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READ pg. 330-332

This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.
pg. 327      1 JOHN 4:10 – 12
Love is a many splendored thing.
Love is a rose, but you better not pick it.
Love is a battlefield.
Love is like a butterfly.
Love is all you need.
Love is a four-letter word.
Love is in the air.
Generations of poets and musicians have been attempting to define and capture the essence of love from every possible angle throughout time. Yet the poems and songs just keep coming. Why? Because love is such a powerful and vast force that we never seem to grow weary of hearing about it. Even still, we all struggle to adequately comprehend and express love at it’s deepest and purest level on a daily basis.
Since God is the Creator, he is, therefore, the Creator of love as well. We must look to him to understand what this - NOUN & Verb - truly means & how we can hold his love in our hearts while giving it away at the same time — just as Jesus showed us throughout his life and in his death. 
   George Matheson was only fifteen when he was told that he was losing what little eyesight he had. Instead of giving up, Matheson immediately continued with his plans to enroll in the University of Glasgow, and his determination lead to his graduation at age nineteen. But as he pursued graduate studies in theology for Christian ministry he finally lost his sight. His sisters joined ranks beside him, learning Greek and Hebrew to assist him in his studies. He pressed faithfully on.
    But his spirit collapsed when his fiancée, unwilling to be married to a blind man, broke their engagement and returned his ring. He never married, and the pain of that rejection never totally left him. Years later, as a well-loved preacher in Scotland, his sister came to him announcing her engagement. He rejoiced with her, but his mind went back to his own heartache. He consoled himself in thinking of God’s love which is never limited, never conditional, never withdrawn, and never uncertain. Out of this experience he wrote the hymn, O Love That Wilt Not Let Me Go.
O love that will not let me go,
I rest my weary soul in thee;
I give thee back the life I owe,
That in thine ocean depths it flow
May richer, fuller be.

    Human love is very uncertain and I am sure all of us here today have experienced rejection at some point in our lives. Like George Matheson we need to learn how trust God’s perfect love. His love is our hope and our goal. Being a Christian means that we learn to love like Jesus.
KEY QUESTION: What does it mean to sacrificially and unconditionally love others?
    There is likely not a more abused word, particularly in the English language, than the word love. We don’t have a good method by which we can rate the degree to which we are expressing the emotion. As a result, we love chocolate, and we love our children. The same? Of course not, but how does one differentiate the meaning? We love the latest song on the radio, and we love God. Again, while those two concepts come from entirely different places in our hearts, we use the same word to describe our feelings for each.
The New Testament writers understood this dilemma. They wanted to talk about this new brand of Christian love made possible through a real relationship with Jesus. There was just one problem — they couldn’t find a word in the vocabulary of the Greek language (Phileo - brotherly; Eros - erotic) to adequately describe the nature & quality of this new divine experience. So they took an existing word in the Greek language - agape - & infused it with new meaning to reflect this powerful concept of “God-centered, powered & motivated love.”
It’s quite amazing and freeing to realize that human attempts to describe God’s love for us resulted in a word that now has a meaning never before given.
KEY IDEA: I am committed to loving God and loving others.
The biblical word love has three unique and distinct characteristics.
Unconditional
Agape love is not dependent on love being given back. The old saying, “Love has to be a two-way street,” doesn’t apply here. While it is always great for feelings and actions to be reciprocated, there are no conditions or requirements for God’s love to be experienced.
Many marriages today, & even friendships, are conditional relationships — and many also are dependent on one of the two to be the instigator of the love or the expresser of love — as if to say, “Yes, I will love you, but you have to start, and then I will judge how well you love me before I decide how I will respond.” Many relationships today seem to have more of a contractual character than a caring one. If any expectation of condition is not met, ex: warming cold feet in bed” or at least perceived to not be met, love is withheld. It is right to question if this can truly be called love.
Simply put, agape love places no conditions, expectations, or stipulations on the other person for love to be expressed or displayed. It is, therefore, unconditional.
Sacrificial
Agape love places the other person first. Sacrificial love will take a risk by stepping out to show intent, regardless of the other’s response. A person loving to this degree communicates, in effect, “I will lose some of who I am to love you. I will lay down my life. I will give up my rights. You are more important to me than I am to me!”
In Ephesians 5:25, this is the level to which Paul challenges husbands: “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.” This new “Jesus brand” of love gives itself up, takes risks for the welfare & care of others. (Good Samaritan)
Forgiving
In our relationships with others, we often set each other up for failure by expecting perfection, which is impossible to attain. Agape love expresses, “You don’t have to be perfect for me to love you and stay in a relationship with you. In fact, I expect you to be imperfect, so I will forgive. You don’t have to earn my love. I factored in your mistakes and will allow for them.” For the Christian, forgiveness is not isolated, individual dosings, but a lifestyle. 
This is what God does for us daily. He is a God who forgives, and this is his assurance: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”  1 John 1:9
Jesus invites us to do the same thing for others.
Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?”                                          pg. 332
Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.”  Matt. 18:21-22
KEY APPLICATION: What difference does this make in the way I live?
Jesus’ love in our hearts enables us to love those we could never love before.
In the Sermon on the Mount, recorded in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus says:
“You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven.”  Matt. 5:43-45  pg. 330
Jesus is telling us that hatred is no longer an option for his followers. Regardless of how we are treated by anyone, the only choice is to love.
Jesus’ love in our hearts enables us to love the unlovable.
Matthew includes in his gospel Jesus’ teaching about the gathering of the nations and the separating of the “sheep” from the “goats” that takes place when Jesus comes again:
“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ ”  Matt 25:34-36
Our world today has little time to spare for the homeless, poor, hungry, orphaned, diseased, elderly, and imprisoned. But Jesus clearly states that his followers will be about his business in those very places — to show love to the unloved.
Jesus’ love in our hearts enables us to show the world what true love looks like.
    A traveler fell into a deep pit and couldn’t get out. Several persons came along and saw him struggling in the pit. 
	The sensitive person said, "I feel for you down there." 
	The reflective person said, "It’s logical that someone would fall into the pit." 
	The aesthetic person said, "I can give you ideas on how to decorate your pit." 
	The judgmental person said, "Only bad people fall into the pits." 
	The curious person said, "How in the world did you get down into that pit." 
	The perfectionist said, "I believe you deserve to be in that pit." 
	The self-pitying person said, "That’s nothing - you should have seen my pit." 
	The optimist said, "Cheer up! Things could be worse." 
	The pessimist said, "Be prepared! Things will get worse." 
    Jesus, seeing the man, took him by the hand and lifted him out of the miserable pit. As Christian we are called to do the same thing.
Jesus lays out the ground rules for anyone who wants to be his follower:
“Anyone who loves their father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves their son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. Whoever does not take up their cross and follow me is not worthy of me.”  Matt. 10:37-38
To interpret this passage as Jesus urging us to not love our families or to shun them for his sake is to not take into account the context of the entire New Test. Jesus is saying here that our love for him should be so strong & committed that all other loves can’t possibly compare. The amazing thing about God is when we do love him to this degree, our devotion & care for all people, including our families, will grow in ever-increasing measure.
The following story is an amazing display of God’s love and a strong example of the power of how radically a life can be changed by Christ.
Chris Carrier of Coral Gables, Florida, was ten years old when a man became so angry with Chris’s father that he abducted Chris. The kidnapper burned him with cigarettes, stabbed him numerous times with an ice pick, shot him in the head, and then dumped him out to die in the Everglades. Miraculously, Chris survived and was found. His only lasting physical effect from the ordeal was losing sight in one eye. His attacker was never captured.
Carrier became a Christian and later served as a youth pastor at a church in Florida. One day, he received word that a man named David McAllister, a seventy-seven-year-old frail and blind ex-con living in a Miami Beach nursing home, had confessed to committing the crime all those years ago.
So Carrier headed to Miami. Did he take a gun? Did he plot revenge on the way there? After all, now the tables were turned. The old man was helpless, just as Chris had been when McAllister tortured and shot him, leaving him for dead. No. Revenge wasn’t Chris’s motive, as it had been his captor’s. Carrier was going God’s direction — toward forgiveness. And, amazingly, yes, even love.
Chris began visiting McAllister regularly and often read the Bible and prayed with him. Through these visits, Carrier eventually led McAllister to his Lord. Carrier said, “While many people can’t understand how I could forgive David McAllister, from my point of view, I couldn’t not forgive him. If I’d chosen to hate him all these years, or spent my life looking for revenge, then I wouldn’t be the man I am today, the man my wife and children love, the man God has helped me to be.”6
Each day as we live out our lives, Jesus loves us unconditionally and sacrificially, and he offers ongoing forgiveness. He asks us, his followers, to offer the same in our relationships. Why? This new breed of love allows us to be involved in healthy relationships and also to be free to express God’s love to the world.
The apostle John sums it up: “We love because he first loved us.”  I John 4:19  pg. 332
OPTIONAL CONCLUSION
   (There is an old story about a man by the name of John Griffith, who lived in Oklahoma in 1929. He had lost all he had in the stock market crash. He moved to Mississippi where he took a job as bridge operator for a railroad trestle. In 1937 he was involved in a horrible accident. One day his 8 year-old son, Greg, spent the day with his Dad at work. The boy poked around the office and asked dozens of questions - just like little boys do. The bridge was over a river and when-ever a ship came John had to open the bridge to allow the ships to pass. The day the boy was there with his father a ship was coming so John opened up the draw bridge. After a moment or two he realized his son wasn’t in the office and as he looked around, to his horror, John saw his son climbing around on the gears of the draw bridge. He hurried outside to rescue his son but just then he heard a fast approaching passenger train, the Memphis Express, filled with 400 people. He yelled to his son, but the noise of the now clearing ship and the oncoming train made it impossible for the boy to hear him. All of a sudden John Griffith realized his horrible dilemma. If he took the time to rescue his son the train would crash killing all aboard, but if he closed the bridge, the boy we be crushed in the gears. John would sacrifice his son. He made the horrible decision, pulled the lever and closed the bridge. It is said, as the train went by John could see the faces of the passengers, some reading, some even waving, all of them oblivious to the sacrifice that had just been made for them. 2000 years ago God the Father and God the Son, made an intentional sacrifice - how many are living as if oblivious to the cost!)

