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All-Out Love for God 
Rev. Denise Douglas 

 
When I was a little girl, I saw God as a powerful, angry father figure waiting to discipline me. After 
coming home from a revival service one evening, I asked my mom if she thought I would go to 
heaven; she said yes, and I burst into tears. Being in heaven—or anywhere with God as I imagined 
him—was not where I wanted to be!  
 
Over the years, God gently changed my image of him. First, the change came intellectually. I learned 
from Scripture that God is a loving person. I saw God’s “crazy love,” as Francis Chan calls it, in the 
story of Hosea, the faithful prophet whom God told to take a prostitute as his wife. I saw it in the 
story of the prodigal son, or “the prodigal God” as Timothy Keller describes him, a Father so 
extravagant with grace that it borders on recklessness! I liked this emerging image of God.  
 
During my seminary years, however, God confronted me with my emotional resistance toward him. 
No matter how much biblical knowledge I had gained, I still related to God as if he were angry with 
me most of the time. Thus began the next phase of the journey: accepting on an ever deeper level 
that the God who loved me was calling me to obey him. Notice what Deuteronomy 10:12–13 says: 

 
“And now, Israel, what does the LORD your God ask of you but to fear 
the LORD your God, to walk in obedience to him, to love him, to serve 
the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to 
observe the LORD’s commands and decrees that I am giving you today 
for your own good?” (NIV) 

 
In Joshua 22:5, Joshua says to God’s people: 
 

“But be very careful to keep the commandment and the law that 
Moses the servant of the LORD gave you: to love the LORD your God, 
to walk in obedience to him, to keep his commands, to hold fast to 
him and serve him with all your heart and with all your soul.” (NIV) 

 
There is nothing like the word obedience to take the “warm fuzzies” right out of our love feast with 
God. Worship feels good: We gather in a comfortable setting, with gifted musicians, in the midst of 
warm and friendly people, to sing of our adoration for God. We walk out thinking we have done a 
good job loving God for the week. However, worship services do not appear high on God’s list of 
ways we are to love him.  
 
You may be familiar with Gary Chapman’s book The Five Love Languages. He encourages each 
married person to discover what the spouse’s love language is—service, gifts, affection, touch, or 
quality time. Whatever it is, we have to “speak that language” in order to demonstrate our love for 
our spouse in a convincing way. Guess what God’s love language is? Obedience. 
 
But obedience to God does not simply mean looking or talking a certain way; it also means being in 
the world in a certain way. On more than one occasion, God made clear to Israel that he did not 
want any more of their worship until they began living in the way he had instructed them to live. He 
says the same to us today. Look closely at this passage from the book of Joshua: 
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“But be very careful to keep the commandment and the law that 
Moses the servant of the LORD gave you: to love the LORD your God, 
to walk in obedience to him, to keep his commands, to hold fast to 
him and serve him with all your heart and with all your soul.” (Josh 
22:5 NIV) 

 
One of the highest values of our culture today is casualness. We love to be casual. We love to wear 
worn-out jeans, old sweatshirts, and sneakers. In fact, that may be your standard attire around the 
house on Saturdays. There is a place in life for casualness, but that place is not in our relationship 
with God. Joshua says we should “be very careful” to do God’s will. The dictionary defines careful as 
showing close attention to accuracy and detail; being watchful and protective. It is the opposite of 
casual. This isn’t about how we look physically, but about the attitude with which we do God’s 
work. We should be watchful and attentive about how we live our faith.  
 
God is teaching me that I cannot compartmentalize my life—this part for me, this part for God; this 
time for me, this time for God. Loving God means allowing him to guide every aspect of my life: my 
devotional time, my parenting time, my free time, my work time, my relational time. It means 
surrendering my plans to follow his plans in everything I do. In order to be “careful” in serving 
God, we have to check our allegiances. Do we put God first? Or do we put our job, our favorite 
sport, our political ideology first? Joshua says we should be attentive to God first of all. 
 
When Joshua says to “be careful” to obey God, he also means to be diligent in serving him. Joshua 
was addressing a group of Israelites who had asked for land on the east side of the Jordan River, and 
God granted it to them with one condition: He commended them to cross the river with the other 
Israelites and help fight their battles for Promised Land. These people already had their land, and 
they would face great risk if they crossed into a land that had to be fought for. Yet God required it 
of them. Joshua said,  
 

“You have done all that Moses the servant of the LORD commanded, 
and you have obeyed me in everything I commanded. For a long time 
now—to this very day—you have not deserted your brothers but have 
carried out the mission the LORD your God gave you.” (Josh 22:2–3 
NIV) 

 
Serving God often means looking out for the welfare of others. In Chuck Colson’s book Loving God, 
he tells the story of a Russian doctor who was thrown into a barren Siberian prison. Boris Kornfeld 
was of Jewish heritage; although his family had been loyal followers of the Communist regime, he 
was arrested on a bogus charge of subversion. In prison, Boris Kornfeld came into contact with a 
devout Christian fellow prisoner, who spoke of Christ as the Jewish Messiah. Eventually, the doctor 
came to accept Christ as the Messiah and his personal Savior.  
 
Even so, he resented the oppression and cruel abuse carried out by the prison guards and officers. 
When a guard was knifed and brought to him for surgery, he sewed up the wounded artery very 
loosely so it would reopen after surgery. Then the guard would quickly die and no one would be the 
wiser. As he worked on this man, Dr.Kornfeld realized the deep hatred that he harbored in his heart. 
He would gladly slaughter all of the prison guards if given the chance. He was appalled. He redid the 
sutures to save the guard’s life. As he did, the words of the Lord’s Prayer started going through his 
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mind: “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.” He prayed to Jesus, asking him for grace to 
carry out these hopeless tasks as a camp doctor. 
 
One day he examined a prisoner who had just been operated on for cancer. The man’s eyes were 
sorrowful and suspicious; his face deeply etched by the years spent in the camps. His expression 
bore a spiritual misery and emptiness that the doctor had rarely seen. So the Dr. Kornfeld pulled up 
a chair and began to describe what had happened to him. All through the afternoon and late into the 
night, the doctor described his conversion to Christ and his newfound spiritual freedom, even while 
imprisoned. The patient found encouragement in his words and eventually fell asleep.  
 
He awakened the next morning to running feet and great commotion. In the night, Dr. Boris 
Kornfeld had been murdered. But Kornfeld’s testimony did not die. The patient pondered the 
doctor’s last impassioned words and as a result also gave his life to Christ. He survived that prison 
camp and went on to tell the world what he had learned. The patient’s name was Alexander 
Solzhenitsyn. He eventually won the Nobel Prize in literature by exposing to the horrible conditions 
of Russian prison camps. All because one man, Boris Kornfeld, obeyed God by looking out for the 
welfare of others. 
 
Eugene Peterson has written a book titled A Long Obedience in the Same Direction. That title is a good 
description of how we are called to love God. We are going to fail at times. We are going to get 
distracted, knocked down by life’s circumstances, and discover that we have not been serving God 
as we should. At such times, God’s Spirit lifts us up to try again. God’s grace and mercy enable us to 
keep on the path of “a long obedience in the same direction.” Let’s love God by living in all-out 
obedience to him. 
 
Denise Douglas is associate pastor at Mount Scott Church of God in Portland, Oregon. 
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Be Perfect…in Love! 
Pastor Tommy Dove 

Matthew 5:43–48 
 
I once served in a congregation that had a large Christian school and daycare center, a complex 
operation with many challenges such as lawsuits, wild animals on the playground, and students 
needing discipline for doing unthinkable things. I didn’t think I needed any other challenges when I 
got the phone call one morning saying that Carol was in the kindergarten nap room and refused to 
leave. 
 
Carol roamed the streets of our community. She dressed funny—dirty winter coats in the summer 
and high-top tennis shoes. She smelled bad and her hair was a wild mane of gray. The look in her 
eyes was often desperate. Carol occasionally attended worship services, but she didn’t really connect 
with many people. Now she was in a bad state, determined to hold her ground in the nap room. 
 
The police were called, as they had been numerous times before, to take Carol to a hospital, where 
she would spend several days under observation in the mental health ward. I felt a twinge of guilt 
that we had asked the police to remove her, but I also felt responsible to the parents of the children. 
We needed to keep those youngsters safe from anyone who might be a threat. 
 
Then I heard that “still, small voice” of the Holy Spirit telling me that Carol needed someone to love 
her. Someone should listen to her story, find out why she lived the way she did, and take an interest 
in her. I reasoned with the Lord that I had a large ministry to oversee and someone else might be 
more suited to take care of Carol, but I couldn’t escape God’s call to love her. I headed to the 
hospital to begin a relationship with one of God’s treasures. 
 
Each week, Carol had a one hour appointment with me in my office. There I heard her story of 
mental illness, abuse, her husband’s abandonment, having her two children years removed from the 
home because of her mental illness, and the efforts of a kind retired pastor to get her an apartment 
and manage her finances. He had died a few years earlier, and Carol was on her own again—so God 
had called me to love her. 
 
She didn’t get better immediately; in fact, she got worse. After another of her stints in the hospital 
(this time for several weeks), I became her guardian advocate. Her doctors and I made the tough 
decision to send her to the state hospital so that she could be carefully monitored and psychiatrists 
could develop a care plan for her. Her heart was broken as I helped them load her into the van that 
would take her there. “Pastor Tommy, please don’t do this,” she sobbed. I promised her I would 
make the two-and-a-half hour drive regularly to visit and I would call her each week. 
 
I was privileged to witness Carol’s transformation as she got better. She began caring for her clothes, 
and she really liked shopping. She wanted to look pretty for my visits. She talked about finding her 
kids and dealing with her past in a positive way. The doctors said she needed to move to an assisted-
living facility when she got out of the hospital, so we found the perfect home for her with a young 
couple. They loved her like family. 
 
I had shared my experience with Carol with our congregation in a very transparent way, encouraging 
them to see her as the treasure that she was. She came back to our church to the cheers and applause 
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of the congregation; she was beaming as she came forward that morning so we could pray for her 
and express our love for her. I had discovered that Carol knew a good deal of the Bible; she loved 
the Lord, and she was a prayer warrior. Her ministry was to sit near our worship pastor during our 
seasonal events and pray for his hands as he conducted. We celebrated her ministry. God’s love 
transformed Carol, but it also transformed me and our church. We no longer saw her as a threat or 
an enemy, but as our sister and friend. 
 
Carol died of cancer a couple of years ago. She was in her sixties. She had been able to see her 
children again and greatly enjoyed her last years of life because she knew she was loved.  When I 
preached at her funeral, I wore a black suit that she had insisted on buying me. 
 
We enjoy reading passages of Scripture that tell us God loves us, but sometimes we conveniently 
overlook the passages that demand that we love like he does. We hear the words of Jesus telling us 
to “be perfect” and think that’s impossible, so I can skip that scripture too. In context, though, we 
need to see that we are able to accomplish this goal by loving like he does.  The great opportunity of 
the church today is to demonstrate God’s perfect love and so reveal Christ to our generation. 
 
Jesus says in Matthew 5:43–45a, “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” (NIV). Who propagated the rumor that Christians can hate 
certain people? I grew up in a culture that permitted Christians to hate another race when the 
Scriptures clearly did not. As soon as I matured enough to tell rumor from truth, many people who 
were once my “enemies” became my friends. 
 
What kind of people have we labeled our “enemies” today? Which people have we decided are not 
worthy of love because they have engaged in sin that we can’t tolerate? We sometimes put on our 
smiling faces and say our pat Christian phrases when in reality we don’t love them; we hate them. 
 
In The Prodigal God, Timothy Keller says, “It is hard for us to realize that when Christianity first arose 
in the world it was not called a religion. It was the non-religion. The irony of this should not be lost 
on us, standing as we do in the midst of the modern culture wars. To most people in our society, 
Christianity is religion and moralism. The only alternative to it (besides some other world religion) is 
pluralistic secularism. But from the beginning it was not so.” 
 
Jesus established the truth about whom we can love and whom we can hate. “Love your enemies 
and pray for those who persecute you,” he said. As a group, we haven’t done very well in living out 
this truth. But Jesus says we need to live by truth rather than rumor when it comes to loving others. 
 
A white first grader went to her first day at a newly integrated school during the segregation storm 
of the 1960s. Her anxious mother met her at the door to inquire, “How did everything go, Honey?” 
 
“Oh, Mother, you know what? A little black girl sat next to me!” 
 
In trepidation, the mother asked, “And what happened?” 
 
“We were both so scared that we held hands all day,” the little girl said. 
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The Jews of Jesus’ day felt it was perfectly logical to love their fellow Jews and hate Gentiles. After 
all, they were God’s chosen people. Sadly, we have adapted their attitude when it comes to all kinds 
of people unlike ourselves. David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyon share in their book UnChristian (Baker 
Books, 2007): “ It is clear that Christians are primarily perceived for what they stand against… In 
our national surveys we found the three most common perceptions of present-day Christianity are 
anti-homosexual…, judgmental…, and hypocritical…” (pp 26, 27). Such perceptions are barriers 
that keep us from connecting with our culture and demonstrating the perfect of our heavenly 
Father. 
 
“But we must have convictions that are biblical,” you may say. I add a hearty amen to that. Jesus did 
not tell the Jews of his day that they had to abandon their loyalty to the Law or the doctrines of their 
forebears. In fact, Jesus called them to a deeper conviction, a deeper loyalty, and a deeper practice of 
God’s Word. Every person must come to grips with the reality of what God’s Word says about their 
sin. We must never allow those we love to continue in sin without our being concerned; exactly 
because we love them, we have an opportunity to address their sin. And yet, as a people of the 
Scriptures, we must to look beyond people’s blatant rebellion against God and love them anyway. 
We can prepare the way for the Holy Spirit to convict them and bring them to repentance. 
 
Simply loving sinners can provide an opportunity for the Holy Spirit to do his work in their lives, 
whereas hating and condemning them will only hardens their hearts to his work. Our preaching 
must never shrink from calling to people to godliness and holiness, but God’s truth can be delivered 
in love. 
 
Our congregation has been attempting to connect with our community in various ways over the last 
several years. We have a beautiful network of walking, jogging, and bike trails in Nashville called the 
Greenway. Every day thousands of people utilize the Greenway to try to stay healthy. Saturdays are 
particularly busy, and during the hot months of the year, there are a lot of thirsty people, so we 
began distributing cold bottled water to those thirsty people. Of course, we attached a little card to 
the top of the bottle telling them how to find our church. One lady challenged our volunteers: 
“You’re doing this for advertising—that’s your agenda.” I was certainly shocked, but then convicted. 
We weren’t just there to give water to thirsty people; we were also trying to market our church. She 
was right, and we were wrong. After that, we took our little tags off the bottles and gave out water 
with the right heart. 
 
I knew we had gotten our hearts right when I overheard one of our men answer a tough question on 
the Greenway. A cyclist who took the cold water one Saturday asked, “Why are you doing this?” 
Our volunteer simply responded, “Because we love you.” Shocking! To a rank stranger, we had said, 
“We love you.” The cyclist was stunned, and I was thrilled! 
 
We aren’t humanly perfect like Jesus, but the moment that we begin to love the unlovable, we have 
expressed his perfect love. That kind of action, that kind of effort, speaks volumes to those who 
know that they aren’t in right relationship with God. It was very natural for Jesus to attend a party of 
“tax collectors and sinners” at Matthew’s house because he was the living demonstration of what 
perfect love looks like. When we begin to love others who are alone, isolated, and guilty, we do the 
same. And then we are doing what we were created to be. After all, shouldn’t the body of Christ be 
doing the work of Christ? 
 
Tommy J. Dove is senior pastor of The Grace Place, a Church of God congregation in Hermitage, Tennessee. 
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How Can We Love God Enough? 
Dr. Mark Jackson 

 
It’s amazing to think that God loves us in spite of our weaknesses and failures. Yet the Bible also 
says we are called to love God. In fact, according to Jesus, the greatest commandment in Scripture is 
to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength (see Mark 12:30). 
 
This may seem an unreasonable calling. How can we adequately love God Almighty? How can we 
possibly please him with our love? 
 
John suggests that we can do this because our love is initiated by God’s love for us. “We love 
because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19 NIV). In fact, God loved us so much that he sent his only Son 
to die on the cross for our sins (see 1 John 4:10). It may seem strange that John speaks of God’s 
wrath and love in the same sentence, but the extreme extent of God’s love is proven by the fact that 
he initiated the process by which his wrath could be justly removed at the cross. Therefore, we can’t 
truly speak of the love of God without also speaking of Jesus’ atoning death on the cross (see Rom 
5:8). 
 
And there’s more. John says not only that God’s love motivates us to love, but that our love is 
actually God’s love being made complete within us (see 1 John 4:12). Think of that: God puts the 
same divine love in our hearts that he has for us, and his love is fully expressed through us. 
Therefore, any praise or credit for the love that we express must rightfully be given to God, because 
he put his own supernatural love in our hearts through the Holy Spirit who lives within us. 
 
The Bible says that we please God by showing love to the people God created. If you have a child 
and I mistreat that child, then I disrespect you as the child’s parent. I show my love for you by also 
loving and respecting your child. The same is true with loving God. We love God by loving his 
people (see Matt 25:31–46). How? By meeting their needs and serving them (see 1 John 3:16–18). 
True love involves more than words; it involves action and sacrifice. Loving God is more than 
singing a praise chorus at church or giving a generous offering during worship (even though these 
actions demonstrate our love for God). Genuine love for God moves us to go out and serve people 
in need. 
 
Even if you sing on the church’s praise team and contribute every time the offering plate is passed 
but do nothing personally to help people in your community, then you don’t express the full extent 
of God’s love. Jesus demonstrated this kind of love when he willingly washed the feet of his 
disciples, including (we assume) the feet of Judas Iscariot, who would betray him. When God puts 
his love in our hearts, we can love even our enemies. That’s not something natural. It can flow only 
from the supernatural working of God’s Spirit in our life. 
 
Why not open your life to God’s Spirit and let him fill you afresh with his love? Corrie ten Boom 
once explained it this way: We can’t remove the darkness from a room by chasing it out; we just 
open the curtains and let the sunlight in. We can’t purge the hate and resentment from our hearts, 
but we can allow God’s love to fill us, and that love will flush out anything contrary to God’s nature. 
So let his love fill you today! 
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Search and Rescue 
Rev. Don Doe 

 
We can get so complacent within the life of the church that we forget God’s larger agenda here on 
earth. It is the very agenda that encompassed us so that we became Christians in the first place. It’s a 
mission of search and rescue. 
 
All of us love a good search-and-rescue story, as when first responders ran into the World Trade 
Center on 9/11 or excavators work around the clock to reach trapped coal miners. Such heroic 
scenes capture our attention, and we feel a thrilling sense of relief when we see someone rescued 
from certain death. 
 
Such a scene touches God’s heart as well. In fact, this yearning for search and rescue is at the very 
heart of God, at the very core of his mission. 
 
Jesus used words like lost, seek, find and save again and again. These are key themes in his teachings 
and stories. While this is evident throughout the gospels, one particular chapter pulls out all stops: 
Luke 15. This chapter gives us a series of Jesus’ stories about search-and-rescue missions, so let us 
look at the first. 
 
These stories are told in a surprising scenario for first-century readers, as tax collectors and sinners 
drew close to listen to Jesus. These were the outcasts of Jewish society. When the religious leaders 
saw Jesus talking with such people, they grumbled and muttered. Why did Jesus spend time with 
them? He seemed to like them. The scribes and Pharisees couldn’t understand why. 
 
In this setting, Jesus tells the first of three stories to help them understand what he was up to—and, 
ultimately, what God the Father is up to—in the midst of this fallen world. 
 
Luke 15:3–6 tells how a shepherd had a hundred sheep and one was lost. This animal was more than 
just a choice pet; it represented the man’s livelihood. Each of these sheep was an investment that 
could someday bring a handsome return to provide for the shepherd’s family. When one of them 
wandered away and got lost, the shepherd went looking for it.  
 
Now the shepherd in this story clearly represents God. The lost sheep represents a human being 
who wanders away from God’s fold. And the implication is clear: Every individual matters to God, 
just as every single sheep matters to the shepherd! Each of us has great value in the eyes of God. 
  
No matter what kind of upbringing we may have had, most of us knew that someone deeply cared 
about us. Mom, dad, uncle, aunt, grandparent, friend—someone, somewhere, really cared about us. 
We knew how it felt to be valued by another person. Take that feeling, multiply it by a trillion, and 
you begin to get some idea of how much God values you. Jesus is saying that when a single person 
wanders away from God, something of great value is lost. 
 
The shepherd in Jesus’ story began an all-out search for the sheep that was lost. The ninety-nine 
other sheep are left behind safely when the shepherd leaves to find the stray (Luke 14:4). This 
reminds us of Jesus’ final words to his disciples in Matthew 28, where he commands us to “go” and 
seek the lost. God and his people keep going and searching until the lost is found.  
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Can you catch a glimpse of God’s amazing attitude in this story? He has so much love for a fallen 
world that he is on an all-out search. As Peter says, God is “patient toward you, not wanting anyone 
to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9 NIV). 
 
Finally, Jesus says the shepherd has a great celebration when the lost is found (Luke 15:5–6). When 
the shepherd finds the sheep, he places it on his shoulders and brings it home! He pampers and 
nurtures it. We can visualize him attending to whatever wounds it might have incurred. Then he calls 
friends and neighbors to join in a celebration! 
 
Some neighbor might say, “Are you kidding me? Sure, every sheep is valuable, but aren’t you making 
a big deal out of this? We all have sheep, and we all lose some. But really, a party?” 
 
That is exactly Jesus’ point. Considering how much the shepherd loves and values his sheep, the 
rescue is definitely worth celebrating. Each one matters to the shepherd; each one matters to God. 
In fact, Jesus says there is more rejoicing over the one who’s rescued than over the ninety-nine that 
stayed in the fold (Matt 18:13–14).  
 
That’s amazing, isn’t it? When one lost person comes to Christ, we have more reason to celebrate 
than for the “faithful few” who come to church every week, join a Bible study, or even serve in their 
gifted area of ministry. What we do faithfully, week after week, is altogether pleasing to God, but it 
doesn’t cause him nearly as much rejoicing as one lost child who comes home. 
 
You may find yourself saying, “What? Isn’t that a bit of an overstatement?” If so, you feel just as the 
good Jewish leaders felt when Jesus told them this story the first time. 
 
We must ask ourselves: Do we share God’s passion and priority for the lost? When all is said and 
done, God is on a search-and-rescue mission in this world. So are we. 
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The Love Commandment 
Ancil Abney 

 
A religious leader asked Jesus a straightforward and simple question. Of all of the commandments in 
Moses’ teaching, which commandment is the greatest? (Matt 22:36). Jesus didn’t hesitate. His answer 
was swift and even simpler than the question: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind” (NIV). 
 
Love God. Simple answer! And yet this answer is a very big deal. 
 
If you were to take a poll asking, What does it mean to love God?, you would get all kinds of 
answers. But Jesus points back to the command found in Deuteronomy 6, which specifies four ways 
that we should show our love for the Lord. 
 
 
“With All Your Heart” 
 
The love commandment says we are to love the Lord our God with all of our heart. I know that I 
love my wife with all my heart. No one else could ever take her place, and no one else would hold 
the same interest for me. She is beautiful, loving, kind, compassionate, intriguing, intelligent, and 
talented. In my opinion, she is the most caring mother, most brilliant teacher, and most faithful wife 
that could ever come along. 
 
I love her with all my heart. If it were possible, I would suffer pain in her place and I would grow 
old so she wouldn’t have to. It brings me great joy to see my wife happy. It brings me great pleasure 
to see that she is content. I am not ashamed to profess my love for my wife in any place or at any 
time. I am hopelessly, helplessly, head-over-heels in love with Kathleen Abney, and I don’t care who 
knows it. I love my wife with all my heart. 
 
Scripture says I ought to love God in the same way—with all of my heart. Nothing should separate 
me from the God of this great universe. Everything else should take second place; everything else 
should pale in comparison. When we consider the holiness of God, everything that surrounds him 
appears as shadows in his light. 
 
So Christ puts the question to you and me: Do we love the Lord our God with our entire heart? Or 
do we allow other priorities to share his place? 
 
 
“With All Your Mind” 
 
The United Negro College Fund launched an advertising campaign in 1972 that has raised more 
than $2.2 billion and helped to graduate more than 350,000 minority students from college or 
graduate school. It is one of the most recognizable ad campaigns in history, and it has this simple 
slogan: “A mind is a terrible thing to waste.” 
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How true that is of each of us! As the people of God, we’ve been admonished to love the Lord our 
God with our entire mind. I believe this means, among other things, that we should fill our minds 
with the things of God.  
 
The world will give us more information and mental stimulation than we could ever absorb with our 
minds. Those things will push more important things aside unless we choose to focus on God’s 
priorities. Certainly, there are seasons in life when it is more difficult for us to focus on the right 
things. But especially then, it is incumbent upon us to be deliberate about the things that we allow to 
occupy our minds.  
 
Your most important decisions are affected by what occupies your mind. Decisions about your 
children, your spouse, your church, your job, your relationships, your ability to discern right from 
wrong—everything is influenced by what you hold in your mind. Are you filling it with the things of 
God so that you can love the Lord your God with all of your mind?  
 
 
“With All Your Soul” 
 
Finally, Jesus says we are to love God with our entire “soul.” The Greek word psuche is here 
translated as “soul.” That word is derived from a Greek phrase meaning “to breathe gently and 
involuntarily.” You don’t have to think about your own respiration; it just happens. Yet you must 
continue to breathe in order to live. So your “soul” is the very essence of your life, your life force. 
 
Our love for God should be such an essential part of our being that we need not remind ourselves 
to do it. We ought to love God so naturally that we would no more voluntarily step out of his will 
than stop breathing. To do either would bring death.  
 
Do you love God as naturally as that, or do you find yourself struggling in your relationship with 
him? Are you often sidetracked and thwarted in your walk with God? Do you tire of picking yourself 
up over and over again? If so, it may mean that you do not yet love God with all that is within you. 
 
God has made each one of us for a life of victory. The Bible promises that God has a plan to 
prosper us, to give us a future of hope, and never to harm us (Jer 29:11–13). However, God does 
not compel us to walk with him. He gives us the privilege of choosing such a life for ourselves or 
another way of life that is characterized by frustration and defeat.  
 
I want God’s way of life, don’t you? Such a life will be ours if we love the Lord with all of our heart, 
soul, and mind. God will do great things through us if we love him supremely. 
 
Ancil Abney is senior pastor of First Church of God in Bradenton, Florida. 
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What’s Love Got to Do with It? 
Rev. Melissa Pratt 

 
This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one 
another… We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our 
brothers. Anyone who does not love remains in death. Anyone who hates his 
brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him. 
This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we 
ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions 
and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be 
in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and 
in truth. This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set 
our hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is 
greater than our hearts, and he knows everything. Dear friends, if our hearts do 
not condemn us, we have confidence before God and receive from him anything 
we ask, because we obey his commands and do what pleases him. And this is his 
command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one 
another as he commanded us. Those who obey his commands live in him, and 
he in them. —1 John 3:11, 14–24 NIV1984 

 
 
The Christian faith involves more than holding doctrinally sound beliefs or uttering pious words. 
Acts of faith prove whether we really have Christian faith. The same is true of Christian love. It’s not 
enough to express our love with mere words; we must show it with our actions. Like our acts of 
faith, our acts of love reveal the true nature of our relationship with Jesus Christ. 
 
John says that Jesus Christ himself is the model for Christian love in action. “This is how we know 
what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us” (v 16). In the death of Christ on the cross, we see 
that true love is willing to sacrifice itself for the beloved. You’ve heard the expression, “Love till it 
hurts”? Jesus did exactly that. 
 
In Mark 12:28–31, we read, “One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. 
Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, ‘Of all the commandments, which 
is the most important?’ ‘The most important one,’ answered Jesus, ‘is this: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord 
our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your mind and with all your strength.” The second is this: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 
There is no commandment greater than these’” (NIV1984). 
 
Did you catch the intensity of Jesus’ words? He said God has given no greater commandment than 
his commandments to love others. 
 
In his book Written In Blood, Robert Coleman tells the story of a little boy whose sister needed a 
blood transfusion. The doctor explained that she had the same disease the boy had recovered from 
two years earlier. Her only chance for recovery was a transfusion from someone who had previously 
conquered the disease. Since the two children had the same rare blood type, the boy was the ideal 
donor. 
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“Would you give your blood to Mary?” the doctor asked. 
 
Johnny hesitated. His lower lip started to tremble. Then he smiled and said, “Sure, for my sister.” 
 
Soon the two children were wheeled into the hospital room—Mary, pale and thin; Johnny, robust 
and healthy. Neither spoke, but when their eyes met, Johnny grinned. As the nurse inserted the 
needle into his arm, Johnny’s smile faded. He watched the blood flow through the tube. With the 
ordeal almost over, his voice, slightly shaky, broke the silence. “Doctor, when do I die?” 
 
Only then did the doctor realize why Johnny had hesitated. He’d thought that giving his blood to his 
sister meant giving up his life, yet he made that brave decision.i

 

 Johnny didn’t have to die to save his 
sister. However, each of us has a life-threatening condition more serious than Mary’s, and it required 
Jesus to give up his life. 

Just hours before his death, Jesus uttered these words to his disciples, recorded in John 15:12–13: 
“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love 
than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (NRSV). Jesus never just talked a good talk. He 
demonstrated everything he taught. 
 
We Christians are seldom called to give our lives for the cause of Christ, but each of us is called to 
“lay down our life” daily in order to love God and others. As Jesus has loved us, we are to love 
others. Exactly what does this mean? 
 
Loving like Jesus means accepting people unconditionally, as he has accepted us. I’m grateful that our 
congregation is open and welcoming to all kinds of new people. Too often people report that they 
visit churches that are cliquish and hard to break into. They may attend for a year or more and still 
feel like outsiders. Church ought to be the one place where everyone is accepted, loved 
unconditionally, and welcomed into the family of God. 
 
Loving like Jesus means valuing people highly, as he has valued us. Jesus had time for people that everyone 
else avoided. Jesus touched people no one else would touch. Jesus called people into his kingdom’s 
work that no one else wanted. He added value to every person he met. He didn’t talk down to them. 
Certainly, he challenged and corrected them, but he called them his friends. He treated them with 
respect. 
 
Loving like Jesus means forgiving people generously, as he has forgiven us. Even while hanging on the cross 
after being betrayed, beaten, tortured, abused, ridiculed, spat on, and nailed to that Roman rack of 
torture, Jesus forgave those who had crucified him. If we are to extend God’s love to others, we 
must forgive them just as freely, no matter what they have done to us. 
 
Loving like Jesus means serving others humbly, as Jesus served. During the Last Supper, Jesus showed the 
disciples how much he loved them by washing their feet. In fact, John 13 says this demonstrated the 
“full extent of his love.” He was teaching them that we must consider others better than ourselves. 
Jesus became his followers’ servant in order to lift them up. None of us is too educated to stoop 
down and wash someone’s feet. None of us is so successful that we cannot wash someone’s 
windows or pick up their trash. The greatest people in the world are those who can travel the 
distance from a standing position to the floor. Jesus’ disciples don’t see any person or any task as 
being beneath them. 
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Loving like Jesus means loving people who aren’t easy to love. Jesus went looking for the outcasts of his 
world. He spent time with people who were unschooled, uncouth, and unsanctified. He hung out 
with hookers, dope addicts, thieves, and the diseased. He loved people who would not return his 
love—as we’ve seen, he even loved those who beat and crucified him. 
 
Loving like Jesus means going out of our way to reach people. If loving people meant making a detour on 
his journey, Jesus did it. If loving people meant having a long conversation in the heat of the day, 
Jesus did it. If it meant going to someone’s house to heal their ailing relative, He did it. People who 
love like Jesus have a “whatever it takes” mentality. 
 
Recently, our community saw the love of Jesus in action. People from our congregation handed out 
snacks, washed house windows, washed entire cars, changed motor oil, and threw a birthday party—
all to communicate God’s love. However, loving like Jesus isn’t an annual event, but a way of life. 
Christlike love isn’t a church-sponsored activity, but an everyday effort to be the hands and feet of 
Jesus to every person we come into contact with. 
 
Not only did Jesus’ actions show that he loved others, but so did his attitude. This is why Philippians 
2 tells us to have the same attitude as Jesus did. You see, Jesus loved and served people willingly. No 
one made him do it. He didn’t complain about doing it. He never said to the Father, “This is 
ridiculous. They aren’t getting it. It’s a waste of time to deal with such thick-headed people.” Instead 
he loved and served enthusiastically, passionately, and with intention to share God’s grace. 
 
Philippians 2:14 says, “Do everything without complaining” (NIV1984). Whenever you are frustrated 
or tempted to complain, remember how far Jesus went to show you God’s love, never grumbling or 
complaining. Jesus never asked, “How little can I do to show I love people? How little can I do and 
still serve people? How quickly can I get off this cross?” He came and he served and he gave of 
himself until his assignment was completed. Whatever it took to demonstrate the Father’s love, 
that’s what he did. 
 
Do you ever ask yourself those “how little” questions? How little can I give in the offering and still 
feel like I’m doing my part? How little can I volunteer and still feel like I’m actively involved? How 
little can I pray and still feel like God and I are good? How little can I read my Bible to be able to 
check it off my list as done? 
 
Those who have experienced the incredible and undeserved love of God don’t ask, “How little?” 
but “How much?” How much can I give? How much can I serve? How much can I share my faith? 
Those are the real measures of divine love. 
 
Jesus often equated loving others with loving God. Remember the morning Jesus met his disciples 
on the Sea of Galilee just as the sun was rising and had breakfast ready for them. After they had 
eaten, Jesus took Peter off to the side and asked, “Simon, do you love me?” 
 
Peter said, “Lord, you know I love you.” 
 
“Then feed my sheep.” 
 
A second time Jesus asked, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” 
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“Jesus, you know I love you.” 
 
“Tend my sheep.” 
 
Still a third time, “Do you love me?” 
 
We can sense Peter’s pain as he said, “You know everything, Lord. You know I love you.” 
 
“Feed my sheep,” Jesus repeated. 
 
Do you love God? Then serve your family. Do you love God? Then serve your neighbor. Do you 
love God? Then serve your community. 
 
Our willingness and obedience to love others in the name of Christ can bring us great spiritual 
benefits. John says that loving others is the way to have peace with God. Notice 1 John 3:19–20: 
 

This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our 
hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is 
greater than our hearts, and he knows everything. (NIV1984) 

 
If you are a Christian, you will always be spiritually restless until you accept God’s call to love and 
serve others. But John says that if you love others as Jesus does, you will have peace with God. You 
won’t wonder what he thinks about you. You won’t feel awkward in his presence. You won’t have to 
make excuses for failing him. Your heart will be at peace because you will be doing what God made 
you to do and called you to do. The converse is also true: If you aren’t loving and serving others, 
your heart won’t be at peace with God. 
 
Furthermore, John says that loving others in the spirit of Christ is the best way to assure that our 
prayers will be answered. Look at verses 21 and 22: 
 

Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God 
and receive from him anything we ask, because we obey his commands and do 
what pleases him. (1 John 3:21–22 NIV1984) 

 
When you love God and others, you can have confidence when you pray. You can be bold in asking 
for what you need. It’s not that you have earned something, but your life of love will prove that you 
are doing God’s will. Then you will pray according to God’s will. And when you pray according to 
God’s will, you will have what you ask for. 
 
Your relationships with other people can’t be divorced from your prayer life. First Peter 3:7 says that 
if husbands and wives aren’t relating properly to one another, their prayer lives will be hindered. The 
same is true of your other relationships: If you aren’t living out God’s commands to love him and 
others, your prayer life will suffer. 
 
Finally, John says that loving others in the spirit of Christ keeps our lives centered in him. Look at 
verse 24: “Those who obey his commands live in him, and he in them” (NIV1984). 
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Think of people you know who seem to be especially close to Jesus. I guarantee you they are people 
who love others deeply. In John 15, Jesus told his twelve disciples that he is the vine and we are 
branches of that vine. When we continue to draw our life from him, we will bear much fruit. The 
closer our union to the vine, the more spiritual fruit we will bear. 
 
We all will agree that prayer, Bible reading, worship, and attending church are important ways to 
abide in Christ, but perhaps we have overlooked the main way: loving others as he loves them. In 
John 14:23, Jesus said, “If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him, and 
we will come to him and make our home with him” (NIV1984). When we walk in love, we find it 
easy to obey God because love is the language of heaven. When we walk in love, we maintain a close 
communion with God and bear the fruit of abundant life. 
 
What’s love got to do with a life of Christian faith? Everything. How you love is the clearest 
expression of your love for God. How you love will impact your inner life—whether you are at 
peace with God and yourself. It will impact your prayer life—whether you pray according to the will 
of God and see your prayers answered. And it will impact the quality of your life—whether you will 
have the life of abundance God that God has promised you. 
 
Can all of these blessings be yours? Live a life of love and find out. 
 
Melissa Pratt is the senior pastor of Teays Valley Church of God in Scott Depot, West Virginia. 
 
 
                                                 
iCited by Thomas Lindberg in “Sermon Illustrations,” Liberty University Online, 
http://www.sermonillustrations.com/a-z/a/atonement.htm. 


