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CHAPTER 3  

LOVE 

When I was in junior high school, my best friend was the oldest son of a local 

Church of Christ preacher. I well remember how excited he was one fall day when he 

told me his father had decided the family could celebrate Christmas that year—so long as 

they understood it to be a secular holiday that had nothing to do with the birth of Jesus. 

No angels, no Nativity scenes, no wise men, and no stars—but plenty of Santa Claus and 

presents!  

“It’s stupid, I know, but Dad says that Jesus wasn’t born on December 25, that 

Christmas is based on a pagan holiday, and it’s just not right to celebrate Jesus’ birthday 

in December.” 

Being the smart aleck that I was, I asked, “So, you mean that if you give presents 

to honor Jesus, it would be wrong, but if you give presents out of rank materialism, it 

would be okay?” My friend told me to shut up—he was just glad to get the presents. 

The same friend wasn’t allowed to play with “face cards,” but could play all the 

Rook™ he wanted. He couldn’t shoot pool on my family’s pool table, but we could play 

Carom™ at his house. You see, Carom™ had only four pockets (not six), used rings (not 

balls), and spring loaded cues (not the entirely manual cues of pool). It wasn’t long 

before my friend told me how he’d spent the summer in the basement playing poker with 

the sons of an elder, by stripping the 14’s out of the Rook™ deck and using Carom™ 

rings as chips. He asked me if I wanted to join in, but I assured him I was happy enough 

playing “evil” Slap Jacks and Go Fish.  

His family moved to Kentucky, and from then on, I only heard from him 

occasionally. I went to David Lipscomb College, but his father wouldn’t allow him to go 

to a “liberal” school—instead, he sent him to a state college. I asked my friend, “How is 

a pagan state school better than a Christian college?” He shook his head and allowed 

that he was just glad to get away. The last time we spoke, my friend was heavily into 

marijuana and vigorously defending its benefits. 

All too often in the Churches of Christ, by adopting a legalistic posture toward 
interpreting the Scriptures, we’ve ignored the emotional and the spiritual side of our 
salvation. Thus, many of my legalistically inclined brothers can’t see why salvation 
should produce good works if good works aren’t required for salvation. I mean, why 
should I bother to do good works if salvation doesn’t require it? And from a purely 
legalistic standpoint, this is a very good question. 

But it’s much the same question as why I should do good works for my wife if I 
know that our marriage is not based on my works. If I have no fear of divorce, then why 
bother? Well, of course, I do good works for my wife because I love her—not to earn her 
love, not to buy her love, not to get married, and not to stay married—but because I want 
to. I enjoy doing things for her because I love her.  

I have yet to make the calculation: how little can I do and still not be divorced? I 
mean, my goal in this relationship is not to avoid divorce. I am already married, and now 
I want to make the most of what I already have.  
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Just so, I am already saved, and I deeply love Jesus. Because of this love, I never 
ever ask: how little can I do and still go to heaven? I’m going to heaven. The question 
now is: how can I best show my love and develop this relationship to its fullest potential? 

We’ve made a mistake when we’ve presented the “plan of salvation” as a 
contract, where we do certain things in exchange for God’s doing certain things. God 
doesn’t need our faith or our repentance. All God does for us is a gift—but a gift 
motivated by his love for us (Rom. 7:23). And what God wants first and foremost from us 
is our love. Somehow, “love” isn’t ever stated to be part of the five-step formula, but in 
fact, that’s what God wants. And if we would truly understand that love must permeate 
the relationship between Savior and saved, we’d understand much better what Paul and 
James say. 

(John 14:15,23) “If you love me, you will obey what I command.” 
… 

Jesus replied, “If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My 
Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home 
with him.”  

You see, salvation requires that we love Jesus—it’s just as much a step in the plan 
of salvation as faith. And while it is stated as a command, love that is motivated by a 
command is a very shallow love indeed. Imagine loving your wife only because you can’t 
get married unless you love her! Such a “love” would be self-seeking, loving to get 
something. Indeed, love prompted by a desire to get is not love at all.  

The love that results in salvation is the love that prompts obedience to Jesus’ 
teachings. The love comes first, and then the obedience. Thus, love can’t be merely a 
product of obedience to a command. Christian good works must be freely given just as 
God’s good work in saving us is freely given.22 

The incarnate Christ had a marvelous sense of humor and often spoke ironically. 
For example, 

(John 13:34-35) “A new command I give you: Love one another. 
As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all 
men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” 

                                                 

22
 I’m not the first to see our five-step plan as true but superficial. K. C. Moser wisely comments on 

Rom. 4,  

It is clear that Paul is interested, first of all, in the cross. He is not 
interested in a mere condition of salvation that happens to suit him. The 
cross was not made for conditions, but conditions for the cross. No 
condition of justification can be understood apart from its relation to 
Christ crucified. To be concerned primarily in some condition, instead of 
the cross, is to “put the cart before the horse.” Any attempt to expound 
Romans in the interest of any condition, except for the reason that this 
condition is the natural response to the cross, is doomed to failure.  

The Gist of Romans (Delight, Ark.: Gospel Light Publ. Co. 1957, rev’d 1958), 28. 
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Grammatically, “Love one another” is a command. But we are told to love as 
Jesus loves us. And Jesus doesn’t love prompted by a command—he gives his love as a 
free gift. And my love for my brothers and sisters would be a pitiful love indeed if I only 
loved them because Jesus commanded me to do so. Rather, to love as Jesus loves I have 
to love because I want to—because it’s my nature to love—not because I’m afraid of 
hellfire if I don’t. Hence, Jesus has given us a command that we can only fulfill if we 
aren’t motivated by the command! 

Love is not a work. It’s not something you do. Rather, it’s something that prompts 
you to do works. Maybe a better way to say it is that when we repent, we make Jesus our 
Lord, and in so doing we commit to live lives motivated by Christian love. In fact, that is 
a very precise definition of penitence. Merely getting rid of moral sin is not enough. You 
must fill your heart with the righteousness that comes from God—love of your fellow 
man. 

Now you and I may well disagree over how to best love someone. Should I give 
money to that homeless man or does giving him money just encourage him not to work? 
Reasonable minds might differ. If I give him $20 because Jesus helped the poor, God will 
accept me even if God knows (and I don’t) that the homeless man will take the money, 
get drunk, and hurt someone. If I refuse him and give nothing because he is able-bodied 
and work is available (2 Thes. 3:10), then God will accept me even though Gods knows 
(and I don’t) that I’m in error and the man really needed the money to eat and really 
couldn’t find work. 

On the other hand, if I refuse the man out of a spirit of greed, my action will not 
be accepted by God, no matter how much good I do the man. And if I give the man $20 
to show my generosity to those who are watching, God will not accept that either, even if 
that was exactly the right thing to do (Matt. 6:1). 

In each case, I could argue that what I was doing complies with a command, but 
whether I do right in God’s eyes depends more on the state of my heart than my actual 
conduct. If my action or inaction was an act of love, it will be accepted by God. 
Otherwise, nothing is acceptable. Thus, “love thy neighbor” becomes the very definition 
of penitence, that is, of what it means to live the life God would have us live. 

As we’ll discuss later, love is the law that God writes on our hearts through the 
Holy Spirit. When we become Christians, God gives us his Spirit and changes our hearts. 
More precisely, God turns us into loving people. Love becomes our nature. It makes us a 
new creation. A mature Christian loves because God has made him a loving person, 
because it’s his nature to love. Just as a fish swims, a Christian loves. And when a 
Christian loves, he is no longer under law. God will judge a Christian by his heart. Of 
course, a Christian who loves will not steal, commit adultery, murder, or otherwise break 
the moral law of God, because loving people just don’t act that way. 

On the other hand, loving people can and do disagree about the age of the earth, 
the role of women in the church, divorce and remarriage, etc., etc. And even those who 
get the answers to these questions wrong will go to heaven, because they have faith and 
penitence.  
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Some will doubt that love is as encompassing and central to the gospel as I 
contend. But the Scriptures are quite clear. Let’s start with John 13-17. These five 
chapters relate Jesus’ words to his apostles following the Last Supper and preceding his 
arrest. Jesus has much to say about many things, but the central theme of the discourse is 
love. 

(John 13:34-35) “A new command I give you: Love one another. 
As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all 
men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” 

Immediately after washing the apostles’ feet, Jesus states the theme of the five 
chapters: “love one another.” He declares this a “new command,” although “love your 
neighbor” is a command going all the way back to the Law of Moses (Lev. 19:18). The 
only thing new about the command is the measure of love that Jesus requires: “as I have 
loved you.”  

Jesus also says that the true mark of the church will be the love the disciples have 
for each other. The one true church will be marked as such by its love—not its autonomy, 
not its a cappella singing, not its organization—its love.  

(John 14:15) “If you love me, you will obey what I command.” 

(John 14:21) “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is 
the one who loves me. He who loves me will be loved by my 
Father, and I too will love him and show myself to him.” 

(John 14:23-24) Jesus replied, “If anyone loves me, he will obey 
my teaching. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and 
make our home with him. He who does not love me will not obey 
my teaching. These words you hear are not my own; they belong 
to the Father who sent me.” 

Three times Jesus declares that if his disciples love him, they will keep his 
commandments or teachings.  

(John 15:9-14,17) “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved 
you. Now remain in my love. If you obey my commands, you will 
remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands 
and remain in his love. I have told you this so that my joy may be 
in you and that your joy may be complete. My command is this: 
Love each other as I have loved you. Greater love has no one 
than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. You are my 
friends if you do what I command. … This is my command: Love 
each other.” 

Jesus now states the principle from the opposite direction. To “remain in [Jesus’] 
love,” the disciples must “obey my commands.” But then Jesus drives the point home and 
removes all ambiguity. “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.” 
Jesus, now in chapter 15, refers all the way back to chapter 13, to the only command 
given in the discourse thus far: love each other.  

The point is particularly emphasized by Jesus’ irony. He has repeatedly told the 
disciples to obey his commandments or teachings (plural!) and yet he gives but one 
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command. “Love each other.” And, indeed, it is the only specific command in this 
discourse. 

(John 17:20-21) “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for 
those who will believe in me through their message, that all of 
them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. 
May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you 
have sent me.” 

Jesus returns to this theme with parallel language in chapter 17. This chapter is a 
prayer uttered by Jesus but heard by his disciples. Picking up from chapter 13, Jesus 
declares that the world would believe in Jesus because of the unity of his disciples. The 
commands to love and to be united cannot be separated. How can we love one another 
and yet be divided? 

John picks up the same ideas in 1 John. 

(1 John 3:10-11,14,16-18) This is how we know who the children 
of God are and who the children of the devil are: Anyone who 
does not do what is right is not a child of God; nor is anyone who 
does not love his brother. This is the message you heard from the 
beginning: We should love one another. … We know that we have 
passed from death to life, because we love our brothers. … 

Anyone who does not love remains in death. This is how we know 
what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought 
to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material 
possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, 
how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love 
with words or tongue but with actions and in truth. 

John closely parallels Jesus in saying we tell those who are true Christians by 
their love for one another—and “love” means being willing to lay down your life for your 
brothers. John makes the lesson more pointed by concluding that if you’re willing to give 
your life, you necessarily are willing to give up your possessions to those in need. Love is 
found in action, not just words. 

(1 John 3:21-23) Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, 
we have confidence before God and receive from him anything we 
ask, because we obey his commands and do what pleases him. 
And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus 
Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us. 

And again we see the irony borrowed from Christ. We must obey God’s 
“commands,” but there is only one “command”: to believe and to love one another—faith 
and love. 

Not surprisingly, Paul says the same thing, although in different terms. For 
example, Paul concludes in Romans— 

(13:8-10) Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing 
debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has 

fulfilled the law. The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” 
“Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever 
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other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one 
rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to its 
neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. 

Paul says the very same thing in Galatians.  

(Gal. 5:14) The entire law is summed up in a single command: 
“Love your neighbor as yourself.” 

I’ve read Romans many, many times, and each time I receive fresh insights. 
Romans is a lengthy, comprehensive discourse on Christianity in which Paul attempts to 
very thoroughly answer the hard questions—some questions so hard that I’d never have 
thought of them if Paul hadn’t raised them in Romans! It eventually occurred to me that 
in this most comprehensive of books, written to a church that Paul had never visited, Paul 
never gave the instructions that were central to the Christianity of my childhood.  

Indeed, in chapters 12 through 15, when Paul is making practical applications of 
all the instruction that preceded, he never once mentions the five acts of worship, the 
organization of the church, the name of the church, congregational autonomy, or the like. 
Rather, he talks about serving your fellow man and love and acceptance of one another. 
He writes of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit. And it’s not as though he 
just didn’t get around to these other instructions on church polity—rather, he 
emphatically denies that there are laws beyond “love your neighbor.”  

In Ephesians 2:8-10, we are told that the very purpose for which we are saved is 
to do good works, meaning that we should serve other people. Indeed, the Scriptures are 
plain that service to our fellow man is a defining aspect of Christianity. “Pure and 
undefiled religion” is visiting the widows and orphans (Jas. 1:27). Jesus will separate the 
saved from the lost based on who fed the hungry, gave drink to the thirsty, clothed the 
naked, and visited those in prison (Matt. 25:31ff). 

Indeed, the essential purpose of evangelists, elders, and teachers is to prepare 
God’s people for “works of service” (Eph. 4:11-13). Rather than sinning, we are called to 
“serve one another in love” (Gal. 5:13). God gives us spiritual gifts so that we will “serve 
others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms” (1 Pet. 4:10).  

Love—meaning an active, serving, sacrificing love—is not a command. It is the 
command. Except it’s not a command at all, because you can’t command love, or it’s not 
really love. It is what we have to become. As God is love, we must be love. 

Discussion questions— 

1. Read Jesus’ account of the Judgment Day in Matthew 25:31-46. How does 
Jesus say the lost will be separated from the saved? Does Jesus say anything about church 
organization? The five acts of worship? Why not? Why make service to our fellowman 
the only test? 

2. On the Judgment Day described in Matthew 25, would you be a sheep or a 
goat? Would your home church be sheep or goats?  

3. Give some examples of “works of service” beyond those listed in Matthew 25.  
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4. How can love be the only command? Can you think of any commands that God 
imposes on Christians (not to become a Christian, but after having become a Christian) 
that can’t be summarized by “love”? If you thought of any other commands, are they 
found explicitly in Scripture or have we inferred them from Scripture? If we infer a 
command that is not summarized by “love thy neighbor,” have we inferred wrongly? 

5. When people in your community think of your congregation, do they think of 
you as a loving people? Why or why not? 

6. Why would someone do something for a loved one if there was no penalty for 
not doing it? Do you ever do more than you absolutely have to for your parents? Your 
husband, wife, boyfriend, or girlfriend?  


