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Discovering the Father’s Love

April 18th, 2004
You know, when I think about what brings people out to church each Sunday morning, lots of things come to mind… from a kid being dragged by his parents kicking and screaming… to the hot bagels and coffee.

· It’s certainly not b/c we’re the slickest, hippest, most sophisticated church around.

· And it’s probably not b/c our church building is so beautiful or the fact that our sermons are so incredibly profound.

· At the end of the day, I think that what is underneath all the other reasons is that desire we all have to know and experience the love of God.

· And what’s behind this is a fundamental need we all have-- not only for the kind of love we can offer one another, but the kind of unconditional love we can only find as we walk with Jesus.

I really believe that at the very core of who we are is a need that can only be satisfied as we know and experience that unconditional, sacrificial love.
· The Beetles sing, “All you need is love”.  “All you need is love, altogether now, all you need is love, everybody, all you need is love, love. Love is all you need.”
· The world knows this is true, and yet, they can’t get it.  Turn on Oprah or Dr. Phil… or watch any episode of Friends or Cheers… and you can see just how hard people work to fill that inner longing that only the Father’s Love can satisfy.  

· And yet, I know that when I do speak about the Father’s love, some of us sort of look around and think to ourselves, “that person sitting alongside of me is really experiencing the love of God… but I’m not.  Not the way I want to.”  
· “That person sitting in front of me… that couple in our kinship group… now they are connected to the love of God.  I wish I could experience it like them.”  

· “There must be something wrong with me!”  

· You see, we believe that God is out there loving other people… but b/c you don’t always experience it, you wonder if there’s any left for you.

One of the passages I often refer to is in Ephesians 3:18 where Paul prays that we would “grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ.”

· That is such an important prayer for us, because I really do believe that so many of us do wonder, as I’ve said, if there really is any left for you.  

· Sometimes we feel like the prodigal son returned to his father weighted down by shame...  Do you remember what he first said to his father?  “I am no longer worthy to be called your son.”

· And yet, how did the Father respond?
· This morning, I’d like to talk about how we can rediscover the Father’s love in our life.  
Most every morning, I take shower, as I hope you do!  But one morning, after washing my hair, I realized that there was no soap.  

· So, I walked out of the shower to look in the hall closet for a bar of unscented Dove… at least that’s where Joyce normally puts the soap.  

· I open hall closet and find a dozen toothbrushes, 18 bottles of shampoo... basically everything from Clifford Band-Aids to Dental floss.  Everything… besides soap.  

· A tad frustrated, I just go ahead and use shampoo instead.  

· When I finally found Joyce, I asked here, “honey, where’s the soap?” She said, “It was so small that I threw it out.”  “Fine… but where’s the replacement!”  

· So, she walks to the hall closet and how long did it take for her to find the soap?  Just a little shorter than a nanosecond!  

· “How’d you find that?”  She said, “The reason you couldn’t find it was b/c you weren’t really sure it was in there.”

In a way, that’s the way it is for so many of us when it comes to looking for the love of God.  Because we’re unsure about whether it is really there for us, we don’t really expect experience it.

· For some, that causes them to go looking for love in all the wrong places.

· Some people think, "If I succeed enough, people will love me,” or “If I sleep with this person, he or she will love me,” or “If I am just sad enough, people will feel sorry for me and begin to love me.” 

· The problem is, none of these strategies work. Those who pursue love by means of success usually end up feeling used and unappreciated.

· Those who use pity as a means of earning affection usually find that pity soon turns to contempt, and they end up feeling alone and abandoned. 

Most of you have heard of Kurt Cobain. He started the band Nirvana, which single-handedly ended the whole “glam” rock phase and started a new trend in the world of rock music called  "Grunge". 

· He sold millions of albums, he had millions of fans, and the critics loved him. And yet, on April 5, 1994, he committed suicide. 

· After it happened I saw an interview with a psychiatrist on CNN, and the question was asked, "How could a man who was loved by so many reach such a level of despair?" 

· The psychiatrist said, “The adoring fans were a very small part of Kurt Cobain's life. His misery was caused by the fact that he felt so estranged from the people that mattered most.”

· In His suicide letter, he wrote this, “I’ve tried everything within my power to appreciate it (the appreciation of the fans) and I do.  God, believe I do, but it’s not enough.”

· In the end, he killed himself b/c he couldn’t accept the love of his family, friends, and fans… let alone God’s love.

God loves you so much. Most of you have heard that statement thousands of times throughout your life-- maybe so many times that the statement has lost some of its impact. 

· “Well… I know He does… but He has to-- He loves everybody." 

· But it’s so much deeper than that: God loves you with all of his heart, and it's not because he got stuck with you. He doesn't love you just because you're part of the big mass of humanity. 

· He loves you individually. He loves you as if you were the only one in the world to love. 

· No matter what you have done, or no matter what your life has been like, God loves you. He wants to share his love with you.

I want to share a story from the Bible with you… a story that illustrates God's love for us, showing us to what length He will go to keep on loving you.

· It's the story about a man named Hosea (whom God used to speak prophetically to the people of Israel at the same time Isaiah was speaking to the people of Judah.)  

· It begins with God telling Hosea to marry an adulteress woman named Gomer. 

· That's right-- her name was Gomer. Don't get sidetracked by her name. I'm sure she was a very beautiful woman, and I doubt seriously that she looked anything like Jim Neighbors. 

· Maybe in those days Gomer was an evocative name, like Raquel... you get the point.

· Even though God knew that Gomer would be unfaithful, and He wanted Hosea to marry her anyway. Why? 

· Because in Hosea's marriage to Gomer, God puts His own love for us on display. Through the Book of Hosea, we learn just how much God loves us even though he always knew that we would be unfaithful to him.

After Gomer gave birth to three children, she left Hosea and became a prostitute. Hosea stayed home and raised the children alone, while Gomer traveled throughout the world, selling her body to anyone with money. 

· Years passed, and Hosea began to search for his wife. He wanted her back. Finally, he found her on an auction block… being offered to the highest bidder. 

· What we see in chapter 3 is that Hosea sacrificed perhaps all he had to purchase back the wife who had deserted him. 
· He took her in his arms and he said to her, "Come home. You're to live with me now, and I will live with you."
· The story of Hosea's love for his "runaway bride" is the story of God's love for you.

· I’d like to share three things from Hosea, chapter 2, that remind me just how wide and long and high and deep is the Father’s love toward us in Christ.
1. God directs his love toward you personally.

· He doesn't love you as "part of the crowd"; he loves you as an individual. He knows your name. He knows your needs. He understands your hurts and fears. 

· In Hosea 2:16, he says, “In that day...you will call me 'my husband'; you will no longer call me 'my master.'”

· God wants a relationship with you based on love, not based on the law; 

· He wants a relationship with you based on devotion, not based on duty. The relationship isn't to be one of tyranny, but one of tenderness. 

Before he found her on that auction block, Hosea shares his deepest desire in verse 14.  He says, “I will win (woo) her back once again.  I will lead her out into the desert and speak tenderly to her there.”

· You may feel unloved because you have done some things that are unlovely, but God loves you anyway.

· He wants to have a tender, loving, devoted relationship with you-- as a husband should have with his wife. 

· And even if you are the worst spouse in the world, he will buy you back, just as Hosea bought back Gomer.

· God loves you with all of his heart, and he directs his love toward you personally, as an individual. 

· Secondly...

2. God promises to love you forever.

· His love is permanent. Listen to what He says in verse 19, “I will betroth you to me forever.”

· The word “betroth” means engagement-- in Hosea's time it was a binding, unbreakable promise to marry. 

· In fact, in those days it was easier to get out of a marriage than it was to get out of an engagement. So, God uses this phrase: "I will betroth you to me forever."
· God's love lasts forever. It is permanent. It doesn't come and go. 

· There’s a song from the 70’s... I don’t remember who sang it…

  Falling in and out of love with you,

  Falling in and out of love with you,

  Don't know what I'm going to do,

  I keep falling in and out of love with you.

This might describe how we sometimes love one another, but it is not how God loves us.  His love lasts forever-- it doesn't get bigger on your good days or smaller on your bad days. 

· In Jeremiah he says... "I have loved you with an everlasting love." (Jeremiah 31:3)

· God loves you with all his heart--and His love lasts forever. 

· There simply isn’t anything you can do or stop doing that will make God love you any more or less.  Knowing even the worst about you… He loves you!

· Thirdly...

3. God gives his love to you without holding anything back.

· Have you ever been in a relationship where you were afraid to give 100% of yourself, because you knew you were going to get hurt? 

· Well, God knows right from the beginning that we will let Him down. Yet he loves us anyway, and he doesn't hold anything back. 

· Some people may love you for what you do; God loves you for who you are. 

· Others may love you temporarily; God loves you forever.

· Others may love you for the things they see on the surface; God loves you even though he knows the deepest, darkest parts of your life.

· Others may love you in an on and off manner; God's love for you is always on. He doesn't hold anything back. 

Listen to what he says in verses 19-20, “I will make you my wife forever; showing you righteousness and justice, unfailing love and compassion. I will be faithful to you and make you mine.”

· Righteousness, justice, love, compassion, faithfulness. 

· He's not promising his eternal love because you have these qualities; He's promising His eternal love because He has these qualities. 

· He is saying, in effect, "Because of my great love for you, I will forever put my righteousness, justice, unfailing love, and compassion on display… I will be forever faithful to you.”

God never keeps some “extra” love in reserve in case you do something really spectacular.  Just as you are now, He holds nothing back. 

· He's not watching you from a distance with his arms folded, waiting to see if you can become worthy of his love. 

· He already loves you, and he always will— no matter what you have done. No matter what others think of you, and no matter what you think of yourself, God views you with a heart full of love. 
· That’s why David wrote in Psalm 63 that, “Your love is better than life”

· In Psalm 108 he wrote, “Your love O Lord is higher than the heavens, Your faithfulness reaches to the sky.”

When Hosea found Gomer being auctioned in the town square, she could do nothing to save herself. 

· She couldn't undo the past and she couldn't suddenly make herself worthy. All she could do was allow Hosea to pay the price, and then go home with him and start a new life.

· That's all we can do. You can't change the past, or undo any of the things that caused you to feel unloved. 
· You can, however, reach out and accept God's love, and continue on in your life hand in hand with a God who loves you so much.
· We don’t ever have to wonder whether there’s enough of God’s love to go around.  It’s His passion that we know His love… that’s why Paul prayed what He did… that you and I would know how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ.”
What I’d like to do is close my message by showing you a video that we use on our website called the Father’s Love Letter.
Pray








