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In many a counseling session I have conducted, I have found myself repeating an axiom I learned from a seminary professor who taught counseling classes. It goes something like this: No one can make you feel a certain way.


For example: You might say, in exasperation, “He just makes me so mad.” or “She makes me feel stupid.” I might then ask you to think about some creature you are afraid of. Like a snake or a spider or a mouse. Now, picture that creature coming into the room where you are sitting. How would you feel? Terrified? Afraid? Then, I would ask: Did the snake or the spider or the mouse “make” you feel that way? Certainly not! No creature has that kind of power over you. Rather, you chose to react that way. 


There is some truth to that, but I have discovered that there are limits to this wisdom. I can, if I try hard enough, get someone to react in a specific way if I push hard enough. 


Here's what I mean: I could, if I wanted to, and I most certainly DO NOT IN ANY WAY, SHAPE OR FORM want to, turn my wife's love for me into hatred. If I treated her rudely or criticized her in public or belittled her every accomplishment, that would definitely have an affect on her affections for me. If I abused her physically or emotionally for years on end, you could almost bet how she'd react. It would literally drive the love right out of her, and in the end, make her hate me. 


And yet, she could, in spite of all that, still choose to love me. She could consciously decide to continue to love me whether I treat her nice or not. Simply put, and this is really what we all want, she could choose to love me voluntarily.


I came across a story the other day about a little boy named Benjamin. Benjamin is a typical six-year-old, who loves to play and never wants to go to bed. I'm sure many of you know the type. One night, as daddy was putting Benjamin to bed, the little boy said, “I don't want to go to bed!” To which the daddy responded like all daddies do, “I know, it's fun to play, but you need rest so you can play some more tomorrow!”


To which the boy said those beloved words that come out of every child's mouth at one time or other in their life: “Daddy, I hate you!” 


To which Daddy calmly responded, “I'm sorry you feel that way, son, but I love you!” Once more, “I hate you, daddy!” Once more, “But I love you!” Finally, the little boy said, “Stop saying that!” Now, this daddy responded with the insight with which I wish I could have had raising my children: “I know you feel this way, but I love you . . . whether you like it or not!”



“For God so loved the world that He gave his one and only Son. . .” John 3:16. That's probably the most beloved and well-known verse of the Bible, thanks to signs behind goal posts and glass backboards that show what's behind them as well. The Gospel in a nutshell, Luther called it. So plain and simple even a child can understand. 


God so loved the world. Later on in his earthly walk, Jesus said something else about the world, and it is shocking, though we would quickly agree with his assessment. During an intimate time with the Father in prayer, Jesus prayed: “I have given them (that is, the disciples) your word, and the world has hated them because they are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. I do not ask you to take them out of the world, but that you keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world.”


Might we paraphrase this beloved verse: “God so loved the GOD-HATING world that He gave His one and only Son”? 


Offensive, I know. But it's true. God loves those who may hate him and/or reject him. They may not even know him or acknowledge He exists. And sadly, there are some in the world who have gone to great lengths to declare with shocking clarity that they don't need or want Him to do anything for them, including but not limited to, loving them. Yet like it or not, God still does.


Now, it's one thing to understand that God loves those who believe in Him. For the most part, I think we would agree that most of us are fairly easy to love, most of the time. Oh, sure, we do some dumb things, some of which, are sin, yes, we're not afraid to admit that. We behave sometimes in a not so loving manner and say and do some really hurtful things to people. All in all, though, we're decent, law-abiding, upstanding, moral, God-fearing people. We follow the good book as best we can and at least try to keep the Commandments. 


Not so others. Not so Hollywood's crowd who openly practice pre-marital sex or brag about their sexual immorality that used to be viewed as sin. Not so the sick child molesters, who may be presently living just up the block from you, waiting, prowling, spying on the neighborhood kids, just aching to get them alone and do despicable things to them. Not so the gang-bangers; the terrorists; the corrupt, lying politicians; the god-haters. 


“God so loved the world.” Does it bother you that God loves them, even while they are doing this evil stuff? Is it ok by you that he sent his Son to die for them? They should pay for their crimes, shouldn't they? They should pay eternally in hell for the horrors they have inflicted upon innocent children and the weak and vulnerable. They should at least have to suffer something for living immoral lives, proudly parading their sins in public.


“God so loved the world.” There's something missing from that statement. Conditions. Requirements. Pre-requisites. Further explanations as to who exactly Jesus is thinking about. He just says “the world”  with no qualifiers whatsoever. Is He including every human being that has lived on planet earth, no matter their crimes, no matter their beliefs, no matter their race, nationality, sexual orientation, or looks?  


That's scandalous when you think about that. It's uncomfortable in its inclusion. Not just because there are people who we think should not be included in God's love. But because God didn't ask us first. He didn't consult us before He decided to love the world and all those in it. He didn't run the list by us for editing. God didn't take a poll to see if all were in favor of Jesus suffering and dying on the cross for the haters of God, the despised, the despicable, the evil. Or for us.


“For God so loved the world.” God so loved them, and God so loved you. Without asking you if you felt worthy of His love. He most certainly did not request your input on whether He could adopt you. He just went ahead and did it in the waters of baptism. He acted on his own, according to his good and gracious will. He just sent His Son. Sent Him to die. To die for the world. To die for you. Whether you like it or not.


Knowing what you know not about God and His love and Jesus, would you, if you could have, objected to God adopting you at the time of your baptism? Knowing what you know now, would you have waited to baptize your child until he or she could have decided that No, they didn't want to be God's child. It's sort of like making your child obey house rules or come home by curfew. They object, they whine, they disagree. Yet you stick to your guns. Why? Because you know it's for their good. So it is with our Heavenly Father, who knows that in baptism, the good work, the miracle He performs is something vitally good, eternally good.  


We didn't choose God, God chose us. We can't make God stop loving us, no matter how bad the sins are we commit. We can't influence His love or earn it or change it. We can tell Him to stop it, when we don't feel worthy. Which we often do. But like little Benjamin's father, God doesn't care what we think. He just keeps on loving us. 


Really loves us. With an incredible love. An amazing love. A love that is so unconditional it boggles our mind and leaves us breathless with joy. It's a love that breaks the rules. It's a love that expands any human understanding and definition of love. He so loved the world that He gave His Son over to death. His love gives and gives and continues to give. It is a love that gives everything. 


This is an scandalous love because God loves the totally unworthy. There's no one on this earth who is worthy of God's love. He loves the hated and those who hate Him. He loves the worst of sinners, which we would echo St. Paul when he says includes us. God decides how and who He will love and according to His chosen spokesman, Jesus, the Son of God, God has chosen to love. . . the world. All people. Most importantly, each of you.  


The Gospel in a nutshell. Luther was right. God so loved the world that He gave His only Son. He sent Him to die in our place, before we asked him or thought it a good idea. He sent His Son to die in our place, while we were yet sinners. He sent His Son to die in our place because that's what agape  love does, sacrifices itself for the good of others. 


We cannot earn this love or influence it or stop it. It's God's choice and though we might disagree with who He chooses to love, underneath all our complaining, we're glad He loves us. We're glad He loves us enough to put Jesus on the cross instead of us. We're ecstatic that He loves us so much that Jesus takes our sins and pays for them by his agony and frees us from having to suffer such pain. We're ok, we approve, of  Him loving us this much and more. 


Yet, there is a challenge before us who have experienced this love. The challenge is to imitate this love. For by our nature, we are people who love conditionally. But God has shown us another way to love. He has shown us how to love the unlovable, the poor, the downtrodden, the gay, the pervert, the criminal, even the enemy. We who have experienced God's love are the messengers and ambassadors of God's love to the world. The world that God so loved. The world that God sent His Son to save, not condemn. 


This is the scandal of God's love. He loves all and desires all to be saved, though some, sadly, will reject His love. Yet He loves without condition, without permission, without limit. He loves the world. He loves us. Whether we like it or not. And we most definitely . . . love it. Amen. 
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