Loving God: 
The Primary Principle of the Christian Life

Love is the Primary Principle

Key Verse: Matt. 22:37-38
37 And He said to him, "'You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.'  38 "This is the great and foremost commandment. [megaj kai prwtoj]

Context: Pharisees heard Jesus silenced the Sadducees, so they want to lay one on him. They use the age-old debate: which is the great commandment in the law?  Jesus responds by combining Deut. 6:5 and Lev. 19:18.

NASB Deuteronomy 6:5 "You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. 

· heart = inner man; soul = total person, might = [daom.] total capacity

· Note: Jesus use of ‘heart, soul, and mind’ in Matt 22 or ‘heart, soul, mind, and strength’ Luke 10:27 is an interpretive quote indicating that every part of one’s being must be committed to this love.

NASB Leviticus 19:18 'You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the sons of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself; I am the LORD.

· Note: vv. 17-18 – don’t ever let anyone tell you that the OT did not address inner motives or heart attitudes.  Here God is specifically forbidding hating your neighbor, or holding a grudge against them.

· For a divine example of what it means to love your neighbor (including non-Jews), see Deut. 10:17.

All the law and the prophets hang on these two commandments
· The word “hang” suggests that all the other commandments depend on these two commands.

· If we love God and love others, everything else that God requires of us will naturally flow from doing these two things.

Defining Love Biblically

Problem:  Multiplicity of uses of ‘love’ in English.  No different in Hebrew. People may love things concrete or abstract. Isaac "loved" savory meat (Gen 27:4); others are said to "love" oil (Prov 21:17), silver (Eccl 5:9), and gifts (Isa 1:23). The Psalmist "loved" God's commandments (Psa 119:47), law (v. 97), testimonies (v. 119), and precepts (v. 159). Men can "love" evil (Psa 52:3 [H 51], or death (Prov 8:36), vanity (Psa 4:2 [H 3]), cursing (Psa 109:17), or a false oath (Zech 8:17). Or they can "love" good (Amos 5:15), truth and peace (Zech 8:19), salvation (Psa 40:16 [H 171), and wisdom (Prov 29:3). [TWOT]

So what does it mean to love God?

In his sermon “On Love,” John Wesley offers the best definition I have ever read anywhere.  He said, “What is it to love God, but to delight in Him, to rejoice in His will, to desire continually to please Him, to seek and find our happiness in Him, and to thirst day and night for a fuller enjoyment of him.”

I loved that definition.  It rang my bell.  It spoke to me and convicted me. But I had to know if that was, in fact, what God meant when he said, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God… As I searched through the Scriptures, I found the essence of Wesley’s definition fully confirmed. I have made a few modifications to reflect more fully the Biblical data.

Definition: To love God is to self-sacrificially commitment oneself to delight in Him, to rejoice in serving Him, to desire continually to please Him, to seek our happiness in Him, and to thirst day and night for a fuller enjoyment of Him and Him alone.
The First Element of Loving God is Commitment

A. 
Total Commitment

· This is implied in Matt. 22:37-38’s “all your heart, all your soul, all your might” This does not happen accidentally. It requires a conscious choice and the cultivation of that choice.
NASB Deuteronomy 13:1 "If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among you and gives you a sign or a wonder, 2 and the sign or the wonder comes true, concerning which he spoke to you, saying, 'Let us go after other gods (whom you have not known) and let us serve them,' 3 you shall not listen to the words of that prophet or that dreamer of dreams; for the LORD your God is testing you to find out if you love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul. 4 "You shall follow the LORD your God and fear Him; and you shall keep His commandments, listen to His voice, serve Him, and cling to Him.

· This passage demonstrates that love is a commitment. Israel’s allegiance/fidelity to Yahweh as the only God is tested when a false prophet’s prophecy comes true and he then entices them to serve another God.

· Love is a total commitment.  No rivals for our affection. No reservations in our commitment.

B. 
Self-Sacrificial Commitment

Love Sacrifices Itself in seeking its joy in the Beloved

This is demonstrated in God’s love for us.  Jesus laid down his life for us in order to redeem a bride for himself.

Jesus calls us to this same kind of self-sacrificial love for Him.

NAU Matthew 10:37 "He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me. 38 "And he who does not take his cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me. 39 "He who has found his life will lose it, and he who has lost his life for My sake will find it.

Matthew 16:24 Then said Jesus unto his disciples, If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me. (cf. Mark 8:34; Luke 9:23)

Luke 14:26 If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple.

Paul models this same self-sacrificial love in seeking joy in Christ

Philippians 3:7 But what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ. 8 Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung, that I may win Christ, 

Notice that Paul is sacrificing lesser “gain” for the most excellent “gain.”  This is not disinterested self-sacrifice, but sacrifice motivated entirely by the desire to gain for himself the most happiness through knowing Christ, being found with His righteousness, and participating in His sufferings.

· Loving God totally means loving everything and everyone less than we love Him. In other words, our commitment to God must take precedence over any other relationship in our lives.

I. 
Love Delights in Him.

· There are several passages of Scripture that demonstrate that love involves delight.

nasb Proverbs 3:12 For whom the LORD loves [bha] He reproves, Even as a father, the son in whom he delights [hcr].

Psalm 119:47 And I will delight [[[v] myself in Your commandments, Which I love [bha].

nasb Psalm 109:17 He also loved [bha] cursing, so it came to him; And he did not delight [#px] in blessing, so it was far from him.

Scriptural Basis for Delighting in God

Psalm 37:4 Delight [gn[]
 yourself also in the LORD, And He shall give you the desires of your heart.

What does it mean to “delight?”  Delight is the emotional/mental response we have to something that pleases us. Longman’s Web Dictionary defines it as “feelings of great pleasure and satisfaction.” This response may be produced when we focus our minds upon the pleasing aspects of whatever or whoever pleases us. For example, some people experience delight by recalling a memory of an especially pleasurable, satisfying time. Some experience delight when thinking about their roses; when thinking about their children.

When we delight in something we find great enjoyment or pleasure in it. Applying this to Psa. 37:4, we may say that when we delight ourselves in the Lord, we are choosing to focus our minds upon those aspects of His person that give us great pleasure and satisfaction. For example, I find pleasure in thinking about my wife: her love for God, her love for me evidenced in myriads of ways. 

In the same manner, I take great pleasure in God’s shepherding of me.  He is the Good Shepherd. He leads me in right paths for His name’s sake, he leads me to lush pastures and quiet waters.  He restores my soul. etc.

The more I think about the nature and character of my God, the more I delight in Him. Or to say it another way, the more I think about who God is, the more I love him. To love God is to delight in Him.

How else can we delight ourselves in the Lord? Consider Isa. 58:13-14

NAU Isaiah 58:13 "If because of the sabbath, you turn your foot From doing your own pleasure on My holy day, And call the sabbath a delight, the holy day of the LORD honorable, And honor it, desisting from your own ways, From seeking your own pleasure And speaking your own word, 14 Then you will take delight in the LORD, And I will make you ride on the heights of the earth; And I will feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father, For the mouth of the LORD has spoken."
Rejoicing in God, finding joy in Him is also a function of delighting in Him. There are multitudes of verses that direct us to find our joy in God. Psalm 32:11 Be glad in the LORD and rejoice, you righteous ones; And shout for joy, all you who are upright in heart.
Not only do we delight in His Person, but we also delight in His word
Psalm 119:47 And I will delight [[[v] myself in Your commandments, Which I love.
We may also delight in His works.

Psalm 111:2 Great are the works of the LORD; They are studied by all who delight [#px] in them.

Richard Baxter (d. 1691) prayed, “May the Living God, who is the portion and rest of the saints, make these our carnal minds so spiritual, and our earthly hearts so heavenly, that loving him, and delighting in him, may the work of our lives.”

Baxter got it right. When we love God, we delight ourselves in Him.

II. 
Love Rejoices in Serving Him

Not only does loving God involve delighting in Him, but it also involves rejoicing in Serving Him.  Deut. 11:13 clearly links loving God and serving Him

NKJ Deuteronomy 11:13 ' And it shall be that if you earnestly obey My commandments which I command you today, to love the LORD your God and serve Him with all your heart and with all your soul,

This is part of the servant-master relationship.  A servant who loves his master is glad to do the things he asks. cf. Mat. 6:24; Luke 16:13.  

KJV Matthew 6:24 No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon. (|| Luke 16:13)

Other verses that link loving God and serving Him: Deut. 10:12; Jos. 22:5.

Scriptural Basis for Glad Service

· Psa. 100:2 “Serve the Lord with gladness”

· Deut. 28:47-48 “Because you did not serve the LORD your God with joy and a glad heart, for the abundance of all things; therefore you shall serve your enemies whom the LORD shall send against you, in hunger, in thirst, in nakedness, and in the lack of all things; and He will put an iron yoke on your neck until He has destroyed you.”

III.  Love Desires to Please Him in everything

One of the most frequent Scriptural statements about loving God is that it always involves obedience

What God desires is His will (connection between qe,lw and qe,lhma). What pleases God He commands (Isa. 44:28). Love not only keeps His commands (John 14:15, but desires to keep His commands (Psa. 143:10); Obedience is thus the mature fruit of love’s desire to please its beloved, when the beloved is a superior.

Christ models love’s desire to continually please the beloved:

John 8:29 And he that sent me is with me: the Father hath not left me alone; for I do always those things that please him.


John 15:10 If ye keep my commandments, ye shall abide in my love; even as I have kept my Father's commandments, and abide in his love.

[This is the tie in for the whole biblical focus on love’s perfect expression as obedience (Love keeps His commandments: John 14:15, 21; 15:10; 1 John 5:2-3; 2 John 1:6; Obedience perfects/completes love: 1 John 2:5; 4:12, 17-18)]

Desire continually to please him

Better verse:  2 Cor. 5:9 2 Corinthians 5:9 Therefore we also have as our ambition, whether at home or absent, to be pleasing to Him.
Paul admonition to the Ephesians

Ephesians 5:8-10   8 for you were formerly darkness, but now you are Light in the Lord; walk as children of Light  9 (for the fruit of the Light consists in all goodness and righteousness and truth),  10 trying to learn what is pleasing to the Lord.

Paul’s prayer for the Colossians

Colossians 1:9-10  … we have not ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding,  10 so that you will walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God;

Isn’t this the heart cry of Psalm 119

· 5 Oh, that my ways were directed To keep Your statutes!

· 10 With my whole heart I have sought You; Oh, let me not wander from Your commandments!

· 33 Teach me, O LORD, the way of Your statutes, And I shall keep it to the end.

Love Seeks its Happiness in the Beloved

Seek and find our happiness in him

Psalm 63:5 My soul shall be satisfied as with marrow and fatness, And my mouth shall praise You with joyful lips. 6 When I remember You on my bed, I meditate on You in the night watches.

	kjv Psalm 36:7-9   7 How excellent is thy lovingkindness, O God! therefore the children of men put their trust under the shadow of thy wings.  8 They shall be abundantly satisfied with the fatness of thy house; and thou shalt make them drink of the river of thy pleasures.  9 For with thee is the fountain of life: in thy light shall we see light.
	nasb Psalm 36:7-9   7 How precious is Your lovingkindness, O God! And the children of men take refuge in the shadow of Your wings.  8 They drink their fill of the abundance of Your house; And You give them to drink of the river of Your delights.  9 For with You is the fountain of life; In Your light we see light.


Love Thirsts for a Fuller Enjoyment of the Beloved

Thirst day and night for a fuller enjoyment of him
NASB Psalm 27:4 One thing I have asked from the LORD, that I shall seek: That I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, To behold the beauty of the LORD And to meditate in His temple.

Psalm 42:1  As the deer pants for the water brooks so my soul pants for you O God. 2 My soul thirsts for God, for the living God …

Psalm 63:1 O God, thou art my God; early will I seek thee: my soul thirsteth for thee, my flesh longeth for thee in a dry and thirsty land, where no water is;  2 To see thy power and thy glory, so as I have seen thee in the sanctuary.  3 Because thy lovingkindness is better than life, my lips shall praise thee.

To enjoy God 

· The whole book of Ecclesiastes is dedicated to demonstrating that meaning and satisfaction cannot be found in any of life’s pleasures, but only in life’s Creator.

· The key verse of this theme in Ecclesiastes is Eccl. 3:11 – He has set eternity in our hearts and yet has made it so that we cannot satisfy that desire with anything here on earth.

· In Psa. 73:25-28 the Psalmist testifies that he desires nothing besides God.

· 25 Whom have I in heaven but You? And besides You, I desire nothing on earth.  26 My flesh and my heart may fail, But God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.  27 For, behold, those who are far from You will perish; You have destroyed all those who are unfaithful to You.  28 But as for me, the nearness of God is my good. I have made the Lord GOD my refuge, That I may tell of all Your works.  
· Mat. 25:23 – “well done … enter into the joy of your Lord”

· in loving-fellowship 

· 1 John 1:3 – with the Father and the Son  

· Phil. 2:1 – with the Spirit

· in the bounty of His physical provisions

· Deut. 28:47 – Israel rebuked because they did not serve the Lord “with joyfulness [hxmf] and gladness [bWj] of heart” for the abundance of all things

· Psalm 100:2 “Serve the Lord with gladness, come before him with joyful singing.”

· in the satisfaction of His presence

· Psa. 36:7-8 Though who trust in the Lord, “shall be abundantly satisfied with the fatness of thy house; and thou shalt make them drink of the river of thy pleasures.”

� HALOT: “to take one’s pleasure in”; BDB: “take exquisite delight”
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