going to be the same as it always was.  

A good soldier for God, Paul said, doesn’t get too entangled in the things of this life.  Sure I checked on how the Saints were doing in the playoffs, but it wasn’t the end of the world that they lost.  And even when they were in the Superbowl, I was much more excited to be in church that Sunday night than at home following them!  My life is affected by the stock market, but the stock market is not the center priority of my life.  I need money to live and God doesn’t mind us being blessed, but material things are not the central priority of my existence.  I have hobbies and time off is good now and then, but my hobbies do not come before God, missions, church, family, or heavenly callings.  I love God, therefore this world with its largely anti-God message cannot be what I love!  

The Psalmist also told us:

Ps 97:10a  O you who love the LORD, hate evil! ESV  

Our love for God is truly shown forth by how much we hate evil.  I’m speaking of evil as God defines it and not just of a Hitler-type extreme.  It is a major deal to God for people to take His name in vain.  Yet how often do we bring entertainment in our home that glorifies and typifies sinful and evil things and how often do we listen to others on media use language that mocks God’s Word and takes His Name in vain?  God’s last name doesn’t start with a “d.”  Can I remind you that virtually every curse word in common usage in the English language today has its roots in King James verbiage because the King James Version was the Bible of the English language for hundreds of years until 1986?  Shittim wood is the KJV term for cypress that the temple furniture was made out and it was chosen because its lack of deterioration and how that represented God’s traits.  To damn is to pronounce judgment on someone to send them to everlasting torment and hell is that place of torment.  You don’t want to go to hell and you’d better not have the attitude of wanting to send anybody there!  And for you to damn someone means that you are putting yourself in the office of God almighty and sitting on His throne and usurping His authority.  How does God hear our language?  I could go on and on but I won’t because it might offend someone.  You don’t hear those words when you’re watching those movies or listening to that song, but oh, how it bothers you for the preacher to use them in the house of God?  Wait a minute – I thought you didn’t hear them?  

Do we hate evil?  How can we rejoice in sin, glorify sin, be entertained by sin, desensitize ourselves to sin, and claim to love God?  We cannot!  If you love the Lord, you’ve got to hate evil!  Not just fight against it but hate it!  I cannot love this world or the things of this world.  Just because the world considers something normal, doesn’t mean that it is right or conducive for me to partake of!  I’m a child of God!  He is a holy, holy, holy God!  He is righteous!  He is pure!  And He came so that I might be able to return His love!  Lord, help us to have that perfect hatred that you spoke of in your Word – let us hate evil and love you!  Let us love you and not the things of this world!  We need to love God as we say we do and that will show in our actions!

______________________________________________________________________

There is a third definitive sign of loving God, John says.  And in a person who truly loves God as they say that they do, all three of these things will be present.  This is not a pick-two-out-of-three deal, so listen carefully:

Those that love the Lord, love His people.

I heard a while back somebody say, “I love God but I don’t like His people.”  That’s impossible and a foolish statement.  Don’t take it from me, take it from John:

1 John 4:19-5:1 We love because he first loved us. 20 If anyone says, "I love God," and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen. 21 And this commandment we have from him: whoever loves God must also love his brother. 5:1 Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God, and everyone who loves the Father loves whoever has been born of him. ESV

Ouch!  John busted out the big “L” word, “liar” there!  If anyone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar!”  We cannot separate our love for brothers and sisters in Christ from that of God and vice versa.  Notice carefully the phrasing of the 20th verse:  “he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen.”  The word is cannot.  It is not, “should not.”  It is not, “does not.”  It is he “cannot.”  The phrase denotes ability – it is impossible to love God without loving your brother or sister in Christ.  He is speaking of people who have been born again and born of Him!  You cannot love God and not love your brother and sister who have been born again of the water and of the Spirit.  If you hate them, then you do not truly love God.  

“Well, I cannot forgive them.”  What you are saying is really, “I will not forgive them.”  What this scripture is teaching us is that a forgiveness failure is always a loving God failure.  If we truly love God, forgiveness is not impossible.  If we truly love God as we say we do, we can and will forgive and not only forgive them but love them!  If we truly love God as we should, nobody can offend us to cause us to quit coming to God’s house or to cause us to not do right.  I heard someone say this week of someone else, “they don’t serve God anymore because of what someone did to them.”  My reply was, “that may be what they say and maybe even what they think, but that is not true.”  If you love God, you love your brother and sister and you forgive them.  I heard someone else say a few months ago that you are never more like God than when you have the ability and position to forgive and you do so.  How many times has God forgiven you of past and repeated grievances?  Go and do likewise!  

_______________________________________________________________________

If we will fall in love with God as we should be, all of these things will fall in place.  Hatred toward a brother or sister or harboring a grudge and bitterness is always really a lack of loving God issue.  Carnality and putting worldly things priority over the things of the kingdom of God and sinful desires are always really a lack of loving God.  Rebellion and a lack of obedience and a struggle to obey God’s Word and God’s commandments are really at the heart of the matter a failure of loving God.  No wonder that Jesus told us to that the most important and first of all commandment was that there is but one Lord and we are to love that God with all our heart and soul and everything within us and that we must love our neighbor as ourselves.  Our treatment of others would teach us how we are doing on the loving God thing and they are tied together.

I think of the cross of Calvary.  I see our Savior and Lord, Jesus Christ, hanging there.  He hangs there so that we might know His great love for us.  He dies there as an awesome show of love because before He came and died no man could perfectly keep God’s commandments.  He came to show love to us so that we could truly love Him because He knew that only by truly loving Him would we be able to obey and keep His Word!  

I think of His death upon that cruel tree – He that knew no sin yet was accursed and hanged upon a tree.  Why?  For our sins and for our shortcomings and so that we might have deliverance from this world and the things in this world that bind people up.  How can we crucify Him afresh by glorifying and participating in willful sin that He paid an awful price for us to get the victory over?  He made us His priority and died for us, so how can we not make He and His kingdom priority in our lives that have been given?  

I think of His words, “Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  I think of His refusal to spit in the centurion’s face and His humbleness before Pilate.  I think of His washing Judas Iscariot’s feet.  I see Him at the cross and realize that if He would do that so that I could be free, then there is no way that I can harbor bitterness or unforgiveness against the very people whom He has forgiven!  If He can do that for me, then certainly I can do this for Him!  Come get a fresh view of Calvary today and let it lead us to loving our God as we should!  Let us love God as we say we do!        

