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Lesson One

Loving God:
The Primary Principle of Spiritual Transformation

Loving God Totally

Scripture

Key passage: Matthew 22:34-40 (nkjv)

34 But when the Pharisees heard that He had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together. 

35 Then one of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, and saying, 

36 “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the law?” 

37 Jesus said to him, “ ‘You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 

38 “This is the first and great commandment. 

39 “And the second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 

40 “On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.”
Objectives
Knowledge:  You want your students to know 

1. the definition of loving God

2. that commitment is the primary component of loving God

3. that loving God involves sacrifice

Response:  You want your students to respond by

1. evaluating the commitment of their love for the Lord

2. evaluating how they have viewed sacrificing for the Lord

3. resolving to adopt a Phil. 3:8-9 attitude toward the sacrifices love’s commitment to God requires

Lesson Outline

I.
The Most Important Commandment



A.
Deuteronomy 6:5



B.
Leviticus 19:18b 



C.
All the law and the prophets

II. What Does It Mean to Love God Totally?



A.
Loving God requires total commitment.



B.
Loving God involves sacrifice. 

The Lesson
The primary principle of the Christian life (and, therefore, of spiritual transformation) is loving God totally. God made us to live in a relationship of loving communion with Himself. Although we’ve heard this truth often, do we really know what it means to love God?  What does it feel like? Are feelings involved at all?  How do you do it? 

Perhaps you would testify that you do love God, but you would like to know how to love Him more? Good! This lesson is designed to get you started understanding more fully what it means to love God totally and applying that knowledge to your life.

I.
The Most Important Commandment (Matthew 22:37-38)
In Matthew 22:15 we find the Pharisees plotting to trap Jesus with a question about whether Jews should pay taxes to the Romans or not. Jesus’ perfect reply avoids their trap and leaves them amazed (Matt. 22:22). In verse 23 the Sadducees, the arch-rivals of the Pharisees, thought they would use Jesus to settle a long dispute over whether there is a resurrection. When Jesus demonstrated from Exodus 3:6 that God is the God of the living and not the dead, therefore there must be a resurrection, the Sadducees were speechless.

This, of course, delighted the Pharisees, and so they returned to ask him a question they had been debating for years: “Which is the great commandment in the Law?” (22:34-36). We find Jesus’ response in Matthew 22:37-40: (
37 “‘You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 

38 This is the first and great commandment. 

39 And the second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 

40 On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.”

Jesus’ answer probably shocked some of the Pharisees. He didn’t quote any of the Ten Commandments! He didn’t quote Ecclesiastes 12:13, “Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God and keep His commandments, For this is man’s all.” ( Instead he combined two passages of Scripture from the Pentateuch:
  Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18b.


A. 
Deuteronomy 6:5

In Deut. 6:4 Moses proclaims, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.” This statement makes it perfectly clear that the Lord is one God and that He is a unity. After affirming the character of the Lord, Moses gives the most important command of God’s word.

Teacher Note: You will need to supply the student with the meanings of the key words in Deut. 6:5 – heart, soul, and might. Otherwise, they will not know what to fill in the blanks next to these terms on their handout.

Deuteronomy 6:5 “You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.” 

When God says we are to love Him with all our heart, soul, and strength, He is not talking about three different parts of the human person. In Hebrew, the heart represented the inner person. Contrary to modern English usage, soul often referred to the entire person. A good example of this is found in Gen. 12:5:

And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother’s son, and all their substance that they had gathered, and the souls that they had gotten in Haran; and they went forth to go into the land of Canaan; and into the land of Canaan they came. (KJV)

The “souls that they had gotten in Haran” refers to the servants that Abraham and Lot acquired in Haran. Another similar passage is Gen. 46:26, “All the souls that came with Jacob into Egypt, which came out of his loins, besides Jacob’s sons’ wives, all the souls were threescore and six;” (kjv). It is clear from these examples that the Hebrew word soul can refer to the entire person, and not just to the spiritual part of man that is immortal.

The last word in Deut. 6:5 is strength. Interestingly, the Hebrew word translated strength is the word “very”—as in the phrase, “thank you very much.” The Hebrew word very communicates that we are to love God to the greatest extent of our ability. 

To sum up, God is commanding us to love Him with our inner person, with our total person, to the utmost of our capacity. In other words, love God totally! 


B.
Leviticus 19:18b

( The Pharisees had only asked for the great commandment in the Law, but Jesus is not satisfied with giving only the first commandment. To Deut. 6:5 he adds Leviticus 19:18b. Apparently Jesus knew his Bible pretty well! How many of us would expect the second most important commandment to come out of the second half of a verse in Leviticus? But that is the book Jesus quotes.

‘You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the children of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD. (Leviticus 19:18)
We will explore what it means to love your neighbor in later lessons. Notice, however, that this verse clearly shows that the Old Testament did not merely teach an external religion. Perhaps you have heard that in the Old Testament religion was only external, but in the New Testament it is a matter of the heart. Nothing could be further from the truth! Notice that Leviticus 19:17 says, “You shall not hate your brother in your heart,” and verse 18 prohibits holding a grudge and requires loving others—all clearly matters of the heart. It is true that far more of the Old Testament deals with externals than the New Testament, but God has always required externals to flow from a heart of love for Him and for our neighbor. 

C. All the law and the prophets
Jesus finishes his response to the Pharisees in Matthew 22:40 with the statement, “On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.”  ( What does it mean that 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. Jesus is saying: If we love God and love others, everything else that God requires of us will naturally flow from doing these two things. In his first epistle, John tells us that love for our neighbor comes from loving God. In fact, John says that if we don’t love our neighbor it proves we don’t love God (1 John 3:14; 4:7, 8).

Jesus’ concluding statement, “On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets,” teaches us that everything God desires from us, including spiritual transformation, begins with these two commands.  If we want to be more like Jesus, this is where to start.  If we want to be more holy, loving God is the fountain of all personal holiness. If we want to have complete victory over besetting sins, loving God is the key. Jesus teaches us here that all spiritual transformation is ultimately the outflow of loving God. 

Now that we have seen that loving God totally is the most important thing in Scripture and that everything else depends on that, let’s consider what it means to love God totally.

II.
What Does it Mean to Love God Totally?

( Our many different uses of the word ‘love’ in English create something of a challenge for us. We love ice cream, horses, tennis, our children, and our spouses. But we know that we don’t mean exactly the same thing when we talk about loving these different items. Unfortunately, the same problem exists in Hebrew, the language of the Old Testament. 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), or death (Prov. 8:36), vanity (Psa. 4:2), 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), and wisdom (Prov. 29:3).
 
So what does it mean to love God? The Bible doesn’t give us a complete definition in any single verse. But rather than looking up the word love in an English dictionary, which would only give us what the word means in English, it is much better to take the time to study what the Scripture says about loving God. 

The following definition captures the essence of what the Scriptures teach about loving God. 

Additional Information


On February 20, 1736, John Wesley preached a ser​mon en​titled “On Love.” In it he asks, “What is it to love God?” His an​swer is pro​found: “What is it to love God but to delight in Him, to re​joice in His will, to de​sire con​tin​ually to please Him, to seek and find our happiness in Him, and to thirst day and night for a fuller enjoyment of him?” After carefully exam​ining each part of Wesley’s definition, it has been adapt​ed for these lessons. It is the best defini​tion of what it means to love God I have found anywhere.

Definition: Loving God is a self-sacrificial commitment 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.
Loving God involves (1-2) a self-sacrificial commitment to (3) delight in God, (4) rejoice in serving Him, (5) desire continually to please Him, (6) seek our happiness in Him, and (7) thirst day and night for a fuller enjoyment of Him.

In the rest of this lesson we will consider the first two elements of our definition and apply them to our lives.


A.
Loving God requires total commitment

The first passage of Scripture we want to look at is Deuteronomy 13:1-4. Watch for the key phrase in verse three.

1 “If there arises among you a prophet or a dreamer of dreams, and he gives you a sign or a wonder, 

2 “and the sign or the wonder comes to pass, of which he spoke to you, saying, ‘Let us go after other gods’ -- which 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 know whether you love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul. 

4 “You shall walk after the LORD your God and fear Him, and keep His commandments and obey His voice, and you shall serve Him and hold fast to Him.

( In this passage, God is telling Israel that He will test their love for Him. How does God test their love? He does it by allowing a prophet to prophesy some sign or wonder that comes to pass just like the prophet said. The prophet’s accuracy makes it appear that he is a true prophet. In Deuteronomy 18:21-22 God taught Israel how to tell a false prophet: anybody who prophesies something in the Lord’s name and it does not happen is a false prophet. 100% accuracy is one of the marks of a true prophet. 

However, if that same prophet should suggest that the Israelites should go serve some other god besides the Lord, then he is a false prophet. Think about it for a moment, how would this kind of an experience test the Israelites’ love for God?

Clearly, this would test their loyalty to the Lord. If they are truly committed to serving God, then they cannot be enticed to serve other gods. This passage teaches us that love for God is first and foremost a commitment to God as our only God. This explains why Jesus’ para​phrased Deutero​nomy 6:5 as loving God with all your “heart, soul, and mind” in Matthew 22, or as loving God with all your “heart, soul, mind, and strength” in Luke 10:27. As noted before, Jesus was not identifying the different components of a person; rather he is teaching us that every part of our being must be committed to loving God. There can be no rivals for our affection, and no reservations in our commitment. (
(What things have been rivals for your loyalty to God? What is it that entices you to less than total love for God?

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

(What do you need to do to maintain your total commitment to God?

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________


B.
Loving God involves sacrifice 
Not only is love a commitment, it is a self-sacrificial commitment. In Matthew 10:37-39 Jesus says

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 finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for My sake will find it.
( 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. It is fortunate that only rarely does a person have to make a choice between his parents and God. Yet in almost every Muslim country in the world, to choose to love Christ almost always means choosing to be disinherited, kicked out of the home, and ostracized from your family.

Jesus statement is pointed. We must be willing to sacrifice our life in love for Him. (Most of us can easily say that we would lay down our life for Christ if that were demanded of us. But are we willing to sacrifice our time for Christ? Are we willing to sacrifice our career plans, our money, our friends for Him? 

There are two ways to look at the sacrifice that love for God involves. The first way is perhaps the easiest: we look with longing and regret on the things we are sacrificing for the Lord. We sigh and count ourselves really dedicated as we leave behind whatever it is we are sacrificing. The second way can best be illustrated by the marriage vow
. When a man and a women get married, they vow before God to forsake all others and keep themselves only for their spouse. Can you imagine a groom looking around the congre​gation at all the other single girls he knows and then sighing over how much he is sacrificing as he forsakes all those other girls? Does he make his vow regretfully? No! The groom is supposed to be so committed to loving his bride than any sacrifice he must make is not worth mentioning in comparison to the joy and delight he has in his bride.

Should this not be the way we respond to any sacrifice that our love for God might cost us?  We have found the joy and delight of our souls! Nothing compares to Christ. ( Anything we lose is worthless when placed beside the surpassing value of our God. This is the way Paul looked at his love for Christ. In Philippians 3:8-11 he says

8 Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ 

9  and be found in Him, not having my own righteousness, which is from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which is from God by faith; 

10 that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection, and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death, 

11 if, by any means, I may attain to the resurrection from the dead.
Paul viewed all the things he “suffered the loss of”—his past successes, achievements, positions, authority, everything that people count dear—as rubbish. ( Why? Because of the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus his Lord. Paul is saying, “I love Jesus so much that there is nothing that even compares to knowing Him. It’s all rubbish compared to Jesus!” (
(What have you had to sacrifice in order to maintain your commitment to Christ?  How have you viewed your sacrifice, regretfully or joyfully?

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

(What positive step do you need to take toward viewing sacrifice for the Lord the way Paul did?

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Conclusion

In this lesson we have learned that loving God is a self-sacrificial commitment to God alone as our God. In the following lessons we will look specifically at the rest of the elements that loving God involves: delighting in Him, rejoicing to serve Him, seeking to please Him, finding our happiness in Him, and continually thirsting for a fuller enjoyment of Him.

**********************

Preparing to Teach

As you prepare to teach this lesson, take a moment to reflect on the current needs of your students. If it’s true that loving God is the foundation for all spiritual growth, then whatever your students’ needs, this lesson should be applicable to them.

Given the needs you know your students have, how can this lesson’s truth be helpful to them?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Suggestions for Practical Application

Make sure you do not shortchange the application questions in the lesson handout. These are important to help the students apply the truth to their lives. Perhaps conclude with a short gospel appeal if there are unsaved people in the class. 

Your appeal could be worded something like this: “If you are here today and haven’t ever asked God to forgive you for your sins and accept you as His son or daughter because of what Jesus has done for you, you can do it today. The Good News is that, though we have sinned against God (Rom. 3:23) and rightly deserve His wrath (Eph. 2:3), yet God sent his only Son to live a sinless life and die in our place, taking the wrath we deserved. He rose from the grave three days later so that we might be saved (Rom. 5:25). If you will admit you are a sinner, ask God to forgive you for your sins, and place your faith in Jesus’ death and resurrection, you can be saved from your sins and become a child of God. Would anyone here like to do this today?

Discussion Question: 


( According to Jesus, what is the most important command God has ever given us?





Discussion Question: 


( What OT passage does Jesus quote as the greatest commandment?





Discussion Question: 


( What OT passage does Jesus quote as the 2nd greatest commandment?





Discussion Question: 


( What does Jesus mean when he says, “On these two command�ments hang all the law and the prophets”?





Discussion Question: 


( If you were going to explain what it means to love God, what would you tell someone?





Discussion Questions: 


( How does God tell Israel He may test their love?�( How does a false prophet enticing Israel to go serve other gods test their love?





Discussion Question: 


( In Matt. 10:37-39, what sacrifices does Jesus say may be involved in loving Him? 





Application Question: 


( How can you tell if you love God more than you love anyone or anything else?





Discussion Question: 


( How does Paul view the sacrifices he has had to make because of his love for God (Phil. 3:8-9)?





Discussion Question: 


( Why does Paul feel the way he does about his sacrifices (Phil. 3:8)?


Application Questions:


(What have you had to sacrifice to maintain your love commit�ment to God?�(How have you viewed the sacrifices you have made for God?�(What positive steps do you need to take toward viewing sacrifice for the Lord the way Paul did?





Personal Application





Personal Application





Application Questions: 


( What things have been rivals for your commitment to God?�( What is it that entices you to less than total love for God?


(What do you need to do to maintain your total commitment to








� The Pentateuch (pen-ta-tuke) is a name for the first five books of the Old Testament. It comes from Greek. Penta means five, and teuchos means book.


� Taken from the Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, edited by Harris, Archer, and Waltke. (Moody Press, 1980).





�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �� Is the initial vow the real comparison?  What about the sacrifices that follow that vow. That I think is the real comparison. How do we respond when loving our spouse requires further sacrifice. Do we grumble and complain, or do we say loving you is worth whatever it costs. 
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