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This morning, the first Sunday of the church season of Lent, we begin a
new sermon series called “Jesus — A Love Story.”And | recognize that this theme
sounds like a lurid soap opera filled with inappropriate statements and
uncomfortable information, which might prompt some to wonder ... “Ohh! Whom
did Jesus fall in love with? I've heard some people say that Mary Magdalene was
Jesus’ girlfriend. Was it her?” Well, yes, Jesus did love Mary Magdalene, just as
he loved every other woman and every other man and every other child and this is
the very point! Jesus ... the Son of God ... fell deeply in love with every single
person. Jesus fell deeply in love with you and with me!

The Love Story that we will be talking about today and in the coming weeks
is the true story of how Jesus loved you with all of his heart. It's a love that is
unlikely and unexpected ... yet is real! To help us try to grasp this unlikely and
unexpected love, we’ll focus on verses nine and ten of 1 John chapter four. “This
is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the
world that we might live through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that
he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 4:9-10).
(Rev 5:12) "Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and
wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!"

I’'m reluctantly going to begin this sermon in a rather uncomfortable manner.
But I'm doing it for a specific reason, and | hope afterward you will understand why
| did and pardon me for doing so. Are you ready? Here we go. | am asking you to
think of the most horrible and unlovable person you can think of. It could be a man
or a woman. It could be someone from history, or someone from your own
personal history. Maybe someone who did great harm to many people, or
someone who did great harm to you personally or to someone you loved.

Perhaps Vladimir Putin comes quickly to mind for many of us. Or maybe
some other famously cruel people, like Hitler, or Joseph Stalin. Perhaps some
serial rapists and killers like Gary Ridgway, Ted Bundy, or Jeffrey Dahmer are the
ones we think of. It doesn’t matter who it is, just that we think of someone we find
particularly repulsive. | know this is unpleasant. Nevertheless, I'm confident that
every single one of us has been able to think of someone.

For the purpose of this illustration | am going to place you in complete
authority over this horrific person you have brought to mind. You can do to them
whatever you want. Torture them, kill them, kill them slowly and with great pain.
Whatever you want to do to them you can do to them. You have the authority and
power to do so.

Also for the purpose of this illustration, you have one child. One wonderful,
beautiful, incredible child whom you love with all your heart. Your world revolves
around your child. So you have this person who is absolutely detestable, who fully
deserves whatever horrible punishment you choose to give him or her, and over
whom you have complete control. And you have your child whom you love with all



your heart. Justice demands that the penalty for the wicked person’s evil must be
paid. The logical thing, of course, would be to punish the wicked person, and to
make them suffer for all that they have done.

But you could choose to punish your innocent child instead. That would
seem totally illogical, but it could be done. The penalty, the suffering, could be paid
by someone else who takes the wicked person’s place. In essence, that would be
like someone paying a bill for someone else who can’t afford it. But really, who
would do this? Who in their right mind would do this? Who would offer their child
whom they adore to be tortured in the place of one of the most hideously evil
people in the world?

And let’s take this even deeper into the realm of the unbelievable. Imagine
that not only are you the parent willing to substitute your own dear child for one of
the most horrible people on earth, but that your child is completely willing to take
this person’s place! Your child knows how evil this other person is. And your child
knows how great the suffering for the crimes of this other person will be. Yet your
child is willing to take their place anyway! Let’s be honest — no one would do this!
No one would do this! No parent would do this with their child! No child would do
this for a thoroughly wicked person! Yet this is exactly the decision that our
Heavenly Father and Jesus his Son chose to do in regard to you and me!

The Lord could rightfully say to us, is not your wickedness great? Are not
your sins endless? (Job 22:5) The clear answer is ... “Yes, our wickedness is
great and our sins are endless. Our thoughts are often detestable. Our words are
often inappropriate. Our actions are often reprehensible.” To which the Lord could
reply, “You are absolutely correct, your sins are detestable to me... and | will
punish you accordingly!” And who could argue with his justice? It would be exactly
what we deserve! But the Lord answers us in a totally different way. The Lord says
to us, “You are absolutely correct. Your sins are detestable to me.You deserve the
worst punishment | could dole out.”

“But | love you with all my heart, so | am going to punish my own dear Son
instead of you so | can save you instead.” The Holy Spirit describes God’s answer
in our focus verses from the Apostle John’s first letter.

(I John 4:9-10) This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his
one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is
love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an
atoning sacrifice for our sins.

Brothers and sisters, this is an unlikely and unexpected love. In fact, this is
the most unlikely and unexpected love in the history of the world! We can’t
imagine! We can’t even begin to comprehend giving up our only child whom we
adore to suffer and die for the most detestable person we can think of ... so they
can go free! We can’t even begin to consider such an action!

Yet this is exactly what the Lord did for us! | recognize that we probably
don’t consider ourselves as horrendously wicked as the person we thought of at



the beginning of this message. But in God’s eyes we are because we have
disobeyed him in every aspect of our lives. We have broken every single one of
God’s Commandments in one way or another.

The Bible ... the holy God’s own words ... tells us this; (James 2:10)
Whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of
breaking all of it.

None of us can claim innocence. None of us can claim we are better than another.
Because we have all stumbled into sin, therefore we are guilty of breaking God’s
entire law. That makes us detestable to the holy God.

But still God loved us! Still he saved us! Still God the Father was willing to
sacrifice his own Son to take our place, suffer our punishment and die our death!
And still Jesus, the Son, was willing to do it...for us ... for you and me ... for each
of us

(I John 4:9-10) “This is how God showed his love among us ... he loved us
and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.” It all starts with love ... not
with our love for God. No, it all starts with God’s love for us, a love that moved him
to sacrifice his own Son on our behalf. It all starts with God’s love for us, a love
that moved him to sacrifice his own Son on behalf of sinners who would never in
this world appreciate the magnitude of that love.

Dick Hills writes about a woman he found on a missionary journey. The
woman was lying on the ground, nearly dead from starvation. In her arms she held
a tiny baby girl. Dick put a cooked sweet potato into the mother’s hand. It was so
little, but it was all he had. The woman’s strength was almost gone, but her tired
eyes thanked him. Taking a bite, she chewed the potato carefully. Then placing
her mouth over her baby’s mouth, she forced the soft warm food into the tiny
throat. She did this until the potato was gone. Even though the mother was
starving, she used the entire potato to keep her baby alive. Exhausted from the
effort, the mother dropped her head on the ground and closed her eyes. In a few
minutes, the baby was asleep contentedly. Dick learned later that during that very
night the mother had died, but her little girl lived on.

Love is a costly thing. Love is an action. Love is a living thing. Love is a
giving thing. In God the Father’s situation, he wasn’t choosing between himself
and his Son. God the Father was choosing between his Son and us. One would
live and one would die. It was as simple as that. If God the Father spared his Son,
then we were all doomed. If God the Father spared us, then his own Son was
doomed because he took our place. Faced with a similar choice, how many of us
would have? How many of us could have chosen a rebellious, ungrateful,
repugnant race of people over our own faithful and wonderful Son? | don’t think
any of us could.

Yet we aren’t the holy and loving God. God chose the unthinkable. God
chose the unimaginable. God the Father and God the Son loved us with an
unlikely and unexpected love. Instead of saving his Son’s life and letting us die
eternally, God the Father sent his Son to die so that we could live eternally.



Instead of abandoning us to an eternity of hell, God the Son willingly offered his
life for us so we could spend an eternity in heaven with him.

This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son
as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. God loved us with an unmatchable love. God
loved us with an unfathomable love. God loved us with an unimaginable love. God
loved us with an unending love.

This is what we need to constantly be reminded of. This is the truth that we
need to continually immerse ourselves in. This is the heart of the Gospel. God
loves us beyond our comprehension. This is Jesus’ love story — he loved us fully
even though we were spiritually detestable. The key to our love and appreciation
of our Lord is in remembering the height and depth of God’s love for us. The key to
our love and appreciation of our Lord is in reflecting on the length and breadth of
God’s sacrifice for us. The key to our love and appreciation of our Lord is in
considering the immensity and the enormity of God’s mercy and grace on our
behalf.

As John tells us only a few verses beyond our focus verses: (1 John 4:19)
“We love because he first loved us.” The more we immerse ourselves in God’s
love, the more we love God. The more we take in the immensity of God’s love for
us, the more we want to show our love to God. When we remember the height and
depth of God’s love for us, then we are eager to worship our God every chance we
get.

A certain medieval pastor announced that at the next Lenten evening
service he would be preaching on “The Love of God.” On the designated evening,
the congregation gathered in the church. They were surprised to find the church
dark inside except for a candle the pastor was holding. He sat quietly until the
entire congregation had gathered solemnly in their seats. Finally, he took his
candle and walked over to the crucifix of Christ on the altar. First he illumined the
crown of thorns on Jesus’ head. Next he shone the light on the nail in Jesus’ left
hand. Then he lit up the nail in Jesus’ right hand. Then the nail through Jesus’ feet.
Finally, he lit up the wound in Jesus’ side. Through all of this, a great silence had
fallen over the congregation. The pastor blew out his candle and left the chancel.
There was nothing more to say. Jesus’ wounds showed better than anything “The
Love of God.”

That is Jesus’ love. That is the Heavenly Father's love. ltwas ... andis ...
an unlikely and unexpected love. Just as that love drove our God to intervene on
our behalf and do the unthinkable; so that love still drives our God to intervene for
us in our day to day lives. Don’t doubt for a second that our God is with us
constantly and blessing us continually. He will always love us! He will always guide
us! He will always protect and provide for us! He will always work everything for
our good ... even if we don’t fully understand what He is doing sometimes.

Make no mistake about it, He also loves all the people of the world. He
certainly loves the oppressed, the wronged, the hurting, the struggling...deeply. |



believe the Lord weeps holy tears for all the people of this broken and sinful world
and especially for those who love him.

And here’s an even more difficult concept. This goes back to our earlier
illustration. The Lord also loves the oppressors too, the cruel and the selfish who
hurt, and wrong and take advantage of others. God hates what they are doing, but
he loves them nonetheless. Jesus died for them too! Again, that’s the unlikely and
unexpected love our Lord has for all people.

Unfortunately, just because God loves everyone and died for them doesn’t
mean that everyone will be saved. Sadly, some reject God’s love and God’s Son
and their actions often reflect this. And because they reject the Lord, they forfeit all
the wonderful things God would give them. And what a tragedy this is!For anyone
to throw away the pure and boundless and wonderful love of God. To discard the
unlikely and unexpected love of God! What a tragedy this is!

God grant that none of us makes that same tragic mistake!Rather, let us
embrace God’s love. Treasure it. Reflect on it daily. Rejoice in it continually. Praise
God for it frequently. Because one day we will be in the very presence of that Love
and we will be there forever and ever! And all because of the astounding love God
has shown to us , who didn’t deserve any of it. Thanks be to God that he loves
everyone with an unlikely and unexpected love! Thanks be to God that he loves
you and me with an unlikely and unexpected love! Because that means that not
only are we loved, but we are forgiven and saved!



