January 8, 2006

I John 4:7 - 16


God is Love

Memory Verse for the Week:  I John 4:8

8Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.

Old Testament Link:  Nahum 1:1 - 11

Extra points if you can find Nahum without using the table of contents!  It is a seldom-studied book written by the minor prophet Nahum.  I chose it as our Old Testament Link this week because it provides and interesting comparison to I John 4:8.

All that we know about the prophet Nahum comes from the book itself.  There is no other biblical reference and no reliable extra-biblical reference to him.  What we do know is that he probably lived in a city called Elkosh, which is unknown to us today.  Given Nahum’s familiarity with the Assyrian capitol of Nineveh, we can guess that Elkosh was close by.  This area of the world today is near Baghdad, Iraq.

The Assyrians conquered Israel about 100 years before Nahum wrote.  Assyria was ruthless and cruel to the Israelites.  Nahum writes about how God will punish the Assyrians and destroy the capitol of Nineveh.

Read 1:1 – 11.  Notice the descriptions of God.  God is described as:

· Jealous (verse 2)

· Avenging (verse 2)

· Filled with wrath (verse 2)

· His way is the whirlwind and the storm (verse 3)

· He makes rivers and sea dry up (verse 4)

· He makes mountains quake and hills melt away (verse 5)

· Nobody can endure his wrath which is poured out like fire (verse 6)

· He will destroy Nineveh forever (verse 9, and yes Nineveh was never rebuilt)

In our lesson today, John makes the utterly remarkable statement, “God is love”.  

How is it that Nahum and John see God in such different ways?  Is one of them wrong?

Nahum was certainly not wrong.  All that he predicted came to pass.  His prophecy epitomizes an Old Testament view that while God loves his people, he can be angry and jealous.  Anyone or any nation that gets in God’s way will pay the price.  This Old Testament view is not wrong, but it is incomplete.

So what happened between the time of Nahum and the time of John?  What happened to our understanding of God that takes us from “God is jealous and vengeful” to “God is love”?

Suggestion: Ask you class these questions.

The answer is that Jesus happened.  In Isaiah 7:14, the prophet says, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”  Immanuel means, “God with us”.  God the son came to earth.  He walked with us.  He talked with us.  

John personally spent about three years with Jesus.  Because of this close relationship, John gained a deeper insight about the nature of our Lord than all the prophets and patriarchs of the Old Testament.  As a result, John tells us “God is love”, which is one of the most profound statements ever written.

Overview/Central Truth

In today’s lesson, John says, “God is love”.  To understand this is to understand the Christian experience.

Teaching Targets  

· Teach about the different kinds of love.

· Help students understand what agape is and why it is the highest form of love.

· Help students to see their relationship to God and others in terms of agape.

Teacher’s Tips and Prep-Work
· Prayer

· Study I John 4:7-16

· Read commentary in the Cook The Bible Knowledge Commentary, page 898-900 (section D 2).


Introduction to Lesson/ Games to Play – Discussion of Love

Note: If you plan to do the Old Testament discussion of Nahum, I suggest that you do that before this part of the lesson.

Lead a discussion about the meaning of the word “Love”.  I think if you ask simply, “What does the word mean?” you can get a nice discussion going.  It is a word that is so familiar, yet so elusive.  Try to steer the discussion toward the different kinds of love (family love, love of food, love of the outdoors, erotic love, love of beauty, love between friends, love of God, etc.)

You may have heard that the Eskimos have over 100 words for “snow”.  The reason given is that Eskimos need to be able to describe many types of snow (slush, powder, icy snow, etc.).  While all this is actually an urban myth, it does point to a truth that a word can sometimes have so many subtle meanings and variations that it becomes hard to tell what we actually describing.  Such is the case with the English word, “love”.

There are several Greek words in the New Testament for different kinds of love.  Some of these are:

Phileo – Brotherly love.  Affection for fellow man.

Storge – Familial love.  Affection for family.

Eros – Erotic love.  A passionate, romantic love most often associated with love of the opposite sex.

Agape – God’s love.  This is the highest form of love.  Unlike other words for love, it is a word that is exclusively associated with Christian love.  When John says, “God is love”, he uses the word agape.

As I said, those are only SOME of the words used.  There are other words and other forms of these words that are used in different contexts throughout the Old Testament.  In today’s lesson, we want to concentrate on that highest form of love – Agape.

Read: I John 4:7 - 16

7Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God.  Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.  8Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.
9This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him.  10This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.  11Dear friends, Since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.  12No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.

13We know that we live in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.  14And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world.  15If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of God, God lives in him and he in God.  16 And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.

Questions to Ponder and Answer

Since God is love, is it also correct to say, “Love is God”?  Absolutely not.  Some religions get this backwards and begin to worship the love instead of the person of God.  To worship love of any kind is a form of idolatry.

Why is agape greater than all other kinds of love?

We are taught to hate the sin and love the sinner.  Do we really do this in practice?  Do we show hate or agape toward those we consider to be “sinners”?

Application/Commentary   I John 4:7 - 16

v. 7  The source of Christian love (agape) is God.  If you are one who has this kind of love then you must know God.  

v. 8  On the other hand, “8Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.”

Agape love is the paramount ingredient of the Christian experience.  To be a Christian is to have agape, which comes exclusively from God.

Not only does agape come from God, God is agape.  It is not just that God loves us.  Rather, love is THE essential part of God’s character.  To know that God is love is to understand him in deeper way.  It explains so much about why God does the things he does.

v. 9-10  God’s agape character is why he sent his son as a sacrifice for us.  Always remember, it is God who loved us first.  It is God who offers us the gift of salvation.  It is done because that is who God is.

v. 11-12  Because God loves us all so much; we must love each other in the same way.  John even goes so far as to say that for us to have agape and be fully Christian, we must love one another.

v. 13-15  While the trinity is never explicitly mentioned in scripture, we find the concept here in these three verses.  Notice that we have teachings about the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit all in these three short verses.  The common thread is agape.  

John says, “he has given us of his Spirit”.  Since God is agape, obviously his spirit is also agape.  We receive agape when we accept the son.  So, the son is also agape.  The three are one.

v. 16  We must live in agape.  In C.S. Lewis’ book, The Four Loves, he tells us, “a man’s spiritual health is exactly proportional to his love for God.”  I think John would agree, but add that the outward expression of our love for God is our love for others.  To say that we are living for the Lord is also to say that we are loving for the Lord.

Preview for Next Week 
Study I John 4:17 – 5:21

Read commentary in the Cook The Bible Knowledge Commentary, pages 900 - 904.

Note:  Information was derived from The Broadman Bible Commentary: I John by Edward A. McDowell, Layman’s Bible Book Commentary by Fred D. Howard, and The Bible Knowledge Commentary edited by Walvoord and Zuck © 2004.
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