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LOVING GOD
AND NEIGHBOR

God is love. Jesus lived a life of perfect love toward God
and others. Jesus commands bis disciples to follow his
example of love and says, “Love the Lord with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” This
is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is
like it: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” All the Law and
the Prophets hang on these two commandments” (Matt.
22:37—40, NIV). It is through loving God and neighbor
that we are able to maximize our lives and fulfill all of the
commands of God. In our culture, however, the word love
has taken on a variety of meanings, many of which don’t
resemble the “agape” love modeled by Christ and described
in the Scriptures. If we are to become like Christ and be
mature and effective disciples, we need to know what love
is, and how to grow in love. The Holy Spirit will help us
love if we let him lead us and he will transform us into
people who love as Jesus did. For love is not a feeling, but
an action. It is the intent of this study not only to give
us a definition of love, but also to inspire us to love God
with all of our heart, soul, mind, and strength and to
love our neighbor as ourselves.
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Whether we realize it or not, we all have certain priorities in life. Some things are more impor-
tant to us than others. And those that are the most important shape our lives in significant ways.
This is as true for the day laborer as it is for the corporate executive. Have you ever examined
your life with a view toward understanding what your priorities are? If not, you should, because
for better or worse your priorities are slowly turning you into a certain kind of person and shap-
ing your destiny.

A good way to explore our priorities is to start with what God says they should be. This will give
us a framework or perspective from which to discern what our priorities really are. Fortunately,
the Bible is quite clear about this. According to Jesus Christ, the first and greatest of God’s com-
mandments is to “love the Lord your God with a// your heart and with a// your soul and with
allyour mind” (Matt. 22:37 italics added).! The repetition of 2//and its application to the various
aspects of our nature means that we are to love God with all that we are, with every part of our
being: intellect, emotion, will, and desire. We are to become God-centered people; he is to be
first in our lives, above everyone and everything, without exception. Loving God in this way is to
be the first and highest priority of our lives, and from this all other priorities will find their place.

LOVING GOD

Loving God wholeheartedly lies at the heart of spiritual health, and the more we love him
the healthier we are. Echoing the spiritual giants throughout history, C.S. Lewis says, “Every
Christian would agree that a man’s spiritual health is exactly proportional to his love for God.”

Do you agree? Is wholehearted love for God the highest priority in your life?

To rightly answer this question, we must begin with a basic understanding of what the Bible
means by the word God. This is necessary because our view of God has such profound personal
implications. As A.W. Tozer said, “What comes into our minds when we think about God is
the most important thing about us.”® Discerning the biblical view of God is also important
because many Americans who say they believe in God use the word to mean something other
than the God of the Bible. And even those who do mean the God of the Bible sometimes have
distorted ideas and images of him that hinder their ability to love him wholeheartedly.
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In the Bible, the word God describes an invisible and eternal spiritual being who is immense

and infinitely powerful, wise, knowing, and good. He is holy, morally pure, loving, gracious,
merciful, patient, and forgiving. He created and sustains all things, seen and unseen, and will
one day judge all mankind. Much more could be said, but this brief description helps us dis-
tinguish the God of the Bible from other gods. Is this what comes into your mind when you
think about God? This is the God whom Jesus says we are to love wholeheartedly.

How do we love this God? We must first come to know him, for it is impossible to love some-
one you do not know. Coming to know God involves gaining true and accurate knowledge
about him. Although he has shown us something of his eternal power and divine nature in cre-
ation (Rom. 1:20), it is preeminently in the Scriptures that he has given us true, accurate, and
detailed knowledge about himself and his ways. This propositional knowledge about God is a
necessary and indispensable foundation for knowing him, but is not sufficient by itself. With
the help of the Holy Spirit, we must go on to meet God personally and know him in a relational
way. This happens as we come to believe what we have learned about him and entrust ourselves
to him. God has given the clearest revelation of himself to us in Jesus, who said, “Whoever has
seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9), and whom Paul described as “the image of the invis-
ible God” (Col. 1:15). Jesus calls us to “repent and believe the gospel” (Mark 1:15). And as we
respond to his call with faith in him and his atoning sacrifice on the cross, we come to know
God and Christ in a saving and relational way.

Once we come to know God, we experience a fundamental inner change that enables and in-
spires us to love God. This change is produced by the Holy Spirit, who comes to dwell within
us and produces a new life (John 3:5-8), and a love for God and others (Rom. 5:5). Whereas
we were once dead to God, we are now alive to him. Whereas we were formerly his enemy, now
we are his friend and love him. This radical change gives us a new outlook on life along with
new desires and power to live a new life.

However, this spiritual “new birth” is just the beginning. After our conversion, we are in a state
of infancy and need proper care and feeding in order to grow in our new relationship with
God. The spiritual nurture that helps us mature comes to us, as it did to the first believers, in a
community devoted to four things: “to the apostles” teaching and the fellowship, to the break-
ing of bread and the prayers” (Acts 2:42). The combination of these four elements creates a sort
of “spiritual incubator” for growing in the knowledge and love of God and of Jesus. Belonging
to such a community is vital and devoting ourselves to all four means of grace is essential for
growing to maturity. Each one is necessary, and none can be neglected without significant loss.
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But being in the incubator doesn’t guarantee that we will grow in love for God. A vital but
often overlooked aspect of our spiritual growth is how we respond to what we learn about God,
especially in Scripture. As we devote ourselves to reading, studying, memorizing, and meditat-
ing on what the Bible teaches about God’s nature, character, and will we become aware of
things in our lives that need to change. This confronts us with an unavoidable decision: will we
obey or disobey his Word? Will we change or refuse to change? If we disobey, our disobedience
interrupts our fellowship with God and can stall or even seriously derail our spiritual growth
(until we repent and obey). Some people have made a shipwreck of their lives by refusing to

obey God’s Word.

But if we obey God, we will grow stronger, and our knowledge and love for him will increase.
Loving obedience is the key. As the apostle John said, “This is the love of God, that we keep
his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3). God’s com-
mands are an expression of holy love and are given for our good and his glory. They are the
instructions of a loving father to his little children. And our obedience expresses our grateful
love and brings him pleasure. Jesus, who was God in human form, makes it crystal clear: “If
you love me, you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15), and “Whoever has my com-
mandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me. And he who loves me will be loved by my
Father, and I will love him and manifest (i.e., show or disclose) myself to him” (John 14:21).
Obedience is the fruit of grace and love and has as its reward a deeper experiential knowledge
of Christ. As John Stott puts it, “The test of love is obedience and the reward of love is the self-
manifestation of Christ.”*

LOVING OUR NEIGHBOR

To the first and greatest commandment, Jesus added a second, which is inseparable from it:
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:39). It takes but little reflection to realize
that like the first, this is a very challenging command. People have often commented that lov-
ing God is a lot easier than loving one’s neighbor. And most of us know at least one person who
proves the truth of this observation. But that does not excuse us from loving our neighbor, for
obedience to this command is a concrete manifestation of our love for God.

What does it mean to love our neighbor? Again we need to clarify our terms, this time, love.
Because it is often used in contemporary English to denote feeling and sentiment, we can eas-
ily assume that to “love” our neighbor is to have warm and positive feelings toward him or her.
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However, this is an error that can hinder us from loving our neighbor. The fact is that we do
not have such feelings toward all people and cannot manufacture them. If loving our neighbor
required this, we would be in a hopelessly impossible situation and tempted to give up our faith.

The good news is that our English word Jove is used to translate the Greek word agape. And
agape is not a word that denotes feeling or sentiment. Rather, it focuses on the will. Thus the
fundamental nature of the command to love our neighbor is a matter of will, not feeling. Jesus
was a realist, and he knew that we cannot command our feelings to be warm when they are
cold or positive when they are negative. But we can exercise our will to act in another person’s
best interest no matter how we happen to feel about that person.

This understanding underlies Jesus’ simple and practical instructions for loving others: “What-
ever you wish that others would do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the Proph-
ets” (Matt. 7:12). Have you ever wondered how to love someone as God commands? This is
your answer. Consider the circumstances of the person before you and treat that person the
way you would want to be treated if you were in his shoes. To act in that person’s best interests,
regardless of what you feel or don’t feel, is to love as Jesus intends.

This can be easy or hard. It may not be a great challenge to love a friend or family member if
the sacrifice is not great. But loving one’s neighbor cannot be limited to what is easy or conve-
nient. In the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus made it clear that a neighbor is anyone in our
path who needs our help, whether helping is easy or not, convenient or not (Luke 10:29-37).
Indeed, rendering such help can be dangerous and financially costly, as well (10:34-35).

When our neighbor is a fellow disciple in the family of God, the standard rises to a higher
level. On the night he was betrayed, Jesus said to his followers, “A new commandment I give
to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another.
By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John
13:34-35). He went on to clarify the implications of this love when he said, “Greater love has
no one than this, that someone lays down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). Far from an ab-
stract concept or a momentary sentiment, this moves us to a concrete, practical love. This kind
of love shaped the understanding and practice of his disciples and the early church, of which
we are told, “There was not a needy person among them, for as many as were owners of lands
or houses sold them ... and it was distributed to each as any had need” (Acts 4:34-35). And
decades later we find the apostle John saying, “By this we know love, that he laid down his life
for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers. But if anyone has the world’s goods
and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him?
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Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth” (1 John 3:16-18). At
a minimum, this means that we are to be alert to the material needs of our brothers and sisters
and to show our love by helping them financially as we are able.

When our neighbor is an enemy, we face perhaps the most difficult test of love. Jesus boldly
calls his followers to love their enemies:

1 say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be
sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun to rise on the evil and on the
good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. For if you love those who love you, what
reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your
brothers, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? You

therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matt. 5:44—47)

In this passage, Jesus calls us to pursue a perfect (i.e., mature) love, to love in the way our
heavenly Father loves.

For many of us, this command is profoundly disturbing. In fact, the more clearly we under-
stand what it really means to love God and neighbor, the more we realize just how impossible
it is, at least in our own strength. At this point, we may be tempted to see it as impossible
idealism. But it is not impossible idealism. Jesus is serious; he intends us to pursue love as our
first priority in life and to become filled with love. And it is possible to love as he commands—
not with absolute perfection, but certainly with increasing maturity and fullness. Astonishing
growth is possible if we will seek it.

How do we seck it? Clearly, love for God is not something of our own making, for we are by
nature God’s enemies (Rom. 8:7). If loving God and others were dependent on us, it would
be hopeless, impossible idealism. But once we believe the gospel and trust Christ, the Holy
Spirit comes to dwell in us, bringing new life (John 3:6) and pouring God’s love into our hearts
(Rom. 5:5). This evokes and enables our love for God. As John says, “In this is love, not that
we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (1 John
4:10). Our love for God is an answering love, a love that is awakened by his prior love for us,
made real to us by the Spirit. Assurance of God’s fatherly love for us is the root of our love for
him. And the more we meditate on and embrace his love for us, especially at the cross, the
more our love for him and others grows.

The Holy Spirit is the ultimate source of love in our lives and is charged with making us into
people of love. For this love to grow, we must daily seek to be filled with the Holy Spirit (Eph.
5:18) and to walk in the Spirit (Gal. 5:16). And likewise we must seek to avoid grieving or
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quenching the Spirit in what we think, desire, say, and do. As we live in the Spirit, he will

produce deep and powerful changes within us: “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22). These changes begin when the Spirit enters
our lives, and we mature over time, growing faster or slower depending on whether we are in
a healthy spiritual environment and how we respond to God. As mentioned earlier, we need
to be in a community devoted to Scripture, fellowship, worship, and prayer. We also need a
hunger for God and a wholehearted commitment to him (Rom. 12:1-2); we must respond to
him in faith and obedience. These are essential for healthy spiritual growth and maturing love.

One final point. Even when we are making our best effort to live in the Spirit and to love God
and others, we are not immune to sin. We are always faced with the choice of yielding to the
Spirit or to the flesh. Whether it is a long-standing, deeply ingrained pattern of sin or a flaw
in temperament or something else, we are vulnerable to temptation. And sometimes we yield
to the flesh and commit sin. When we do, we can be restored through repentance, confession,
and returning to the Lord. He is “good and forgiving, abounding in steadfast love to all who

call upon [him]” (Ps. 86:5).

This brings us back to where we started. “Whether we realize it or not, we all have certain pri-
orities in life. Some things are more important to us than others. And those that are the most
important shape our lives in significant ways ... For better or worse your priorities are slowly
turning you into a certain kind of person and shaping your destiny.” Jesus says that loving God
wholeheartedly and loving our neighbor as ourselves are the two highest priorities of life. If
you will make these the highest priorities in your life and pursue them with the Spirit’s help,
you will be steadily transformed into a person of love who glorifies God and experiences the
greatest fulfillment possible in this life. The choice is yours.

NOTES

!Scripture quotations are from the English Standard Version.

*C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves (1960; repr., New York: Harcourt/Harvest, 1991), 3.

SAW. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy (New York: HarperCollins, 1961), 1.
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