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WELCOME
 “Do you Believe in Love?” I think we all just instinctively answer, “Yes, of course!” Who doesn’t believe in love? 
As a church, we’ve been talking for the past several months about the key beliefs and practices of Christianity and why they’re important. We’ve been learning how we can both think and act more like Jesus. But we want to do more than just mimic the thoughts and behaviors of Jesus. We want to imitate who he is. We want to be more like Jesus in the core of our being.
Jesus was the most-loving, joyful, peaceful, kind, compassionate, and humble person who ever lived. How do we become more like that? The things that we believe and things that we do should be driving us to be more like Jesus. Otherwise, what’s the point? Our beliefs and practices should both be motivated by love and result in love. 
Do you believe in love? Of course! The real question is what is love? Where do you find it? How do you give it? What’s love got to do with it? How do I become more loving?
INTRODUCTION
Several years ago there was a man named George Wald who was intrigued by sight.  As a scientist, he studied a number of aspects concerning vision, most notably how vitamin A improves vision.  He also researched how cells in the retina perceive color, black and white and then passes those images on to the brain.
So driven was he in his studies that in 1967 he shared the Nobel Prize in Medicine or Physiology for his research on how the eye sees and passes visual images to the brain.  He taught at Harvard University and was the Higgins Professor of Biology Emeritus when he died at the age of 90.
He had accomplished a great deal in his life.  But when speaking of his Nobel Prize, he once made this statement:
“What one really needs is not the Nobel prize, but love. How do you think one gets to be a Nobel Prize winner? Wanting love, that’s how. Wanting it so bad one works all the time. He works and works and ends up as a Nobel Prize winner. It’s a consolation prize. What matters is love.”[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  I Love You More: How Everyday Problems Can Strengthen Your Marriage, Les Parrott (Zondervan, 2005), p.95.] 

Donald Miller writes in his book Scary Close: “What if some of the most successful people in the world got that way because their success was fueled by a misappropriated need for love?”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Donald Miller, Scary Close (Thomas Nelson: Nashville, 2014), 6.] 

TRANSITION
That’s what I think George Wald was saying. And it should not surprise us that someone who studied sight as his vocation could see so clearly what every person wants and needs.  What we want is love.  We just don’t know how to find it.  The message we are sent from birth is that love is conditional.  
We find it through a variety of ways:
· Performance will get you promoted.
· Personality will get you accepted. 
· Physical appearance will get you noticed.
And so we work.  We work long hours.  We work the room.  We work out.  We work in hopes of finding love. Why? Because this is what we have learned.  Human love—even at its best—is conditional. 
Everyone wants to be loved – unconditionally. The problem is we’ve all made mistakes. We’re all less than perfect. We can’t believe that anyone could possibly ever love us for who we are. So we put up walls. We wear masks. We tell lies. We sleep around. We don’t think we’re really worthy of another’s true love. 
WORTHY OF LOVE
Sometimes when I’m feeling all lovey-dovey, I’ll lean over to my wife, Heidi, and whisper, “I love you.” And sometimes instead of just saying, “I love you, too,” she’ll ask a question: “Why?”  
“W-w-why?!” I stammer. 
“Yes, why?” She’ll ask again. “Why do you love me?” 
“W-w-why?!” I struggle again. “Because… Because… Because… Oh, I don’t know. I just do!” 
And that little sweet tender moment I envisioned in my mind quickly deteriorates into a fight. 
She just wanted to know what we all want to know: “Why am I worthy of being loved?”
Perhaps, the underlying insecurity is, “Tell me, so I can keep meeting your conditions.” 
Maybe that’s why it is so difficult for us to believe the heart of God’s message:  
“For God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.” (John 3:16, NLT) 
“God loved the world,” John says.  
“Why?” we ask. Why would God love me? Doesn’t He know what I’ve done? Doesn’t He know where I’ve been? Who I am? Why would He love me? 
We ask because we are conditioned to believe that love is conditional. That’s all we’ve ever known. 
“Do this” + “Don’t do that” = “love.”  
That’s the equation for love. As long as you do enough of what someone else likes and don’t screw up too much, others will love you. 
But if you “don’t do this” and “do that” – watch out! There are a long line of accusers standing ready to point blame and shout condemnation. 
“You drunk!”
“You slut!”
“You liar!”
“You cheater!”
“You loser!”
Unfortunately, your life experience was not the only place you were taught this equation. It’s likely been beaten into you by religion. 
“If you stop doing bad things, then God will love you.”  
“If you do good things, then God will love you.”  
Like a conspiracy, parents, pastors, and peers have all joined together to teach us that love is conditional. That, yes, even God’s love is in direct proportion to our own effort. 
And in our working for love we miss actually being loved. We are so busy trying to earn love that we completely miss this truth: True love is given, not earned. 
DEFINITION OF LOVE
“Love” is quite possibly the most-misused and abused word in the English language. It’s become a generic catch-all to describe anything and everything that we have an affinity for. I love my kids and I love bacon. I love my wife and I love football. They’re not quite the same, but yet I use the same word to describe my feelings toward both. I actually love my kids more than bacon (unless it’s thick-cut applewood-smoked pepper bacon). 
Sometimes I tell my wife, Heidi, “I love you more than ice cream.” She knows how much I love ice cream, but it’s not always clear how much I love her. I have to qualify it by comparison. 
The love John equates with God is different than our love for bacon or ice cream. It is a love unlike the world’s equation of conditional love. In fact, it is so different that a new word had to be found for it. Scholars believe the Greek word used here for God’s love was a Christian invention.  
When these people were trying to put on paper what God’s love is like, they thought:
· “It’s a lot different than our love of bacon.”
· “It’s a love that’s even stronger than a family’s love.”
· “It’s even greater than the love between a husband and wife.” 
They looked at the common words for love and they thought, “None of these really get at how crazy-good the love of God is.” So they created an entirely new word: agape. 
You might need a new definition of love.  You may have felt the shallow judgment of the world’s definition.  
· You are loved for your looks… until you begin to wrinkle.  
· You are loved for your mind… until it slows.  
· You are loved for your money… until it’s gone.  
It’s conditional.  But God’s love is not.  It is agape.  It’s a new word for a new kind of love.  A love that is unconditional, unquenchable, and unrelenting! 
WHY GOD LOVES YOU
Anyone here currently potty-training your child? (Or husband?) Lord, have mercy on you. 
All of our children are currently potty-trained. I think the last one was the most-trying for me. She would go days without an accident followed by days where she didn’t go in the potty once! It was so frustrating thinking she was potty-trained only to have her revert back again and again.
Every time she’d have an accident, we’d ask, “Why did you pee your pants?” 
Her answer every time: “Cuz can.” 
She’s been good for about a year now, but it’s still a joke around our house.
· “Why did you leave the milk out?” Cuz can.
· “Why did you hit your brother?” Cuz can.
· “Why are you eating your boogers?” Cuz can.
Why does God love you? Cuz can. 
· Not because we have it all together.  
“But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.” (Romans 5:8, NLT) 
· Not because we were the biggest or the best.  
“The LORD did not set his heart on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other nations, for you were the smallest of all nations!” (Deuteronomy 7:7, NLT) 
· Not because we loved him first.  
“God showed how much he loved us by sending his one and only Son into the world so that we might have eternal life through him. This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins.” (1 John 4:9–10, NLT) 
Simply put, God loves you because He chooses to love you. 
Remember, the world’s equation for love is: “Do this” + “Don’t do that” = “Love”
God’s love equation: “Truth” + “Grace” = “Love”
The truth is:
· You’ll never be good enough.
· You may not be smart enough.
· You may not be pretty enough.
· You’re not perfect.
· You’re flawed. You fall. You fail. 
That’s the truth. And the truth is that none of that matters. None of it factors in to how much God loves you because of His amazing grace. He knows the truth about you and chooses to cover it in His grace.
Grace that says:
· “You may be weak, but I am strong.”
· “You may fall down, but I will pick you up.”
· “You will screw up, but I will be there to clean you up.”
· “You’re not good enough, but I am.”
· “You may think you’ve ruined your life, but I will make beauty from this mess.” 
And that is all that matters. 
Any mother understands this. 
The mom carries the unborn baby in her womb for nine months.  
The truth is:
· At first the baby causes her to be sick.   
· Later he causes her to gain weight.   The weight makes her waddle like a duck and live in sweat pants.
· The extra mouth to feed causes her to crave ungodly combinations of food: Pickles + peanut butter; bananas + mayonnaise. 
· This baby is going to cause a lot of pain and exhaustion.
· He’s going to cost a lot of time and money. 
· He needs to be fed.  He needs to be changed.  He cries.  He needs to be held.   
And so the mother feeds and changes the diaper.  See holds and hums.  She spends her nights awake and her days wishing she were asleep.
Does the baby say “thank you?”  Did the baby do anything to merit this love?  No, but the mother loves because that’s what a mother is. 
You and I did nothing, either, to earn God’s love.  But God loves us because that’s what He is. HE IS LOVE.
“But anyone who does not love does not know God, for God is love.” (1 John 4:8, NLT) 
When John was looking for a short definition of God, he put it as clearly as possible.  Three words: Subject, verb and direct object.  God is love.  Not just any kind of love.  Agape love. Unconditional. Unquenchable. Unrelenting. Never-ending love. He chooses to love us because He can do nothing other than what He is.  
Now I can. And you can. We can say we believe in love.  And we can believe in love . . . until somebody wrongs us.  We can love . . . until somebody leaves us.  We can love . . . until we find someone better.
But God cannot love you more than he loves you now.  We think that if we did more He would love us more.  We think that if we had not done something we did then He would love us more now. But we are wrong. You cannot do anything that will cause Him to love you more. You cannot do anything that will cause Him to love you less.
This kind of God love is an active love. “For God so loved the world that he gave…” God’s love is a verb. It is active and proactive. 
No wonder then that Paul defines love with verbs:
“Love is patient and kind. Love is not jealous or boastful or proud or rude. It does not demand its own way. It is not irritable, and it keeps no record of being wronged. It does not rejoice about injustice but rejoices whenever the truth wins out. Love never gives up, never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance.” (1 Corinthians 13:4–7, NLT) 
Exchange the word “love” with “God” and you have a good description of Him. 
GOD is patient and kind.
GOD is not jealous, boastful, proud, or rude.
GOD keeps no record of wrongs.
GOD never gives up. 
Now, put your name in place of “love” and you discover how much more we all have to grow. 
JEFF is patient and kind.
JEFF is not jealous, boastful, proud, or rude.
JEFF keeps no record of wrongs.
JEFF never gives up.
That’s rough! 
So, do you believe in love? Agape love? Unconditional, unquenchable, unrelenting love? 
The reason for John’s short definition of God (“God is love”) was the result of a discussion about why a person does not love.  A person does not love because they have not known God’s love.
Here’s the point: you will never be able to give unconditional love if you have not received unconditional love.  The kind of love you receive is the kind of love you give. Receive a conditional love and you will give a conditional love. Receive an unconditional love and you will learn to give an unconditional love. Not perfectly. At least not on this side of heaven. But you can learn to give a love that is unlike the love the world gives. But it starts with receiving God’s unconditional love for you. 
CONCLUSION
A few years back, a kitten was born in Sacramento with some unusual markings on its fur.[footnoteRef:3]  The fur seems to spell out the words “I (heart) (period)” or, as we would say, “I love Dot.”  This is especially heartwarming when you know the kitten’s mother’s name is Dot. Some see it as a message from the child to the mom. [3:  http://boingboing.net/2008/03/25/cute-message-on-kitt.html] 

Wouldn’t it be something if all of God’s children were branded with the same message, but from God to the world?  I love. Period.  
Brennan Manning has said, “God loves you unconditionally, as you are, not as you should be, because nobody is as they should be.”[footnoteRef:4] He also liked to say, “God will ask one question upon your arrival in heaven: ‘Did you believe that I loved you?’”[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Brennan Manning, All is Grace (David C. Cook: Colorado Springs, 2011), 192.]  [5:  You can hear Brennan Manning here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0iaZp3CzUXk] 

You see, George Wald was correct.  What we want is love.  What matters is love.  And you can stop working for it. Just receive it.  Let His love mark you with this message: God loves you. Period.  
