The Love of God - Part 2

Selected Scriptures
It's at this time of the year that we are very much aware of the great truth of John 3:16 that God so loved  the world that He gave His only begotten Son. The real story of Christmas is the story of a loving God. The Bible says God is love. It is consistent with God's nature to love. 

Pray
And that wonderful truth is unique to Christianity. The reason it is unique to Christianity is because Christianity is the only true religion in the world therefore it is the only religion that reflects the true God. And the author of all other religions in the world is Satan who has no comprehension of love, no capacity to love and so that which he spawns by way of religion is void of love. The false gods of the world's religions are not known for their love. They are fearsome, angry, selfish, threatening deities who must be constantly appeased or their temperamental character will motivate them to inflict pain, torture and even death on their subjects. When Christians say God is love, they are announcing something that is unique to their faith. And never is God's love more evident than in the gift of Jesus Christ. And so we have at this season been talking about the love of God.

To grasp the character of God's love in some manageable ways and to begin to understand it, I have offered to you three propositions. We have talked about the first, we will talk about the second and then the third. These are three key propositions that will help us to understand the love of God.

First of all, God's love is unlimited in extent, God's love is unlimited in extent. Secondly, God's love is limited in degree. And thirdly, God's love is ultimately directed at His own glory.

Now the last time we discussed this we considered the principle or the precept that God's love is unlimited in extent. And we saw that because it says in John 3:16, “For God so loved the world.” Titus 3:4 talks about God's love for mankind. We find in 1 John 2:2 that He is the propitiation for our sins and not for ours only but for the sins of the whole world, because as John 4:42 and 1 John 4:14 say, Jesus Christ is the Savior of the world. And so we talked about the fact that there is a sense in which God's love is unlimited. And God has demonstrated that unlimited love by sending His Son to be the Savior of the world.

That universal love, that unlimited love is demonstrated in four ways.

1. First of all, in common grace, that is to say that it rains on everybody and everybody enjoys sunlight and blue sky and fresh air and flowers and affection and families and all the good things of life. God demonstrates His love in His kindness toward all.

2. Secondly, that universal, unconditional, unlimited love of God is revealed in compassion. God has pity. God were He a human would cry and when He became one, He did. There is compassion and pity with God toward all the distresses of all men.

3. Thirdly, God's universal love is demonstrated in His warnings. Throughout all of Scripture and throughout all of redemptive history, God has repeatedly warned about the consequence of sin, the inevitability of eternal judgment. Those are warnings out of the love of God who is not willing that any should perish and who has no pleasure in the death of the wicked.

4. And then fourthly, God's universal love is demonstrated in the Gospel invitation, that is in calling all sinners to repent and embrace Jesus Christ. The gospel was designed then to be extended to the whole world and preached to every creature because Jesus Christ, in fact, is the Savior of the world. He has been so identified by God and so announced and is thus. We know that not all the world will come to Him, but He is no less the Savior of the world. It would be as if a king looking out over his nation saw a universal plague and appointed the most noble and gifted physician of all physicians as the official physician of the kingdom, the national physician. In our parlance we would say the Surgeon General. He knows that not all the people who have the plague are going to come to the physician who has been appointed by the king as the physician of the nation. He knows that not all of them will seek out his healing capability. But he is nonetheless the official physician. And Jesus Christ, though not sought by sinners, is nonetheless the official Savior of the world.

And so, we have then discussed the fact that there is in God's heart and in His nature a love that extends to everyone. And the gospel then is offered to everyone. And Romans 10:13 sums it up by saying, “Whoever will call upon the name of the Lord will be saved.”

Well this is God's unlimited love. But there is a second proposition and it's our proposition to discuss today and it is this, God's love is limited in degree. You say, “What do you mean by that?” What I mean by that is God's universal love has its limits. First of all, let me suggest this to you, that when that universal love of God is rejected, when it is spurned, when it is denied, it turns to hate. You say, “You mean God reaches the point where He hates the ungodly?” I would never say such a thing were it not said in Scripture.

Psalm 5:5-6 (NIV)

5The arrogant cannot stand in your presence; you hate all who do wrong. 6You destroy those who tell lies; bloodthirsty and deceitful men the LORD abhors.

Psalm 11:5 (NIV)

5The LORD examines the righteous, but the wicked and those who love violence his soul hates.

Psalm 101:3 (NIV)

3I will set before my eyes no vile thing. The deeds of faithless men I hate; they will not cling to me.

Psalm 139:21-22 (NIV)

21Do I not hate those who hate you, O LORD, and abhor those who rise up against you? 22I have nothing but hatred for them; I count them my enemies.

That's why we have to say that while there is a sense in which God's love is unlimited, there is another sense in which it is limited. His universal love is temporal. It is limited to time. It is not eternal. It is not complete. And I might add, it is not a saving love. Oh, in a sense it is because it says He is the Savior of all men, but that means in a temporal way, that He delivers them in this life from the judgment they deserve and lets them breathe and live. But there are limits. He loves them only in this world, only for a while and when they are fixed in rejection toward Him, His love turns to hate.

And so, the universal love of God is not nearly to the degree of His love for His own. And so when we make this second proposition that God loves in a limited degree, we're talking about a very, very important reality. There are some people who would like to believe that God will just love everybody so much that ultimately they'll all get saved. And if they don't get saved, then He'll take them to heaven anyway and forgive them on the other side of the grave. No, no, God's love spurned turns to hate and God's love universal becomes animosity and vengeance when it is rejected. That's what prompted the Apostle Paul to write:

1 Corinthians 16:22 (NASB)

22If anyone does not love the Lord, he is to be accursed. Maranatha.

Literally, let him be damned. God's love, His temporal love, His temporary love that is to all men spurned turns to hate.

But let's talk about this second love, that love which is unique to believers. Turn to John 13, now we're talking about a love of a completely different kind, to a completely different degree. His love for those who believe, His love for those who respond to the gospel is far greater than His love to the world in general. And this love that is to the greatest degree is limited only to those who believe. John 13:1 sets the scene, it is the last Passover meal that Jesus is having with His disciples. This is the night Judas will go out to betray Him. The next day He will be arrested and executed. He knows He is on the brink of that. And that's the scene as John writes:

John 13:1 (NIV)

1It was just before the Passover Feast. Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love.

There is no question, as I pointed out, that He loves the world in an unlimited sense, but He also has a special love for His own who are in the world. And how is that love defined? By this phrase, “he now showed them the full extent of his love.” That is the descriptive that tells us what it means that He loves His own who were in the world. He loves the world but to a completely different degree and limited, He loves His own who are in the world. And it is described as loving them to the end.

Now that little phrase “full extent” is the key to unlocking this understanding. In the Greek it is eis telos. In the end or full extent, either would be acceptable but not necessarily the only translation. This describes basically a quality or a degree of something, and we'll understand it, I think, when we look at just several significant meanings.

First of all, it can have the meaning of “unto completion.” In the Greek, it is the same word that Jesus said on the cross when He said it is finished. It means completely, perfectly, fully, comprehensively, full extent. Jesus loves the world but He loves, listen to this, His own, you should underline those two words because that's what this is about, His own. He loves His own perfectly, completely, fully, comprehensively. Let me say it simply, He loves His own as much as He can love. He loves His own to the complete extent of His capacity to love. He loves His own enough to make them equal to His Son, as far as redeemed humanity could bear any equality because He makes us joint-heirs with Christ to inherit everything that is His, and He makes us into His very image in our glory. And He lavishes us with all of the blessings of eternity. He loves us as fully and completely as a redeemed human could ever be loved by a God whose love knows no limits. That's what “full extent” conveys.

Secondly, it can mean to the last, to the end. In that significance it would be saying that He loves us all the way to the end of life. It never changes. That love will never turn to hate. There never will be a time when some limit to it is imposed. He will continue to love us right on to the end. And this was such an appropriate time to say that. I mean, He's gathered in the upper room with His disciples and He's very much aware of their failures and their weaknesses and their disappointing actions, very much aware that they struggle to comprehend the simplest truths, very much aware that they are a cowardly disloyal frightened group who very soon will demonstrate that by scattering all over the place when He is taken prisoner. Their leader will deny Him vociferously with a curse. Even after the resurrection they will be pining away in unbelief and He'll have to appear to them to let them know He's alive. Even after they're able to see Him in His post-resurrection appearance, even after they've touched Him and heard Him and seen Him, they will still lapse in to significant disobedience and He will have to confront them in Galilee and restore them and call them back into ministry and even ask the question, Do you love Me? And when He's hanging on the cross dying for their sins, they won't be there, with the exception of John and some women.

To put it simply, there wasn't a lot to love. But He loved them to the end. In other words, this was a love that would never ever die, it would never ever disappear. It didn't matter what they did because it wasn't conditioned on that. If it had ever been conditioned on that it never would have existed in the first place.

There is a third significance to this term, it can mean eternally, it can mean forever. It means not only will He love them to the end of their life, not only will He love them to the end of His life, but He will love them forever, forever. In fact, He will tell them a few moments after this, “I'm going to heaven to prepare a place for you that where I am there you may be also,” which is to say I love you to the degree that I will take you to be with Me forever. This all is contained in the phrase “full extent”, all of it.

This is not just some general love that extends itself in common grace, in compassion, in warning and in the call to the Gospel. This is not a temporary temporal brief love that turns to eternal hate for all who spurn it, this is something different. The degree of this love is very limited, it is limited to His own that's the key phrase, it is limited to His own. And on their behalf it is a love that is as comprehensive as God can love, that lasts as long as life lasts and then beyond that lasts forever. That's God's love for His own. And He is about to make the single great demonstration of that love by dying for those He loved.

John 15:13 (NIV)

13Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.
And that's what He will do. And the ones He loves are not worthy, that's evident. They're not the people who have somehow earned it, they are the people who by grace have been granted it.

Romans 5:8 (NIV)

8But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

He's only a few hours away from His death where He will demonstrate that He loves His own perfectly. He loves His own through all of life. And He loves His own forever. This is the greatness of this love. He faces the cross. He faces the sin bearing, the agonizing separation from God, the painful, lonely, forsaken execution and murder. And yet like a father who loses himself in the love of his children, as He Himself faces death, He wants to affirm how much He loves these utterly unworthy men. It is a love that only those who belong to Christ can experience. It is a unique and marvelous love. It is a love that gives its life. It is a love that forgives. It is a love that saves. It is a love that gives eternity and all its glories.

Now when you try to grasp the uniqueness of this love, you're looking for an illustration to grab and I want to share one with you this morning, and I'm not going to go beyond this, but it's going to take some time to develop it. It's worth the time. The best way to illustrate the different kind, the different quality, the different degree of love that those who are His own experience is to go to the Old Testament and look at Israel because Israel was His own people. And they provide for us a very good illustration.

Let's go back to Deuteronomy chapter 7, Deuteronomy chapter 7, and I'm just going to briefly introduce the truth here and then go to another chapter which is just an incredible thing, in a moment.

Deuteronomy 7:6-10 (NIV)

6For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession. <This is His chosen nation and within this nation, many individuals are chosen for salvation. You say, “Why was Israel God's people? Because they chose God?” No, because God chose them. Plain and simple> 7The LORD did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. <I think He's saying He didn't choose you because you were greater than anybody else because the truth was you weren't. He chose you> 8But it was because the LORD <what?> loved you <Why did He love them? Because He chose to love them> and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers that he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. <There's the picture. He loved you first, then He chose you, then He redeemed you> 9Know therefore that the LORD your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love him and keep his commands. 10Butthose who hate him he will repay to their face by destruction; he will not be slow to repay to their face those who hate him.
God loves by His own will. Out of His love He chooses. He makes a covenant and He will not break it but He will redeem whom He loves. That's the pattern.

Now to see that pattern unfold in the most graphic terms of the whole Old Testament, go to Ezekiel 16. This is the longest chapter in Ezekiel's prophecy. It is the most vivid. It is the most dramatic. And it is the most forceful chapter in Ezekiel.

But the sad part of it is that the chapter is not about Israel's iniquity, it is about God's maintaining His love toward a grossly sinful people and not to read it by saving face disconnects you from the profoundest truth of all Scripture, and that is that God has set His love by His own will upon a certain people, chosen them and will redeem them.

This chapter focuses on God's electing gracious, saving, forgiving, eternal love for those He designates to be His own. Let's start at the beginning.

Ezekiel 16:1-3 (NIV)

1The word of the LORD came to me: 2“Son of man, confront Jerusalem with her detestable practices 3and say, ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says to Jerusalem: Your ancestry and birth were in the land of the Canaanites; your father was an Amorite and your mother a Hittite.

Stop there.

At this point in history Jerusalem is God's city, Jerusalem the beloved. It belongs to the nation Israel. It is to be a place for the worship of the true God, a worship place is there, a temple is there. But something tragic as happened. He says Jerusalem is full of abominations. He's referring to idolatry, the worship of false gods and idols. And the Lord says to Ezekiel, you've got to tell Jerusalem that I know about her abominations. And here is what the Lord wants to say, you're going back to your roots because your origin and your birth were in the land of the Canaanites and your father was an Amorite and your mother a Hittite. Amorite and Hittite are general names for the dwellers of Canaan. They simply scoop up all the pagan idolatrous tribes that were there when Israel arrived. Jerusalem once was in the hands of pagans. And he says you've gone back to those pagan abominations, you've gone back to being like it used to be.

Ezekiel 16:4-5 (NIV)

4On the day you were born your cord was not cut, nor were you washed with water to make you clean, nor were you rubbed with salt or wrapped in cloths. 5No one looked on you with pity or had compassion enough to do any of these things for you. Rather, you were thrown out into the open field, for on the day you were born you were despised.

He's talking about Israel.

You know, when a baby was born and it wasn't wanted, it was born to a prostitute, she couldn't carry on her profession with a baby in her life and so a prostitute typically would take that baby and throw it in an open field to be eaten by cur dogs and animals to die. She wouldn't even wash it. In those ancient times they would take a salt solution to cleanse that coated the little body as it came out of its mother's womb. That was not done. With the umbilical cord still dangling out of the little stomach of that infant, it was just pitched into a field and God says that's how you were when I found you in Egypt. Nobody in the world wanted you, you were a slave people. Nobody cared about you. You were defenseless, you were poor, you were liable to perish, you were loathed and abhorred by everybody. You were an outcast. You were unwanted. You were nobody. No compassion. That was Israel, unwanted, uncared for.

Now this is the marvelous reality that God decides to set His love on that child, dirty outcast, left to die in the midst of a pagan world. He's talking about Israel's time in Egypt. They were scum. They were outcasts. They were waste material.

Ezekiel 16:6-8 (NIV)

6“‘Then I passed by and saw you kicking about in your blood, and as you lay there in your blood I said to you, “Live!” <I came along and I picked you up out of Egypt and I gave you life. Why? Because I determined to love you. Why? Because there was something lovable? No, you were ugly and bloody and dirty. Nobody wanted you. There was nothing about you to elicit compassion. But I passed by and saw you squirming and I gave you life. And here He's talking about the early period of growth as the nation Israel comes out of Egypt and comes into the promise land and starts to form> 7I made you grow like a plant of the field. You grew up and developed and became the most beautiful of jewels. Your breasts were formed and your hair grew, you who were naked and bare. <This looks at Israel, they've sort of become a nation and they're starting to grow and develop but there's no wealth and civilization is very limited, it's a pretty wild group, nomadic> 8“‘Later I passed by, and when I looked at you and saw that you were old enough for love <What does that mean? Marriage time. Israel had reached maturity>, I spread the corner of my garment over you and covered your nakedness <It wasn't proper anymore to be naked, you weren't a child anymore, you were an adult and you had reached the time of love and you couldn't be naked and so I covered you. I spread my skirt>. I gave you my solemn oath and entered into a covenant with you, declares the Sovereign LORD, and you became mine. <This is the marriage of God to Israel. He just determined in His sovereign will to love Israel. That's all there is to it. There is nothing lovable about her>
We’ve seen a national illustration, let me now give you a personal illustration.

This really points up how that love focuses on an individual. You remember David's terrible sin with Bathsheba and David had actually caused her husband to be executed. And then he had committed adultery with her and God, of course, was very displeased and the child of that adultery died. He then married his adulteress and she was very sad because the baby died, an illegitimate baby, conceived in iniquity. But now they're married. Verse 24 of 2 Samuel 12, David comforted his wife Bathsheba. He was trying to comfort her because her baby died.

2 Samuel 12:24 (NIV)

24Then David comforted his wife Bathsheba, and he went to her and lay with her. She gave birth to a son, and they named him Solomon. The LORD loved him;

What does that mean? It just means that, the Lord loved Solomon. The Lord determined to love Solomon. Solomon is a baby. Solomon doesn't believe or not believe. The Lord set His love on him. But he was a child born of a sinful wicked union. But the Lord loved him. 

But when he grew up, I mean, he had hundreds of wives. A man is not only an adulterer who does that, he is a fool. And then he had concubines. Why, why would the Lord love him?

Because the Lord delights in loving sinners. He just loved him because He chose to love him.

Nehemiah 13:26 (NIV)

26Was it not because of marriages like these <his foreign wives> that Solomon king of Israel sinned? Among the many nations there was no king like him. He was loved by his God, and God made him king over all Israel, but even he was led into sin by foreign women.

People, that's all you can say. For whatever purpose exists in the mind of God, He chooses to love whom He chooses to love. And whom He chooses to love He forgives and redeems, the rest are left to the consequence of their own sinful choices. So when we talk about God's love, there is a love that is unlimited, but there is a love that is limited only to His chosen people.

You say, “Well, how do I know if I'm chosen?” It's not hard. Do you believe? Do you believe in the Lord Jesus Christ? Do you believe that He came into the world as God in human flesh? That He died on a cross to bear your sins and rose again the third day? Do you believe that He is the only way in which your sin can be forgiven and you can go to eternal heaven if you believe? You were chosen.

Pray
Father, our hearts cry out to sing that great prayer of gratitude when we realize that you chose us, that you commended your love toward us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us, that you loved us to the greatest extent and gave your life. Father, we are humbled, we are grateful and we want to honor that love and love You because you first loved us. We know that our love for you will show up as we keep Your commandments, for Jesus said, 

John 14:15 (KJV)

15If ye love me, keep my commandments.
Thank You for this great love of which we are utterly unworthy. And, Father, make us worthy to bear Your name. Help us to walk worthy of such love. And make this particular time of the year, this particular season especially a joyful one as we take great comfort in the wonder of such great love. For our Savior's sake we pray. Amen.

Page 2 of 8

