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God is love – 1 John 4:16
I want us to begin with a reading. If you could turn in your Bibles to 1 John 4 and I want to begin reading at verse 16. In fact, I want to begin half-way through the verse. And if we able to stand, I want us to read it together.
“God is love.”
O.K! That’s it! That’s our reading for today. You can sit down and close your Bibles. What have we just read? “God is love.” This is what I want us to think about this week. It is the sentence I want us to wake up with - “God is love.” As we start our day I want us to be aware - “God is love.” As we spend our daily time with God I want us to remember - “God is love.” As we eat our meals I want us to celebrate the fact - “God is love.” As we go to work I want us to know God is with us because - “God is love.” As we meet with colleagues, as we talk to neighbours, as we enjoy our friends company - “God is love.” In the struggles of our daily health - “God is love.” In strained relationships - “God is love.” In insurmountable problems - “God is love.” In our laughter - “God is love.” In our tears - “God is love.” In our victories - “God is love.” In our failures - “God is love.” “God is love” is our waking thought, our continual thought throughout the day and the last thought we have before we go to sleep at night. “God is love” is the single most important thing we can think about. It is the thought we need to constantly return to and is the experience through which our lives are utterly altered. When we know and experience the love of God everything changes.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Yet the word “love” is so readily used today, I love chocolate, I love the autumn colours, I love Sheffield Wednesday, I love gardening, I love a bargain, I love Justin Bieber or Rachmaninov’s 5th piano concerto. The word “love” can be so cheap that we need to be sure what we mean by “God is love.” I want to mention thwo things today.
The love of God
The first thing I want us to look at is the love of God. For this I will need three volunteers.
Volunteer 1 – God the Father
Volunteer 2 – God the Son
Volunteer 3 – God the Holy Spirit
When we speak of love, love is not a theoretical concept, a nice ide, it is realised and experienced in genuine relationship. God could not be perfect love if he were not a community of beings, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. If he were just one he would not be love, for there would be nothing and no-one else to love. But we can declare that God is love because though he is one he is also three. He is the fullest and most pure expression of genuine love. As the Father stands in the presence of the Son and the Holy Spirit he is overwhelmed with love for them. He looks at the Son he is captivated by the beauty of his righteousness. As he looks at the Holy Spirit he is overwhelmed by his shear brilliance. As the Son looks at the Father and the Holy Spirit he too is overwhelmed by love. He looks at the Father and is in awe of his glory and he looks at the Holy Spirit and is speechless because the Holy Spirit is an utter genius. The Holy Spirit looks at the Father and the Son he too is overwhelmed by love. He looks at the Father and is speechless in the presence of his holiness. The Holy Spirit looks at the Son and is enthralled by his majesty. These are relationships of perfectly love as each is utterly committed to the other in loving service. It is perfect love because the relationships are free from defect, free from envy or jealousy or competition, but each is filled with sheer joy in serving the other. Here is perfect love.
And they just can’t stand in one place. The first person to great me as I walked into church after my sabbatical was Muriel. Isn’t Muriel wonderful? I just wanted to pick her up and swing her round out of the sheer joy of seeing her again! We have all felt the same way at some time. Even though we are English! Our children, our husband or wife, a significant other person, we can’t stand in one place. And out of sheer love for one another the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit begin to move. To dance around each other. They cannot contain their excitement because they are a trinity of love. John of Damascus, one of the early Church Fathers, used the phrase, the divine perichoresis, to describe this movement. “Peri” from “around” from which we get the English word “perimeter” and “Choresis” from the Greek “to move” from which we get the English word “choreography”. Father, Son and Holy Spirit were so excited, so in love that they moved around each other.
This divine perichoresis brought such joy to the godhead the Father says, “let us make man in our image.” Our creation was an invitation to be caught up in the divine perichoresis. To be danced around as the person of the godheads affection. Yes, how wonderful is that. But also to be caught up in the divine perichoresis itself. To dance with the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. The invitation to the whole world is to come to God and experience the love of the father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. God is love and his desire for us is to know his love.
The Good News of God
The second thing I want to mention is the Good News of God. We know the story. God walked with man in the cool of the evening. There was sweet communion between the creator and the creature. They lived in a relationship of love. Yet man believed the lie he was told. Love could be found in other places. Don’t allow God to determine what is good for you. Take charge of your own destiny. Determine for yourself what love will look like. And so man decided to break free, to step outside the love of God. If you are with me in this there should be a part of you that cries, “No!” what a dumb thing to do!
The heart of the father was utterly devastated. There was no way back for the creature he had created. A holy God and a rebellious child. Outside the love of the Father there is only death. The creature is going to die. And the Son says, “I will bridge the gap. I will die for the creature. The sin that he has committed I will take on myself and I will bear it. I will make a way for the human to return.” And the Holy Spirit says, “Brilliant. Utterly brilliant. You will make a way and I will draw the creature back to us through the way that you have opened up. The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are so filled with joy because now the creature can return to the love of God. To know once again what it is to be caught up in perfect love. Even more than that, the Godhead invites those that have responded to the love of God to join with them in reaching out to others and inviting them to be caught up in the love of God. What a joy and privilege and thrill that should be. What the world needs most is an encounter with the love of God.
Whilst I was on sabbatical I was struck at how bad we can be at inviting people to experience the love of God. We can fixate on the problem, sin, rather than the solution, God and his love. I was sat in a service and the preacher was talking about an opportunity she had to witness. She was given a work colleague a lift home from work and they asked, “What do you Christians believe.” I was sat there in the congregation going, “Please, please, please, say you talked about the love of God.” She began with saying, “For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” “Oh no!” I wailed in my heart. First and foremeost the world needs an encounter with the love of God. Her work colleague didn’t want to hear any more. She told him, “Wait, there is some good news!” but she had already lost him. The world needs an encounter with the love of God. We know the problem, we know the immense sacrifice Jesus paid on the cross, we know the problem of sin is very real and very significant, but the world needs an encounter with the love of God.
Even as God’s people we need an encounter with the love of God. Imagine X here has  a bit of a problem with anger. Is it my responsibility to convict him of his anger so that he can change his ways? No. Whose responsibility is it? The bible says of the Holy Spirit, “And when he comes, he will convict the world of its sin, and of God’s righteousness, and of the coming judgment.” (John 16:8 NLT) It is the job of the Holy Spirit to convict people of sin. God may be saying to X that anger is not the issue he wants to work on at the moment, it’s his lack of joy. He wants to make him a more joyful person. We sometimes do not see God’s priorities. The point I am making is that it is not our responsibility, it is the responsibility of the Holy Spirit to convict people of sin. It is our responsibility to be a living encounter with the love of God. Before anyone objects we do need the whole council of scripture and there is a place for correcting one another at the appropriate them, but I want us to grasp the point I am making. What is on our hearts should be the love of God.
The story that brings this home the most is the story of Zacchaeus. [Jesus] entered Jericho and was passing through. 2 And behold, there was a man named Zacchaeus. He was a chief tax collector and was rich.3 And he was seeking to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was small in stature. 4 So he ran on ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree to see him, for he was about to pass that way. 5 And when Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down, for I must stay at your house today.” 6 So he hurried and came down and received him joyfully. 7 And when they saw it, they all grumbled, “He has gone in to be the guest of a man who is a sinner.” 8 And Zacchaeus stood and said to the Lord, “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor. And if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I restore it fourfold.” 9 And Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, since he also is a son of Abraham. 10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost. (Luke 19:1-10 ESV) Jesus said nothing about sin, he simply loved Zaccaeus by going to his house for tea. Did Zaccaeus need someone to explain the problem of his sin to him. I think he knew he had a problem. So when he encounters the love of God there is genuine repentance. Flick through your Bibles, Isaiah, a holy man, encounters God and repents. John, the friend of Jesus, in his vision on Patmos, fell at his feet as though dead. Our greatest need is to be a living encounter with the love of God. For that love to be so majestic and holy and bright God is able to love on people in a way that completely changes their lives.
My challenge, and I guess our challenge, is, are we living in the love of God? Theologically, we may believe, “God is love” yet has that love touched and transformed the whole of our beings that the joy of knowing that love radiated from the whole of our being. Sometimes that love does grow cold. Sometimes we do forget. Sometimes we need to be reminded that we need to live life from the love of God so that we can be an encounter with the love of God. Does the love of God warm your heart this morning or today do you need a fresh and deeper touch?
