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The text for this evening's meditation is 1 John chapter 4, verses 7 to 16 as follows: “Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God.  Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love.  In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him.  In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.  Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.  No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides in us and his love is perfected in us.  By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.  And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world.  Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God.  So we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him.” 


“Do you still love me?” It's a question often born out of immense guilt over wrongs we know we've committed. It's a query asked because the conscience is poking, hard and relentlessly, over words said that shouldn't have been said. It's a horrible thought that can grow to  frightening proportions when we realize we did it again, after we said we wouldn't, and we're wondering if that was the last straw. 


Love is like a candle. As hurts and wrongs are committed, the flame begins to  get smaller and weaker. Then, after who knows how long, the light of love becomes so small that it is in grave danger of going out completely. That's when we hold our breath and whisper that question, because we are afraid, terrified even, that it will go out. 


It may take years to finally notice the difference. Years of criticism and various forms of abuse. Years of having to live with fallible partners or relatives, who do bad things and say spiteful words. Years of anger stuffed down into our internal closets and bitterness harbored in every nook and cranny of our minds. What once started out as a flame that burned brightly with the intensity of young love, now slowly, so slowly as to be almost imperceptible, has become a dimly lit candle, barely alight. That's when we notice it. But by that time, it may be too late. 


Do you still love me? How often have we wanted to ask God that question? It almost suffocates us to consider how God might answer. How many nights have we sat on the edge of our bed, recalling something we did and then the regret inundates us and we wonder, silently, anxiously, did God see? Of course he did. 


Did I cross the line this time? Did this one go too far, cause too much harm, separate us from God as far as the east is from the west? Is He displeased, unhappy, irate maybe? This one is unforgivable, it is so outside the realm of excusable. Not only did we break a command, we smashed it to pieces, crushed it into the dirt, stomped on it with undisguised mirth. 


We didn't heed warning shot after warning shot across the bow. We knew it was wrong, but we kept doing it. Repeatedly, almost daring God to strike us. And He never did. For a while, we took that to mean tacit approval. But now, what went around has come around. And hit us square in the face, leaving our life a mess. Our conscience is accusing us to no end. All we can do is shake our head in shock. Why did we not stop? Why did we not learn?


Do you still love me, God? How can you, because I don't. I can't believe some of the things I do. I can't begin to fathom what I was thinking. No one deserves to be loved after what I've done to others and God. They're unforgivable, that's what they are. I wouldn't blame God in the least if He decided to walk away. 


Do you still love me, God? Filled with guilt, driven by fear, overwhelmed by anguish, breathless from worry, we can't help but ask. After years of careless running around, foolish mistakes, disobedient behavior, after we have tested God's patience so many times, have we finally pushed it too far? We have made a mockery of his grace, and ignored His gentle rebukes. We know how difficult it can be to keep love lit for someone who keeps hurting us over and over. What love wouldn't grow cold after what we've done?


Whenever that question is asked of God, it will always get the same response. A solid, resounding, affirming, Yes. Yes, God says, I still love you. And I have manifested my love to you, I have proven it to you in this way, by sending my Son, my only Son, my most beloved Son, into the world, your world. 


What Christian, having had to confront his or her indisgressions, hasn't asked it? David did, and by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, He heard the Lord's response: “But the steadfast love of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting.” 


This is always the proof that the Lord loves you. His Word of promise. He says it in His Word, the Bible. And this is why we hold so dearly to the inerrancy of Scripture. Because in God's Word, God's true and eternally dependable word, God has told us He loves us. Present love. Always fresh, always current, always the greatest. 


God's love doesn’t waver or diminish. God's love is steadfast and everlasting. From the moment He created you, He loved you with love that is his all. Each and every day, He loves you. God loves you just as you were when He found you and He loves you just as you are. But understand this, because God loves you, He's not going to leave you that way. 


There we were, lying in a thick pool of stinky muck, lost, miserable, wretched, enemies of the Lord. Immediately, before we were aware of His existence, He loved us. Even before he called us to repentance, even before He began that monumental work of faith in us, He loved us. While we were yet sinners, He loved us. How do we know? He sent His Son to die for us. 


He loves us with a love so astounding it takes our breath away. The candle of God's love didn't go out, rather, it was as it always is, brilliant and dazzling. It burns brightly and slams against the darkness and shoves it far away. Though we doubt, though we sometimes have to ask, the Lord's answer will always be the same. An emphatic yes. No ifs, ands or buts. 


This is love that gives of self, sacrifices self, and acts on behalf of us, even when we who don't deserve God's love. The love of God in Christ covers the multitude of our sins. He takes away our guilt and places it on His beloved Son. He pronounces us innocent, because He loves us and Jesus has proved it by dying for us. 


God's perfect love never wanes, never fades, never lessens, never changes. He loves you the same yesterday, today, and forever. He loves you with the same intensity as when he first found you. He loves you even though you don't deserve it. You cannot earn this love. You cannot buy this love, for it is priceless. That is what makes God's love so wonderful. It is totally voluntary, unforced, free. 


Because He loves us with all the love that He is, He calls us to repentance. While God loved us as He found us, in our sins, He is not content to let us remain that way. His love drives us to change, to amend our sinful lives, and to actively participate in the life-long process of sanctification, being made holy. 


St. John says that we know and believe the love God has for us. We know because God didn't  say one thing and do another, He stood by his Word. He kept it, and showed it. He loved us by doing.  By sacrificing. By giving. Giving His only Son for us. He proved it by doing something astounding. 


Jesus came, not just to be among us, but to die for us. But be warned. This love is offensive. It is offensive because it is love that loves all, even the worst of the worst, the Nazi doctors in the death camps, the perverts in your neighborhoods, the atheists and haters of Christianity who are your co-workers, and all those we would deem unworthy of such love. Which is why God's love leaves us breathless, for we cannot fathom how God can love us, let alone those others. Yet He does. 


What's more, you cannot make God stop loving you. Even if you walk away, even if you reject His love, even if you don't believe he exists, still He loves you. Nothing will change that. No one can or will go back and change history one bit. God sent His Son into the world. He sent Him so that the world would be lit by the brightly burning flame of this godly love. That fact is the certain assurance for us that God loves us, has always loved us, and because history cannot be changed, neither will God's love. 


Do you still love me, Lord? You know the answer. But in case you are wondering, try this. Go and love someone else the way God has loved you. Take that love that God has shown you, that God has loved you with, that God has filled you with, and pass it on. In other words, return to sender. 


The love of God is to be exercised, passed on, shared, given as selflessly as God has given it to us. It is to flow with the same intensity it was received. And every time this love is given, the candle burns brighter. Not that God loves us more, but that in passing on His love, others are encouraged. Through the love we show to others, unconditional love, others receive the answer to that question they ask, “Do you still love me, God?” Yes, God says. Through us, others are loved and God loves us through others. 


Love the Lord with all your being, and love your neighbor as yourself. Go out and love someone else with the love of God in you. Show it to others, and in that way, you are showing God's love to the least of these, his brothers and sisters. And then they will show it to still others and on and on it goes. Get it out of here and into someone else. Spread it around, for that is how love is perfected. 


Love's flame glowed brightly that first Christmas morn. Love was born in a small, human body. Love came down, seeking out objects to love. This is God's love, love that must act. Love that needs to reach out to those unworthy of such love and immerse them in its embrace. 


God manifested his love by lighting the burning candle of Jesus, the Son of God, the man who would love the world by dying for it, so that all who believe might be called children of God. Children who now are His flames of love, sent into the dark world to enlighten hearts with this powerful love. As you have been loved by God, so go and love others.  Amen.  
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