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To all the women and men who have been crushed


by the Law, look at the problems in their lives


and wonder whether they’re loved or not.


You are free. You are Beloved. Hang on.









Introduction


In Free of Charge, Croatian theologian Miroslav Volf rightly identifies the kind of god whom many Christians mistakenly worship. He identifies him as either the Negotiator or the Gift Giver. Volf describes the Negotiator as a god who makes deals, while the Gift Giver is like Santa, one who disperses gifts willy-nilly, regardless of what a person might actually need. The Negotiator and the Gift Giver sadly resemble the view many of us have of God. But this misunderstanding is nothing new. Ever since Adam and Eve first lost their open and free relationship with God and learned to cry, they and their descendants have vainly sought to rediscover life and relationship with him. Shamed exiles, they wandered in the dark, constructing false versions of God, futilely trying to find their way back to intimacy with him.


Their loss is our loss, too. We have also misunderstood the Lord and turned him into a god we can comprehend and control. We’ve judged him by our success or failure. We’ve tried to buy our way back to Eden through our good works and diligent effort. We’ve thought it a good idea to try to make deals with him or cajole him into giving us the sweets we crave, while all along the Savior calls us to come home to him and trust in his love.


Tragically, I’ve found Volf’s diagnosis all too true. Too many who would identify as followers of Jesus have been taught that, in order to be blessed, they need to imitate the heroes of the Bible: Sarah, Abraham, Moses, David, Esther, and Peter. They have been taught that these legendary Bible characters received blessings from God because they earned them or because they were the sort of people God could be proud of. This has led many believers to try to ingratiate themselves to God through their own works so that they too can assure themselves that they deserve blessings. They have been taught that God is, in Volf’s words, a Negotiator. This way of thinking turns the Christian life into a nonstop foxhole conversion prayer: If you get me out of this mess, or give me this thing I want, or bless me the way I want to be blessed, I will do thus-and-so for you. Or a game of give-and-take: Since I’ve done this good thing for you, it’s time for my reward! Of course, the ultimate problem with these negotiations is that God doesn’t need anything from us. As the apostle Paul asks, “Who has ever given to God, that he should be repaid?” (Romans 11:35). God doesn’t need our faith or obedience or sacrifice. He owns the cattle on a thousand hills (Psalm 50) and refuses to negotiate in any sort of quid pro quo arrangement. He needs nothing. He can’t be bought. He doesn’t make deals. He owes no debt.


Neither is God a Santa figure—the jolly old grandpa who gives children too much sugar just because he likes to see them smile at his generosity. This doesn’t mean that God is stingy. It means that the gifts he gives are always for our good because he loves us, not because he is trying to buy our love by filling our trick-or-treat bag with full-size Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups (dark chocolate, of course). While it is true that God is scandalously generous, he is also truly loving, which means that he will give gifts only that result in our eternal benefit. This truth is most clearly illustrated in his inexpressible gift of his Son, Jesus Christ. God’s gifts are just that, gifts—not a wage to be earned by cozying up to good old gramps.







Good and Gracious God


Within this book, you will find the stories of women and men whose lives would be best characterized by the word “messy.” None of them were consistently faithful, loving, kind, or courageous. They were weak and sinful. If the Lord were the Negotiator God, every one of them would have failed miserably to uphold their part of the deal. If he were the Gift-Giving Grandpa God, they would have consumed all the candy and spent their lives in agony on the bathroom floor. And most of them would never have even stopped to murmur a bloated, “Thank you.”


And yet, even though they often failed, constantly misunderstood their calling, wronged and abused one another, mistrusted God, broke their word, and wasted so many of the good gifts they were given, they are still—miraculously—called God’s beloved. On their own, they deserved the name “unloved”—they were destitute before God. In addition, most of them never stopped to realize that any blessings they enjoyed were pure gifts from God for which they should have been grateful. Instead, they vacillated between viewing themselves as unlovable losers or virtuous overachievers, neither of which matches God’s description of who we are in him.


It should not surprise us that women and men in ancient times—before the Scriptures were canonized and the gospel was clearly proclaimed—misinterpreted their identity, their purpose, and their God despite his continually seeking them (see Acts 17:27). Many of the people discussed in this book had only a dim light, and yet, in their desperate faith, they did try to reach out and find him. They knew they needed a rescuer but couldn’t imagine what he would be like. They lived their entire lives in twilight, with only a few angelic visitations, visions, or fragments of truth. As Hebrews 11:13 says, “They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance” (NIV). Even after the nation of Israel was called out of Egypt and Moses had told them of God’s commands, virtually none had held a copy of God’s word in their own hands. Others made it into the land of promise but still had to fight continually to survive. They were bereft exiles, wandering in gloom.


Even so, the ancients walked by faith in ways that we supposedly enlightened moderns just can’t fathom. Even though they failed miserably, they were still beloved. They were God’s backward children, trying to do what they thought was right to appease God, to survive, hoping to earn some sort of a blessed life. In his great condescension, the Lord revealed himself to them in ways that they would be able to accept, and he continued to uphold them and weave their story into his. Because he loved and understood them, he gently spoke baby talk to them, continually wooing them to himself so that they would be assured that he was their God and they were his people. And still they wandered.


Which brings us to a conundrum: we’ve been given so much more than they had. Most of us have multiple copies of the Scriptures in our homes. We have the Holy Spirit, comforting us and working through us to live the Christian life. We have constant reminders of our salvation in the sacraments, and we have the fellowship of the church. Most importantly, we have the example of Jesus Christ, who took on flesh and dwelt among us. He was the physical, living revelation of God to us (see Hebrews 1:1–3).


Everything we need in order to walk in the light in deep communion with him is ours. So, why do so many of us continue to misinterpret God’s nature? Why do we think he wants to barter with us? Why do we work to try to earn his blessing? Why do we think we can obligate him? Why do we judge his love for us by whether our lives are Instagram-able or not? Why do we doubt that we are really beloved? Hasn’t he given us the truth we need? Hasn’t he sent his Son to show us who he is and make the way for us to return to him?


In the pages that follow, you will be introduced (or possibly reintroduced) to women and men whose lives were just like ours. The difference, of course, is that we are living on this side of Bethlehem, Calvary, and Pentecost. Their lives will serve to instruct and encourage us. But they will also rebuke us because we have been given so much more than they were and yet we still struggle to believe that God loves us generously, lavishly, and by his own choice. We are still confused about who he is.


For those of us privileged to lead others into a deeper understanding of God’s love, I pray this book will remind you to remind them that it may appear that they are unloved, but if they have trusted in Christ, they are beloved by him. Nothing can ever change that. No matter how things look today, they are loved because God chooses to love them. If they are in the Beloved Son (Ephesians 1:6), the Father loves them like family (John 17:23). The same love the Father has for the Son is theirs. Now. Today. Always. Remind them of these truths.







Quick Housekeeping Notes


Two items before we get started: I write with the assumption that my reader is someone who has already committed their life to Christ. What I mean by that is that you have transferred your trust from your own ability to earn God’s love and onto Jesus as the only one perfect enough to please God and earn the name Beloved. If you haven’t done that yet, or if you are unsure how to, please turn to appendix 1 now, where you will learn more about this life of faith.


Second, at the end of every chapter, you will find a series of questions that are meant to help you think through what you have just read. At the end of these questions, I have included an encouragement to summarize what you learned in the chapter. Personally, I’ve found this to be a helpful exercise. Here’s why: Did you ever recommend a book but, when asked about its contents, struggled to explain exactly why it helped you? The exercise of summarizing forces me to organize what I have learned and also provides me with a resource to return to in the future. Knowing ahead of time that I’ll need to summarize what I’m reading also helps me take note of what’s there.


Now, here’s my prayer for us as we begin this journey together:


Father, please grant us faith to believe the love you have so generously and freely promised in Ephesians 3:17–20. Please help us believe that our lives will continue to be nourished and sustained by your overwhelming love, no matter how we look to ourselves or to others. Grant us the ability to grow in our understanding of your love, and give us an ever-expanding vision of your unfathomable compassion and care for us, all to the end that we will be willing to open every part of our hearts and lives to you. Free us from any faulty beliefs about who you are or how you relate to us as anything other than your children. Transform our thinking away from any foolishness about how we can earn what you have already given. You can do this because you’ve called us your own beloved children and because you are able to do far more than we could ever ask or think. Glorify yourself through us, we pray, in Jesus’s name. Amen.


Now, here’s my hope for us as we begin this journey together: I hope that you will walk away from this book with a new freedom and a new joy. I pray that you will be freed from the idea that you must earn love from a Negotiator God who sells blessings to wage earners, or from any silliness about God’s senility. And I pray that your joy will be renewed as you see how much he loves all who audaciously trust that he is trustworthy, believing that he will always give each of us what is best. Why? Because he loves to call unloved messes his beloved children.









1


Two Stories


Over the last fifty years, I have had far too many conversations with fellow believers that could be summed up in the question, “Am I loved?” The sad truth is that many Christians don’t know for sure. Their lives don’t seem to line up with the life they imagined for themselves when they came to faith. As a result, they question what they have believed about God, and frequently their suffering speaks louder to them than the Bible.


Maybe this questioning flows from a childhood where parents were absent, critical, or cold. Perhaps it stems from adult relationships (or lack of them): friends who betrayed them, family members who abused them, employers who denigrated them, or churches that deceived them. Or perhaps they are, by nature, people who simply have trouble believing they are worthy of love. Some of us are so self-critical, so introspective, that it doesn’t matter how many people tell us they love us; it’s never enough. We incessantly wonder, Am I loved? And we don’t seem to hear God’s resounding answer: yes.


To make matters worse, some of us have been taught that our desire to be loved should be ignored. We have wrongly believed that our longing to feel loved is actually a temptation to be resisted. I have heard and believed this teaching myself—in fact, I have even been the one to teach it. Before I wrote Because He Loves Me, I thought that focusing on God’s love was something that immature believers did. Truly “mature” Christians didn’t need to hear about God’s love. Rather, they needed to focus on the ways they either succeeded or failed to love God as they should. My love for God was what mattered. Many have been taught that a relationship with God is reciprocal, like the one you have with your employer: you put in a good day’s work, and your employer responds by giving you a raise, or at least by not firing you. While this is true in the workaday world, it’s antithetical to God’s kingdom.


Sadly, messages like this abound in Christian media—messages that insist that God keeps track of whether you’re naughty or nice—and they turn the suffering Christ, dying for ungrateful sinners, into the not-so-jolly man from the north who has sent out a legion of elves to judge your worthiness. The message of the suffering servant will never appeal to those who punctiliously keep the rules so they can earn blessing. There’s nothing more insulting or infuriating to the smugly religious person than to discover that their good works earn nothing, while an audacious whore finds the gates of heaven flung open wide as she covers Christ’s filthy feet with kisses and tears. Too many pretend followers of Jesus would find the company he kept shameful. And when he refused to enter into any political power scheme because his kingdom was not of this world, they would have gone screaming from the room. To suggest that God demands to be known as the one who loves sinners and reserves his harshest criticism for those who think they can earn his blessing was, and is, for many a bridge too far. He refuses to be the Negotiator God who welcomes those who think they need just a dab of goodness here or there.


In spite of the fact that the Lord has proclaimed his love for the unlovely, we’re surprised when we open the Bible and find story after story of unfaithful, scheming losers called beloved, blessed, and chosen. In the pages that follow, you’ll discover stories of unloving husbands, devious wives, unbelieving believers, proud beggars, ungrateful receivers, and those whose lives are just like our own: stories of people who longed to be loved and, despite all odds and in spite of their failure, were loved beyond their wildest imaginations.







God Is Love


Let me tell you what I know about you: you were made to love and to be loved. How do I know that? Because I know the One who formed you. In the same way we resemble our parents, God our Father made us in his image. His spiritual DNA saturates our soul because we were made to be like him (see Genesis 1:26). And what is God like? He is love (1 John 4:8). Think of that. The very essence of the one who created you is love. That is why I know that you were made to love and be loved, to be beloved.


We can’t help but long for loving relationships. Every story we read, every life lived, is shaped by this desire to be the beloved. Think for a moment about the main character in your favorite novel. Whether Jean Valjean in Les Misérables or Harry in Harry Potter, each is, in their own way, looking to be loved. What drives their stories? Love is the reason behind everything we do. Our contentment, happiness, and peace all rest on whether we believe that we are loved. Sure, we want to be respected. We want to know that we are useful and accomplishing something worthwhile. Yes, we long to know that we have significance in the eyes of those we value and that they will continue to be committed to us because we’re getting it done. But all those desires are really rooted in this overriding one: for love. We are people created for love. Love is at our core. We want to know we are worthy of love. And we want to love other worthy people in return. We want to be beloved.


Because we have been made like the God who defines himself as love, the knowledge that we are loved has the power to determine whether we live a life that is ultimately satisfying and rewarding or empty and miserable. No one can live a happy life in complete isolation, which is why not even the most introverted among us truly wishes to be a shipwrecked castaway or a prisoner condemned to solitary confinement. We were created in love, for love.


Even so, the sad reality is that many Christians feel unloved. They look at their lives, the ways they have failed or the ways that others have failed them, and they are sure that whatever a life of love might look like, this couldn’t possibly be it. Sure, God might love people, and maybe he even created them for love, but that’s not a story that applies to them. Perhaps they’re convinced that they’re just not good enough to be worthy of love. They don’t make the grade. Thoughts like I’ve done THAT THING way too many times, or I did that ONE REALLY TERRIBLE thing, are on auto-play in their hearts. They are convinced that they are not worthy of anyone’s love, and especially not God’s. Or perhaps the pain they have experienced stripped them of any faith they might have had before the darkness closed in.


You might think, If there actually is a God and if he’s supposed to be good, wise, powerful, and loving, then why does every breath I take have to hurt so much? Is he sadistic? Weak? Stupid? And, of course, if you can’t bring yourself to think those thoughts about the Lord, then the obvious conclusion must be that you’re the problem. There must be something intrinsically wrong with you, some bentness that God isn’t able to straighten. Or perhaps—worse yet—he just doesn’t want to. You’re not worth his time. Maybe God is so cruel that he made you for love but refused to make you lovable.







Christianity Is Not a Meritocracy


Sometimes we have trouble believing we are loved because we haven’t understood God’s grace. Instead, we’ve heard that God’s kingdom is a meritocracy. A meritocracy is a place where we earn a wonderful life by our own ability, work, or goodness. In a meritocracy, we earn love and the life we want by what we do and who we are. God is like a cosmic vending machine. We drop in our obedience, good deeds, hard work, and religious busyness, and a life filled with love, richness, and blessing magically appears in exchange. These strategies are everywhere in the church: in sermons, Sunday school, and Christian conferences. But as you’ll see in this book, that’s nothing new.


Being able to earn a great life might sound like good news, but it isn’t. Why? Because it puts us in an impossible position. We’re deceived into thinking that if we just try hard enough, believe that we’re good enough, and never, ever, give up, we can earn all the goodies we long for. But that responsibility is doomed to failure; it will ultimately crush us. Jesus’s shoulders are the only ones broad enough to carry the demands of a meritocracy, and it killed him. But he rose again. For us.


In wealthy contexts, like the one I live in, in twenty-first-century Southern California, blessing in a meritocracy looks like having a nice family, a nice house (with a view), and a nice car. It looks like good health and plenty of money at the end of the month to go out to whatever restaurant happens to be popular at the time. It looks like success in all your endeavors (especially the ones for the Lord) and loads of friends and followers on social media. It looks like a good reputation and knowing that you’re leaving a praiseworthy legacy.


How do I get this life I’m longing for? Simple. I need to believe that I can do it and then give myself a pep talk whenever I feel like giving up. I need to not buy into any negativity about my limitations or failure. Faith is believing I can do it—be successful, powerful, happy—and refusing to listen to any lies about how life is beyond my control. Faith in myself and my tenacity is what will bless me.


This perspective appeals to me because I hate to admit that I’m not powerful or in control. In a meritocracy, the only thing that is considered a sin is the acceptance of failure. If I can just muster up enough faith in myself, then my life will surely be blessed. I need to believe that I have the power to justify myself and prove that I’m okay after all are the thoughts that propel life in a meritocracy.







Meritocracy Lite


In this lite perspective, God doesn’t ask a lot of you. He’s the gift-giving grandpa. What he asks is pretty easily accomplished by keeping a tidy house, not whining all the time, and never, ever thinking negative thoughts about yourself. He really likes seeing you happy, and so he’ll give you all the treats you might want, no matter whether they’re good for you or not.


I realize that meritocracy lite also seems like good news, but it actually isn’t because it teaches you to look to yourself for blessings. How are you doing at keeping the house tidy? How many days has it been since you complained? Did you remember to pack your kids’ lunches with nothing but healthy choices? Did you cut out their sandwiches in the shape of hearts? Did you banish every thought that you might not be as wonderful as your grandpa said? Listen, if other people can be great, so can you. Right? Just believe in yourself.







Meritocracy Heavy


I assume that some of you are like me, and you shake your head in annoyance at such silliness. You might even find yourself being agitated that some people have the audacity to call meritocracy lite “Christianity.” I know that there was a time in my life when I would have felt that way, too. I told myself that the Christianity I had embraced was based on the Bible and not feelings. It certainly wasn’t founded on faith in myself or the pursuit of superficial worldly pleasures. Or was it? My Christianity was all about strict obedience. And while striving to be obedient is not wrong, for many of us, it leads to believing that God is obligated to bless us.
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