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To Stuart,

the love of my life,

who through the gift of grace

has loved me fully, faithfully, and wonderfully

for nearly five decades of adventure,

privilege, and joy in serving Jesus





Love Without End




Loving those who don’t deserve it,

Loving those I hate,

Loving on when all seems lost and loving is too late.

Loving when love’s not returned

And when my heart’s in pain,

Finding courage deep within to live and love again.




Loving God with all my heart

And enemies as friends,

Loving those who’re difficult,

Yet loving till the end.

Finding all-sufficient love, when love is hard to find,

Loving and forgiving those who’re thoughtless and unkind.




Love like this is gifting from the God who came to give

Life and love through Jesus Christ,

Who died that we might live.

You cannot love without Him

In the many ways you should,

Loving unloving people—the bad as well as good.




So put yourself in silence,

And receive the Spirit’s power

To love and love without an end until the final hour.

Our human love is not enough

To love a broken race

Into the loving arms of God with tears upon His face.




So love me into loving, Lord,

Reduce me, Lord, to size

Till Jesus, all is Jesus, and You alone the prize.

Work in me by Your Spirit till

You melt this heart of stone

Love through me, Lord, till I at last am loving You alone!



—JILL BRISCOE










Choosing Love

INTRODUCTION


Love…can outlast anything.

—1 CORINTHIANS 13:7 (PHILLIPS)






Everyone wants to be loved—that’s a given. But not everyone is loved—that’s a fact. Do you know how to give and receive love? Do you know what real love is, how love behaves, and where love is to be found? Have you experienced what love feels like, how it works, and how it can last?

How is your love life? As you look around your relationships, which of them could be described as really “loving”? Do you know how to express love, protect love, offer love, and love on to the end?

As you have probably guessed, this book is all about love! Love that works and love that lasts. This book is about God’s love for us and our love for God. It’s about love for friend and neighbor (no matter how obnoxious) and love for relative and family (no matter how difficult). It’s about love for employer or employee, love for a loved one, and love for a hated one. It’s even about love for your in-laws!

And it’s also about choices. It’s about choosing to love when love runs out. It’s about choosing to love and trust again. It’s about making a decision to love based on Jesus’s command to love. When Jesus told us to “love each other” (John 13:34), He let us know that love is a choice; for He wouldn’t have commanded us to do something that we couldn’t choose to do. In this book, I’ll share eight choices you can make to grow lasting love in your life.

But this book is not only about how to give love; it is about how to allow yourself to receive love when you have been horribly hurt, rejected, or abused.

C. S. Lewis said,

There is no safe investment. To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything, and your heart will certainly be wrung and possibly be broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact, you must give your heart to no one, not even to an animal…avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in the casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket—safe, dark, motionless, airless—it will change. It will not be broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable…. The only place outside Heaven where you can be perfectly safe from all the dangers and perturbations of love is Hell.1


After being hurt by love, how can you heal enough to risk having your heart broken all over again? Should you even try? There is, as Lewis says, no safe investment when it comes to love.

Most of us fallen creatures are more interested in getting love than giving love—especially if we have been burned! Yet if we learn to love as we have been created to love, we find it is worth the risk.

A Love Story

Many times love begets love; in other words, we love and that opens the door for others to love us in return.

My father met my mother and fell deeply in love with her. He decided that if he couldn’t have my mother by his side forever, he would never marry anyone else. However, she did not respond to his advances and, in fact, rather disliked him.

My father persisted in pursuing her. “Give me a chance,” he pled. “If you will go out with me for six months, I will abide by your decision at the end.” She reluctantly agreed. So my father got to work, for “love that doesn’t work, doesn’t work!” He courted my mother with everything he had. He made the investment, not sure that his heart would be intact at the end. He took the risk.

At the end of the six months, he had become my mother’s constant companion and her best friend. She discovered that she could not live without him. She was irrevocably “in love.” He won her to himself through his self-giving love. They married and loved each other for thirty-eight years until his death. I’m so glad my father was willing to have his heart broken, or I wouldn’t be here writing this book about love that lasts!

Of course, this kind of experience may not happen to everyone. But even in cases where hope has died and all seems lost, you can still choose to put into practice love’s principles and actions. Even if your love elicits no response, you will be a healthier person for having loved. “Love never fails,” wrote the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 13:8 (NIV).

That does not mean that love “never fails to get a response,” but that love never fails to go on loving, whatever the reaction. This sort of love loves on in all circumstances, whether it is reciprocated, rejected, or received. To choose to love others no matter how they respond to you is to love as God loves. After all, God loved a world full of people who hated Him—loved them so much that He died for them. This is the greatest love story of all!

As you read this book, my prayer is that you will find the keys to a love that works and lasts, a love that fulfills your life and your dreams in ways beyond your wildest imaginings. Such love was born in Eden, ravaged in the Fall, restored at the Cross, and made available to us when we accept the God who is love. He loves us so that we can love others.

Where else would we start to find out about such love but in a well-known and loved Scripture passage: 1 Corinthians 13? One day Paul wrote about love. He painted a portrait with words, and Jesus sat for it. For in the Lord Jesus Christ we have the perfect picture of the perfect love. As you read Paul’s words below, ask the Holy Spirit to help you understand them:


If I could speak in any language in heaven or on earth but didn’t love others, I would only be making meaningless noise like a loud gong or a clanging cymbal. If I had the gift of prophecy, and if I knew all the mysteries of the future and knew everything about everything, but didn’t love others, what good would I be?

And if I had the gift of faith so that I could speak to a mountain and make it move, without love I would be no good to anybody. If I gave everything I have to the poor and even sacrificed my body, I could boast about it; but if I didn’t love others, I would be of no value whatsoever.

Love is patient and kind.

Love is not jealous or boastful or proud or rude.

Love does not demand its own way.

Love is not irritable, and it keeps no record of when it has been wronged. It is never glad about injustice but rejoices whenever the truth wins out.

Love never gives up, never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance.

Love will last forever, but prophecy and speaking in unknown languages and special knowledge will all disappear. Now we know only a little, and even the gift of prophecy reveals little! But when the end comes, these special gifts will all disappear.

It’s like this: When I was a child, I spoke and thought and reasoned as a child does. But when I grew up, I put away childish things. Now we see things imperfectly as in a poor mirror, but then we will see everything with perfect clarity. All that I know now is partial and incomplete, but then I will know everything completely, just as God knows me now.

There are three things that will endure—faith, hope, and love—and the greatest of these is love.


Lord, I cannot love You enough. I am such a loveless person! But I realize the choice is mine—and I make it now. Love through me, Lord. Amen.





 





A Prayer Before You Start





Jesus, show me love that’s giving

me a reason new for living,

finding freedom in forgiving,

help me love again.




Frozen by such cruel rejection,

starved for any real affection,

needing healing and protection,

help me love again.




By Your Holy Spirit cheer me,

be Thou, Savior, ever near me,

teach me, God, again to fear thee,

help me love again.

—JILL BRISCOE











CHAPTER 1

Choosing to Love God Back


God is love.

—1 JOHN 4:8


“I can’t seem to love God back. I believe God loves me, but loving God back with a lasting love isn’t hard—it’s impossible.

I’ve tried but I’ve given up hope.”

I hear it all the time!







True love always hopes where there seems to be no hope. God gives us His own love to love Him back with—we can’t do it on our own. The place of new beginnings in the matter of loving is the place in our home, hotel room, church, or chapel where we kneel and decide to receive His incredible gift of everlasting love.

God loves us with all His heart, soul, mind, and strength, and that is how He wants us to love Him back. For this we need Jesus. But for this we have Jesus if we are Christians. Without Jesus we cannot love as God loves. We cannot love Him, we cannot love ourselves, and we certainly cannot love others.

God has created us with the capacity to love Him fully as He fully loves us. That is why there is this huge need inside our hearts to love and be loved in return. God put it there! Once we find God, we discover how much He loves us, and we find the capacity to truly love others.

There is certainly a longing for intimacy, especially since the infamous horror of September 11. But most people are turning to each other for comfort and fulfillment, and not to God. After the first surge back to church, it’s once again business as usual. People are making the elementary mistake of looking first to other people rather than to God to meet the love hunger inside them.

The heart is a “lonely hunter” until it finds God. For this reason there is a universal search for a love that works and lasts, for a love that, as J. B. Phillips puts it, “knows no limit to its endurance, no end to its trust, no fading of its hope; it can outlast anything” (1 Corinthians 13:7).

Love Is More Than a Warm Puppy

I was visiting a Christian campus where I had been invited to speak in chapel. Not everyone who attended that school was a Christian, but the majority were from Christian homes. One night I was invited into the girls’ dorm for a chat. A group of college students wanted to talk to me about their favorite subject, and so we were discussing what “real love” is all about.

“Define it for me,” I suggested.

“I think love is a warm puppy,” someone volunteered.

“Actually,” I answered, “love might be a ‘wet’ puppy, but love is a whole lot more than warm or wet puppies!”

“Love is never having to say you are sorry,” someone else added.

“Well,” I countered, “only love really knows how to say it’s sorry, and that’s something all of us need to learn to say many times a day.”

“Love is a feeling too big for words,” another announced somewhat emotionally.

“But what happens when love doesn’t feel like loving anymore? When the feeling that was too big for words shrinks to nothing much at all, we wonder what we saw in the person in the first place. What sort of love is that?” I inquired. We decided that was a big part of the problem. Love doesn’t seem to last.

“People move in and out of relationships so easily, according to how they feel,” commented another student. “If someone doesn’t feel loving anymore, he simply shrugs his shoulders and says things like, ‘People change. That’s how it is! I didn’t plan it this way, but that’s the way it goes. Good-bye!’”

She sounded as if she knew what she was talking about.

“My dad just told my mom he didn’t love her anymore,” a sweet little thing offered. “Took her out to dinner while his friends emptied her stuff onto the front lawn. She couldn’t even get into the house when she came back home!”

“That’s exactly what my mom did to my dad,” added the girl sitting next to her.

“You and I need to talk,” said the first. “It sounds like we have a lot in common!”

The girls talked on, feeling secure enough among their peers to share their hurts and their hearts. They spoke not only of their own agony but also that of their parents. They talked with obvious pain of watching dads and moms split up, of the ongoing trauma of court battles that affected them deeply yet excluded them from the process and seemed to have no end.

“I don’t want to go home this semester break,” offered a pretty girl. “My father moved out after I came to school this spring, and I can’t face going back yet. Anyway, where do I go? To my mom’s house or my dad’s apartment? I don’t want to make either of them mad, and I want to support both.”

“Wait till you have to go home and meet the three new kids who are living in your house. There they are, sleeping in your bed, wearing the clothes that you left behind, and you are expected to be thrilled about it all! I was told to start calling them my stepbrothers and stepsisters and to move over and make room for them in my life,” murmured a sober-looking senior sipping a Coke.

“I’m never going to marry,” announced a beautiful redhead. “After watching my parents struggle, I’m scared I would fall out of love too, and I don’t want to hurt someone like that.”

“Don’t you think that’s selfish, though?” asked a tall sporty-looking girl in a sweat suit. “I still think that love is worth the risk. After all, we can learn by our parents’ mistakes and choose right.”

“It’s not about choosing right,” answered another girl. “It’s just that people change. It even happens among Christians.”

There was a chorus of voices as the girls said that their parents were Christians and they could hardly see the difference between marriages in the church and those out of it. I sat still, absorbing the impact of all of this, realizing the absolute carnage that has taken place in the last twenty years.

Disappointed by Love

I was listening to the first generation of the new millennium talk about their disillusionment, their severe disappointment with God, life, and love. Most were kids who loved the Lord and loved their parents but were wondering whether it was safe to love anyone else! I thought of the fifteen-year-old I had once met who asked his mother how people who had loved each other so much could hate each other so much—all in one lifetime. This generation is fast becoming as concerned about their parents’ heart affairs as they are about their own.

We have succeeded in raising a broken generation, I thought. These young people would face challenges in their relationships we never had to face in our day. What happened to their parents cast a shadow over the way they thought and acted in their own friendships and growing relationships. And it also changed what they believed about what Scripture says about marriage.

As if she had read my thoughts, a sophisticated-looking student glanced up and said, “Well, they say that by the time we are getting married, marriage to the same spouse for a lifetime will be both unusual and unnecessary! They say we will have different partners for different stages of life. It could make a whole lot of sense,” she added somewhat breathlessly. “I mean, you might be a perfect partner for raising kids but not a good companion when your kids are grown and gone. Changing partners isn’t all that crazy an idea!”

There was silence for a moment. After all, this was a Christian campus! Any such radical statement should bring some appropriate response, but to my amazement, no response was forthcoming.

“And who are ‘they’?” I inquired, breaking the silence.

“The experts,” she answered firmly.

“Experts at what?” I asked.

“At knowing what they are talking about. They say that statistics show—”

“But we’re not statistics,” burst out a cute redhead. “We are people who somehow know that this is not the way things ought to be! When will the people we love best in our lives quit picking and clawing each other to death?”

Now we were getting somewhere!

“What do you think is the way things ought to be?” I asked her gently. “Are there any rules? Is there an ‘ought’ at all?”

“I don’t know anymore,” she answered somewhat desperately. “All I know is this mess can’t be the way God meant us to treat each other. It can’t be!”

“And it isn’t,” I said firmly, smiling encouragingly at her.

“It isn’t?” she asked hopefully.

“It isn’t what God had in mind from the first, no.” Then we got down to business. “There are many kinds of love, so we should define our terms before we go any further,” I began. And this is what I told them.

God Is Love

The Bible tells us that “God is love” (1 John 4:8, 16). But what sort of love is He made of? Warm fuzzy feelings? Love that quits loving when it is not reciprocated? Is His love conditional—“I’ll love you if you love Me”? Does He promise to love me only if I’m good, if I don’t sleep with my boyfriend or girlfriend before marriage, or if I’m pretty? Does He expect me to say my prayers, go to church, and read my Bible before He will love me back? What does the love of God look like? How does it behave? How can I describe it?

The young women listened attentively as I explained that the Greek language has several different words English translates simply as “love.” Those words describe different kinds of love. The word that Paul uses to describe love in 1 Corinthians 13 is agape. This word refers to unconditional love. It means that God loves without conditions, irrespective of our reaction or response. It is love “God style,” not love American style or Western style. It is a love that is willing to be rejected and still love on. It is a love that loves the unlovely. It is a love that lays down its life for its friends. Human beings are incapable of loving this way. In order to do this, we need the Holy Spirit in our lives.

Other Greek words describe the kinds of love that we experience. For example, there’s phileo, which pictures friendship love. And there’s eros, the “feeling too big for words” sort of love, the love we feel for a boyfriend or girlfriend or spouse. But rarely do we experience agape love.

Imagine what it would be like if we could love others as God loves us. Why, that would revolutionize the world! Yet this is exactly what God requires of us. When we become His children, the Holy Spirit enters our hearts and begins to grow His “fruit,” one of which is love—agape love (Galatians 5:22). The Holy Spirit within us then enables us to love God with all our hearts, souls, minds, and strength, and to love our neighbor as much as we love our selfish selves. God does not tell us to do anything that He does not enable us to do! He Himself is the enabling of all of His commands.

So how do we respond to this news? How does the love of God get into our hearts in the first place? Well, not without an invitation! “Love has good manners” (1 Corinthians 13:5 PHILLIPS). The love of God comes into our hearts when we invite Jesus by His Spirit to come into our lives.

Not the Way Things Ought to Be

Let me tell you what happened to me. I was a much-loved child. My father loved me and my mother loved me and my sister loved me, and that was my world. In return, I loved them all back. I was a child of the Second World War, and so I became aware that not everyone loved me. Someone was dropping bombs all over my life in a regular fashion! I was only five years of age when the war broke out. We lived in Liverpool (not a very good idea as the Liverpool docks were a favorite nightly target of the enemy), so I spent many a terrifying night huddled in our air-raid shelter wondering what we had done and why so much hate was being let loose on my happy little head.

When all you have experienced is love at home, it is a puzzle to figure out why there is so much hate afoot outside it. Things were definitely not as they should be! I knew it at that young age, yet no one explained anything to me. My parents were far too busy trying to keep us alive!

So I began to question the character of God. I didn’t know what I was doing, but in my little mind I was trying to figure out why, if God was good, He made so many bad people. And if God was big and could do everything, why didn’t He stop the war? How big was He anyway? No one was reading my mind, so I drew my own five-year-old conclusions and wondered on. It would be thirteen more years until I finally got some answers to the puzzles of right and wrong, good and evil, love and hate.

One thing, however, was abundantly clear—things were not the way they ought to be. Somewhere deep inside I knew it. I knew with some strange God-given knowledge that there was a good God with a good plan and it had gone terribly wrong. And I was also sure that somewhere a loving God wanted to put everything right. I knew that He was horrified at the sinfulness of the human race. He wanted to reverse it all until right was triumphing over wrong and love prevailed. Love was the answer! If all the people in the world would only love each other like my family does, I thought wistfully, then what a wonderful world it would be!

Years later, when a girl named Janet explained that all my internal hopes were right, I could hardly believe my ears! She affirmed all my secret beliefs in the character of God and told me how I could know Him for myself. I had been sure deep down inside that He existed, and I had no trouble asking for His help. Janet led me to Christ, and I walked into the arms of a God who loved me and gave His life for me. I heard Him say very clearly, You’re right, Jill. Things are not the way they ought to be! First, let Me put things right between you and Me, and then let’s work together to put things right in the hearts of people all over the world.

Loving God Back

My heart ached with the joy of it all. God was a God of power, glory, and love. This was His world, and He wanted it back. He wanted to use me in His grand cosmic plan to do my small part! So God forgave me for Christ’s sake, and I experienced a love that transcended all the other loves in my life. They paled into insignificance compared to the love I began to know from God and for God. I didn’t love my loved ones less; in fact, I actually loved them more. I loved God the most and realized I could never love anyone with that selfless agape love unless I first loved Him. He would enrich and enhance all my other loves.

“How did you get Him into your life?” asked one of the girls.

I turned to her, reliving my own conversion experience. “I asked Jesus to come into my heart by His Spirit,” I replied.

“How did that work?” she asked.

“I chose to say a simple prayer, asking Him to forgive my sins and come into my life. I thanked Him for dying on the cross for me because I had lived a life that was not what it should have been. I invited Him to reverse the trend and direction of my life.”

“And did He?” she asked.

I answered simply. “If He hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here!”

There was silence. A silent shadow of love hovered over the room as if the Lord were saying to those sweet young women, Listen to her, she is telling you the truth. Why don’t you come home to Me as she did? I’m waiting. And then I invited them to pray with me. Many had made that personal invitation to Christ years ago. A few in the group had not.

For them, I knew life had only just begun—a lifetime of learning what this life of love was all about. Jesus Christ by His Spirit had taken up residence in their hearts, and the possibilities of giving and receiving love—a love that works and lasts—had started. Their lives would take them to the far corners of the world and present new challenges of loving day by daily day. For this they would need Jesus. But from now on, they had Jesus!

I knew that the Bible describes such brand-new converts as newborn babies who need to grow into Christian maturity. My work was cut out for me! I needed to set about a plan to feed them. Babies exhibit “need love.” If you don’t believe me, hang around a newborn infant who’s hungry! Peter told the new Christians to “cry out for this nourishment as a baby cries for milk, now that you have had a taste of the Lord’s kindness” (1 Peter 2:2–3). My new “babies” were going to need the milk of God’s Word.

Discovering God’s Love

As new converts to Christ begin to read, mark, and inwardly digest the Scriptures, they grow spiritually. Paul uses an analogy for this kind of growth in 1 Corinthians 13:11. He writes, “When I was a child, I spoke and thought and reasoned as a child does. But when I grew up, I put away childish things.” Children act like children, but one day, if things are normal, children become adults and behave like adults. They “put away childish things.” In the context of the chapter, Paul means that as believers mature in their faith, they learn how to love as God loves. A baby needs to be loved but does not know how to love in return. But eventually the baby grows up and learns how to give love as well.

Believers need to learn how to love as God loves. They need to move from just being loved to giving love, or from “need love” to “gift love.” The key lies in the measure of spiritual maturity. The measure of our spiritual maturity lies in our ability to feed on the Word of God and grow up!

“So how do we do that?” asked one of the new believers. “What do you mean, ‘Get into the Bible and let the Bible get into you’?”

Well, what did I mean? I love the way young people don’t let you get away with Christian clichés!

“Well, it’s a choice to stay a baby or grow up! You buy yourself a Bible if you haven’t got one and you begin to read it!” I said.

“Where do we start to read?”

“Try John’s Gospel,” I suggested.

“Why John’s Gospel?”

“Because that’s one place you can get to know Jesus. It’s an eyewitness account of His life. You can follow Him through the pages of the Gospels. You can watch Him heal a leper; listen to His sermons and illustrated talks, called parables; follow Him to Jerusalem; stand at His cross; visit His tomb; and meet Him in the garden like Mary Magdalene did. Yes, start in the Gospels, and learn to love Him.” This they understood, and away they went to begin to feed on this food we call Scripture.

Of course, I told them that as they learned the behavior God expects of His followers from the Bible, they would need to obey.

“How will we do that?” they inquired.

“Think about what you are reading,” I replied. “Whenever you come to a command, underline it in green. Then go out into your day and try to do what it says.”

I was on campus for a week, which gave them a chance to report their progress to me. They were soon back saying they had found a big command in John’s Gospel that they didn’t have a clue how to obey.

“What is it?” I asked them.

“‘I am giving you a new commandment: Love each other,’” they quoted from John 13:34.

“Ah,” I said, “you found it!”

“It doesn’t seem a fair imperative,” objected one of the girls. “You can’t command someone to love you.”

“It would be fun if you could,” laughed her friend.

“If love is only a feeling, you can’t,” I answered. “You can’t command someone to feel love, so don’t you see, love must be more than a feeling?”

“Like what?”

“Like actions,” I replied.

“Actions without feelings? That sounds cold and sort of—unloving!”

“Well, why don’t we study what real love is all about?” I asked them. “I’m here for a few more days, so we could get a start.” The small group agreed to meet together and begin this grand adventure. “The place to start, of course, is 1 Corinthians 13,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because in this letter Paul wrote to a lot of unloving people and showed them how things could be different. Paul defines and describes and shows us how love works.”

With Bibles in hand, we started an investigation into the heady subject of real love. Using the book of 1 Corinthians as a guide and the Gospels as an illustration of love walking our planet in the person of Jesus Christ, we learned life-changing things that made us people who would never be the same again. I invite you to start this grand adventure too.

Loving “God Style”

“God is love,” and as we noted earlier, His love is much more than a nice feeling that may or may not last. So what does this God-style love look like?

First of all, God is three persons—a Trinity. This is very hard for us to fathom because we don’t have any concrete analogies for it. The Trinity refers to the three “persons” of God—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. We can relate to the fact that God is a Father because we all have fathers. The fact that God is a Son is fairly easy to grasp as well. But God is a Spirit? What does that mean? We haven’t seen one of those. But what we learn from the Bible about this mysterious and glorious God is that He always existed in three persons and that He is love. These members of the Trinity have always loved each other, forever and ever. We are explicitly told in the Gospels, for example, that God loves His Son.

Twice God’s voice is heard from heaven reiterating this fact. At Jesus’s baptism by John, a voice from heaven announced, “You are my beloved Son, and I am fully pleased with you” (Luke 3:22). Then again on the Mount of Transfiguration, Peter, James, and John were there to hear that same voice say, “This is my beloved Son” (Matthew 17:5). Jesus was the Father’s beloved One, his “One and Only” (John 1:14 NIV).

It follows, then, that the Father loves those who love the Son! Jesus Himself said: “The Father himself loves you dearly because you love me” (John 16:27). And in His prayer to His Father about us, Jesus said, “You love them as much as you love me” (John 17:23). That God loves me as much as He loves His Son staggers my mind! Do you believe that God loves you as much as He loves Jesus? That will give you a sense of self-worth in a hurry!

Let me use an illustration to help us understand why God would love those who love His Son:

Years ago our elder son was leaving for college in Minneapolis. I was to be out of the country with my husband when he went. I couldn’t wait to get back and travel up to the Twin Cities to see him and find out how he fared. His sister went with him to help him settle in, and a good friend of ours who lived there met them at the airport. The same friend picked me up for my visit, and I thanked her profusely for all she had done to help Dave. She told me all about it, and then she suddenly said, “Oh, Jill, I do love your son!” Up to that moment she had just been a friend; but as soon as she said that, a warm feeling enveloped me, and I decided she would undoubtedly become one of my closest and best friends in the whole wide world! What made the difference? Her statement of love for my son drew me closer to her than before.


So it is with God. When He looks down from heaven and sees us kneeling in prayer, saying, “Father, I love Your Son,” something happens in His heart. He loves us for it. It gives Him special pleasure. Yes, God loves all of us, but He especially loves those who love and respond to His Son.

But God not only loves those who love His Son, God loves those who hate His Son too. This is what distinguishes agape love from all the other kinds of love. God loves His enemies! We know this to be true because He demonstrated such love for those who were crucifying Him: “Father, forgive these people, because they don’t know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).

In fact, without God’s love for His enemies, none of us could have been saved! We all were His enemies before we came to repentance and faith in Him. “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8 NIV). In fact, “we were restored to friendship with God by the death of His Son while we were still his enemies” (Romans 5:10).

This puts agape love in a class all by itself. This sort of love is unconditional love. It is not a feeling too big for words, and it is a world away from being like a warm puppy! It is love defined in terms of what love does. It is demonstrable love. It is not, “I love you if.” It is “I love you even if.” It is love that is totally committed to the well-being of the other person, irrespective of the cost to itself. It is love that does the right thing for the beloved even when it doesn’t feel like doing it. I assure you that love in the shape of Jesus did not feel like hanging on the cross! God-style love is agape love—gift love at its best.

Now the thing that blows us away is the fact that Jesus says to His disciples, “Love your enemies!” (Luke 6:35). For this we need Jesus, but for this we have Jesus!

So God-style love is love that is unconditional. He does not say, “Fulfill the conditions and I will love you” or, “I will love you if you are pretty or if you’re good or if you perform acceptably.” He says, “I will love you” period!

It was this realization of God’s great love to me that broke my heart and drew me to Christ. I had lived eighteen years of my life as His enemy. Some verses of one of my favorite hymns sum it up:


God made me for Himself, to serve Him here

With love’s pure service and in filial fear;

To show His praise, for Him to labor now;

Then see His glory where the angels bow.




And I, poor sinner, cast it all away;

Lived for the toil or pleasure of each day;

As if no Christ had shed His precious blood,

As if I owed no homage to my God.




Oh, Holy Spirit, with Thy fire divine

Melt into tears this thankless heart of mine.

Teach me to love what once I seemed to hate,

And live to God, before it be too late.1



God’s love transcended all that my thankless heart had done to Him. The truth of that love broke me and brought me to the Cross, where I sobbed my way home! The love of my parents and sister was one thing; the love of God was quite another. I realized that no man could ever love me enough, no child could ever love me enough, and no parent could ever care for me enough—only Jesus. He loved me so that I might love.

It is possible to live our entire lives as if Christ had not died for us. Plenty of people do just that. But many times this happens because they have not heard a clear presentation of the gospel. Loving God includes making sure people around us hear the good news that Jesus loves them, died for them, and wants to forgive their sins and come into their lives.

The Battle to Love

God knows how to love. He is very practiced at the art because He has been doing it forever! By giving us Christ by His Spirit, He has given us the power to love as He does.

Our problem is that we try to love each other using our own phileo love (friendship love), or eros love (sensual love). We need to put our human loves into the hands of God and submit them to Him. We must ask Him to rule and fuel them, to govern them, and to command them to obey. This way we are not relying on our own energy to sustain the kind of love only God can sustain. We must choose to do it God’s way!

In this book I want to talk about some of the loves of our lives. Love for a spouse, for children, for parents, and for friends. Love for the church, for the lost, and for the found. Love for rich little poor people and for poor little rich people. Love for mission and love for work. And of course, love for grandchildren!

As I take a backward look at my life and a forward look at my future, lacing all this together is my love for God and His precious Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. My poor, human love has been fanned into flame by His grace and His Spirit. He is the secret and source of all my other loves. Loving God comes first. Loving Him is our primary calling. To love Him in the happy times and the sad times, the rich times and the poor times, the young and the old times is the key to everything of worth in life.

And what of the battle to love? What about the selfish core of my heart that loves only me, supremely and arrogantly? Will I write of that? How can I not? For this is the battle of all battles; it is where we experience our greatest victories and our worst defeats. The problem is that we were born with a spy in the camp, an enemy within. We were born with a bias in our souls—a bias to self-centeredness, self-aggrandizement, self-absorption, self-indulgence, and self-destruction. This center core must be subdued by love—the love of God. Until I figure out how to let God get the victory in this battle over self, until love dominates my thinking, my actions, and my very soul, I will find no release.

The Bias to Sin

It’s a bit like the game of bowls—not the bowling game you have in America but the staid and proper game that is played in England. This game consists of rolling a large black “bowl” (ball) toward a small white “jack” (a smaller white ball) on a superbly manicured piece of English grass called a “green.” The idea is to get the big bowl as close as possible to the jack without touching it. This might sound really easy until you consider the fact that the bowl has a heavy weight (called a “bias”) placed inside it. This bias constantly pulls it off center.

This is a good illustration of sin. Because we are born with this “bias” inside our souls, it doesn’t matter how straight we are aimed at a target, or who aims us, sin pulls us off center! Our parents may do their best to keep us on course. Our Sunday school teachers or youth leaders may roll us as accurately as possible toward the goal, but that wretched, corrupted core is sometimes too strong for us. Time after time, we veer to the left or to the right.

I can testify to this. My parents aimed my sister and me in the right direction. They sent us to the best schools, were the best role models, taught us moral values, and let it be known they expected the best of us. Yet the bias of sin pulled me constantly off course.

When someone said right, I said wrong. When I was being taught the right way to live, I immediately tried to figure out a way to get around the system. No one explained that I was a weighted “bowl” with a sin bias working against me! So I rationalized what my conscience told me was wrong and called it “growing up” instead! I chloroformed my conscience and sinned as often as I saw fit, hoping my parents would not find out!

My sister did a better job of staying on course than I did. She warned me that it would kill Dad if I got pregnant or was caught cheating at exams. That salutary warning caused me brief concern, but the world opening up to me was too exciting to let these minor details trouble me for too long. Soon I was happily careening off course again. I have nothing and no one to blame but myself for the deceit and sin that I began to enjoy.

The Autumn of Discontent

Sin is pleasurable; otherwise we wouldn’t be so tempted! The Bible tells us that Moses “chose to be mistreated along with the people of God rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time” (Hebrews 11:25 NIV). However, the devil doesn’t tell us that sin’s pleasures last only for a short season! After a summer of fun comes the autumn of discontent followed by the winter of despair.

This wretched bias to self-gratification needs a counterbias. But we can’t do it on our own. We need the presence of Jesus within us. When He lives His life in us, sin will not have dominion over us. A change will take place that gives us the power to love God and love others. What joy! What release and relief!

So where do you see yourself? Struggling with the bias you were born with? Practicing deceit? Enjoying the pleasures of sin? Rationalizing it all and calling it “being mature”? Would you like to be free of such self-obsession? Christ can set you free! Just ask Him. Borrow my words if it helps.

Lord Jesus, I am tired of it all. Forgive me for my self-worship. Come into my life and counter my horrible bias of sin. Set me free! Free to live for You and free to love for You. Scatter Your love abroad in my heart by Your Spirit as You promised to do. Thank You, Lord, for hearing and answering this prayer. Amen.


You see, we cannot live the Christian life. There is only one person who ever did, and that person is Jesus Christ. We can try to imitate His life—the way He worked, the way He thought, the way He cared for people, and above all, the way He loved people—but we will severely fail.

There is a story told of a small boy who was given a hen as a pet. The small hen produced small eggs. One day the boy was at the zoo, where a large ostrich had just produced an egg. It was a large egg, but then what would you expect from a large bird! The little boy took a picture and had it developed. He took his photo down to the little hen, propped it up in front of her, and said, “Look at this and try harder!”

It is useless to prop up a picture of Jesus in front of people and say, “Look at this and try harder!” For this they need Jesus. But if you have just repeated the prayer I suggested, then for this you have Jesus! Once He is resident, He needs to be president. He must be King of kings and Lord of lords! He must master you so you can master yourself. He must be obeyed gladly and willingly, whatever He asks you to do. As He fills every part of your life, you will find yourself capable of doing things you have given up hope of ever doing. Things like loving Him back, and loving your friends and enemies alike.

Whom do you need to love? God Himself? Do you need more love than you can find for a child, a relative, a friend, or an enemy? I pray that by the time we have shared this book together, you will know the reality of God’s love for every person you know!

 

Lord God, teach me how to be like You, loving unconditionally. Show me Jesus in the Scriptures giving, loving, dying! He didn’t “have” to come, He chose to. I don’t “have to” love as He loved either. But I choose to! Fill me with your love. Amen.


MAKING IT MINE

These questions can be used for personal quiet time or adapted for group discussions. A notebook, a Bible, and a pencil would be useful.

Thinking It Over


	Review the chapter. Which part of it alerted you to a problem in your life? Pause and pray about it.

	Discuss or journal about agape, phileo, and eros love. Define them in your own words.

	Think about the illustration of the small hen and the ostrich egg. Why was it silly of the boy to expect the hen to “try harder”? How can you apply this illustration?

	Do you know the Lord? Did you say the prayer to accept Him into your life? Write a thank-you note to God about that.

	Read 1 John 4:7–11. Do you believe it? Memorize it.

	Make a list of ten people in your life you need to love. Thank God in advance for what He will do for them through you.



Praying It In


	Be still and quiet until your focus changes from you to Him. Don’t move until you don’t want to! Savor it.

	Do you think you are more often focused on yourself than on anyone or anything else? Do you dominate your thinking? Would you like to change? Pray about that!

	Think about the most difficult person to love in your life. Have you given up trying to love him or her? Why? Will you try again? Pray about that.



Prayer


Lord, I need You every hour. I need You to love You! Fill my heart with gratitude for Your love. Keep me honest. Change my focus from myself to others. Give me release from being a prisoner of my own world, and help me see the people You need me to love. Then give me the ability to love them.

Show me how to live in this world of love. Make me restless till I know what it is to love You with all of my heart, soul, mind, and strength. I want to feel the wind of Your Spirit in my sails, Your Word in my mind, and Your love in my heart every moment of every daily day. I cannot do this without Jesus. But for this I have Jesus! How can I ever say thanks? I love You the best that I know how, but I want to love the best that You know I can! Work this work in me, Lord. I submit my will to Yours. Amen.



Living It Out


	Think of one person who needs to hear something you have read in this chapter.

	Make an action plan. When will you share this with that person? How will you share it?

	Do it!
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