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Opening Scripture

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your might.

Deuteronomy 6:5

We love because he first loved us.

1 John 4:19

The command is total. The source is grace. The goal is communion with God.



Preface

The question How do I love God? reaches beneath almost every other question in
the Christian life. Prayer, holiness, worship, mission, endurance, and love for people
all depend on what we believe God is like and whether our hearts are being ordered
toward him. Yet the question can also become painful. A believer may know the
greatest commandment and still feel cold. Another may possess intense religious
emotion while resisting obedience. A third may serve tirelessly while secretly trying
to earn the acceptance already offered in Christ.

This book argues that Scripture refuses these reductions. To love God is to respond to
his supreme worth and gracious self-giving with whole-person trust, delight, worship,
allegiance, obedience, and desire for fellowship with him. This love is commanded,
but fallen people cannot manufacture it. It begins in God’s prior love, is revealed
decisively in Jesus Christ, is awakened by regeneration, and grows through the work
of the Holy Spirit in the ordinary life of faith.

The book therefore begins with Scripture’s definition and storyline, moves through
the gospel and the transformation of desire, examines emotion and obedience, and
then turns to the practices, obstacles, community, suffering, mission, and lifelong
maturation of love. Historical voices are included as witnesses, not masters. Augus-
tine, Luther, Calvin, Owen, Edwards, Spurgeon, Lewis, Stott, Packer, Keller, Piper,
MacArthur, Ferguson, Reeves, and others are useful only insofar as they help us see
what Scripture teaches.

The intended reader may be a new believer, a mature Christian, a discouraged dis-
ciple, a small-group leader, or a pastor seeking a structured resource. Read slowly.
Use the questions. Pray the prayers in your own words. Do not treat the practices as
a mechanism by which God can be controlled. They are invitations to place yourself
before the God who has already acted in Christ.



How to Use This Book

* For personal study: read one chapter each week, look up the key passages, an-
swer the reflection questions, and practise the stated response.

* For small groups: divide the book into six parts. Use one or two chapters per
meeting and select questions appropriate to the group.

* During spiritual dryness: begin with Chapters 4, 8, 11, 12, and Appendix D.
Reduce the quantity of reading if necessary, but remain honest, connected, and
Godward.

* For teaching: use the thesis boxes, distinction tables, diagrams, and indexes to
locate material quickly.

* For pastoral care: distinguish spiritual, relational, bodily, and psychological fac-
tors. This book is not a substitute for a pastor, physician, or qualified mental-health
professional.

Important distinction

This book does not teach that disciplined readers automatically become loving
Christians. Knowledge can inflate pride, and religious activity can conceal un-
belief. The goal is truth received by faith, applied by the Spirit, and expressed
in repentance, obedience, worship, and love.
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The Greatest Commandment



CHAPTER 1

What Does It Mean to Love God?

When Scripture commands love for God, what kind of response
does it require?

Key passages

Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Matthew 22:34-40; John 14:15-24; Psalm 63; 1 John 4:7-
21.

Chapter thesis

To love God is to respond to his supreme worth and gracious self-giving with
whole-person trust, delight, worship, allegiance, obedience, and desire for fel-
lowship with him.

More than one feeling or one action

The word love is used so widely that it can become almost empty. People may mean
attraction, approval, kindness, loyalty, pleasure, sacrifice, or preference. Scripture
gathers several of these dimensions into a God-centered whole. Love for God in-
cludes genuine affection: the Psalms thirst, rejoice, remember, and cling. It in-
cludes trust: the believer treats God’s character and promises as dependable. It
includes allegiance: God is not one interest among many but the rightful Lord. It
includes obedience: Christ repeatedly connects love with keeping his word. It in-
cludes communion with God: eternal life is knowing the Father through the Son,
and believers are invited to abide in Christ’s love.

No single element is sufficient by itself. Strong emotion without truth may be re-
ligious excitement. External obedience without faith may be fear, pride, or self-
salvation. Correct doctrine without worship may become sterile mastery of ideas.
Service without communion may become activism. Biblical love is the integrated
orientation of the person toward God as God.

This does not mean that every dimension is equally vivid at every moment. A suffer-
ing Christian may possess little felt joy while continuing to trust and cling. A new
believer may have warm affection but limited understanding. A mature disciple may
obey through a season of emotional heaviness. Love should be judged by its object,
direction, truth, and fruit over time, not by a momentary emotional reading.
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God as the supreme good

To love God is not merely to value the benefits he gives. It is to value God himself.
Psalm 73 reaches its turning point when the psalmist can say that God is his portion
even when body and heart fail. Psalm 63 calls God’s steadfast love better than life.
Such language does not despise creation. It places every created gift beneath its
Giver.

This priority exposes idolatry. We may want God mainly as a means to health, mar-
riage, success, emotional stability, ministry influence, or protection. Those are un-
derstandable desires, and many are legitimate subjects of prayer. Yet if we would
abandon God when he withholds them, the gift has become functionally ultimate.
Love says, sometimes through tears, “Even when I do not understand your provi-
dence, you remain worthy, truthful, and good.”

A covenantal and relational reality

In Deuteronomy, love is covenant loyalty shaped by God’s prior redemption. Israel
is not told to create a deity through devotion. The Lord has acted, revealed his
name, rescued a people, and bound them to himself. Their love is to fill homes,
conversations, memory, work, teaching, and public life. It is relational, but never
casual. The God loved is the holy Creator and covenant King.

In the New Testament this covenantal reality becomes Christ-centered. The Father
makes himself known in the Son. Jesus loves his disciples, lays down his life, sends
the Spirit, and calls them to remain in his love. To love God is therefore inseparable
from receiving, trusting, and loving Christ. A vague spirituality that admires “the
divine” while resisting Jesus does not match apostolic Christianity.

Voice from the church: John Stott

Stott repeatedly joined faith, love, obedience, and worship around the person
of Christ. His useful emphasis is that clearer sight of who Jesus is does not
end in information; it calls forth trust, devotion, submission, and praise. The
qualification is that intellectual clarity alone cannot regenerate the heart. The
Spirit must make the truth spiritually apprehended and personally received.

Important distinction

Love is not less than obedience, but it is more than compliance. A person
may perform correct actions for reputation, control, fear, or self-righteousness.
Christian obedience flows from faith and increasingly seeks God’s pleasure be-
cause God is loved.

-
A\

A working test

Ask not only, “Do I feel close to God?” but also:

* Do I want God to be honored even when I receive no recognition?
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* Do I return to Christ when I sin, or do I hide behind excuses and self-punishment?
* Am I willing to revise my desires when Scripture contradicts them?

* Does my claimed love for God become patience, truthfulness, generosity, and love
for people?

* Do I seek fellowship with God rather than using religious activity to avoid him?

These questions diagnose direction; they do not measure salvation mechanically.
The strongest evidence of love is not sinless performance but a persevering, grace-
dependent movement toward God that bears real fruit.

Chapter summary

Love for God is whole-person devotion to the triune God revealed in Christ. It
embraces affection, trust, allegiance, worship, obedience, and communion. It
places God above every rival and becomes visible in love for others.

Reflect and discuss

1. Which dimension of love - affection, trust, allegiance, obedience, worship, or com-
munion - do you most often neglect?

2. Which gift of God are you most tempted to value above God himself?

3. Where does your life already display a genuine, though imperfect, movement
toward God?

Practice for this week

Read Psalm 63 on three separate days. Each time, write one sentence begin-
ning, “God is worthy of my love because...” Then choose one act of obedience
that expresses that truth.

G

-

Father, you alone are God and you are worthy of my whole life. Unite what is
divided in me. Teach me to delight in your goodness, trust your word, obey
your Son, and love the people you place before me. Let my devotion be truthful
rather than performative, through Jesus Christ. Amen.

Ve




CHAPTER 2

With All Your Heart, Soul, Mind, and
Strength

Does Jesus divide love into four separate faculties, or does he
demand the total person?

Key passages

Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Deuteronomy 10:12-22; Mark 12:28-34; Matthew 22:34-
40.

Chapter thesis

Heart, soul, mind, and strength describe comprehensive devotion: every desire,
thought, capacity, possession, relationship, and action is to be ordered toward
the one true God.

The Shema and the one true God

The command begins with hearing: “Hear, O Israel.” Before Israel is told what to
do, Israel is confronted with who God is. The Lord is Israel’s God; the Lord alone is
God. Love is therefore a response to revelation. We do not invent an object worthy of
total devotion. The Creator identifies himself and claims the loyalty of his covenant
people.

The monotheistic setting matters. Total love is rational only if God truly is the in-
comparable Lord. If he were merely one spiritual option, the command would be
excessive. Because all life comes from him, exists through him, and answers to him,
whole-person devotion is not fanaticism but creaturely truth.

Heart

In Scripture the heart is not merely the seat of emotion. It includes desire, intention,
reasoning, memory, and moral direction. To love God with the heart is to have the
inner control center increasingly turned toward him. This includes emotions, but
also plans, interpretations, motives, and decisions.

A divided heart may speak orthodox words while secretly living for approval, comfort,
or control. The biblical remedy is not self-hatred but prayer for an undivided heart,
truthful confession, and renewed attention to God’s character. The goal is integrity:
the public and private person increasingly agree.

5
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Soul

The Hebrew term often translated soul can refer to the living person or life itself.
Loving God with the soul means that devotion is not a compartment added to an
otherwise autonomous life. Identity, mortality, vulnerability, and the whole living
self belong to God. Jesus’ call to take up the cross makes this explicit. Discipleship
may cost comfort, reputation, relationships, or life, yet the one who loses life for
Christ finds it.

This does not authorize reckless behavior or contempt for bodily life. The body is
God’s creation and should be stewarded. It does mean that preservation of comfort
cannot become the highest command.

Mind

Mark’s formulation includes the mind. Loving God requires truth. Christians are
not called to suppress questions, abandon evidence, or celebrate ignorance. They
are to think God’s thoughts after him, test teaching, remember his works, meditate
on Scripture, and bring every claim under Christ’s lordship.

Yet knowledge can become a rival love. Theology may be used to dominate conversa-
tions, avoid repentance, or construct an identity of superiority. The mind loves God
when knowledge produces wonder, humility, discernment, obedience, and service.

Strength

The term translated might or strength points to capacity and resources. Love uses
time, energy, body, money, skills, opportunities, and influence for God. It appears
in calendars and budgets, not merely in private intention. The student loves God
through honest study; the worker through integrity; the parent through patient care;
the church through generous mission and service.

HEART
desires, mo- SOUL
tives, affections life, identity, self

/' LOVETHE

| LORD

NR -

MIND J { STRENGTH

truth, memory, body, re-
understanding sources, action




CHAPTER 2. WITH ALL YOUR HEART, SOUL, MIND, AND STRENGTH 7

Important distinction

The terms overlap. Scripture is not offering a precise four-part anatomy of
human nature. Jesus piles up language of totality so that no faculty or sphere
can be withheld from God’s lordship.

Whole-person devotion in ordinary life

Deuteronomy immediately moves from command to habit: God’s words are remem-
bered, taught, spoken at home and on the road, at waking and sleeping. Love is
formed through repeated attention. The point is not decorative religious objects but
a life saturated with God’s truth.

Modern application includes deliberate rhythms. What enters the mind repeatedly
shapes desire. What is rehearsed in conversation becomes more available in tempta-
tion. What is practiced bodily becomes easier to repeat. Christian formation there-
fore takes habits seriously without imagining that habits regenerate the heart.

Voice from the church: John Calvin

Calvin begins his Institutes by connecting knowledge of God and knowledge
of ourselves. That is useful here: whole-person love grows as the creature
sees both God’s majesty and human dependence. Calvin’s strength is reverent
God-centeredness. His categories should still be tested by the actual biblical
contexts rather than treated as an alternative authority.

- J

Chapter summary

The greatest commandment claims the integrated person. Heart, soul, mind,
and strength are not competing percentages but overlapping ways of saying:
nothing in human life lies outside loving allegiance to God.

-
-

Reflect and discuss

1. Which sphere - inner motives, identity, thinking, or resources - is least consciously
submitted to God?

2. What repeated habit is currently forming your loves most strongly?

3. How can your ordinary work or study become an expression of love rather than
a rival to God?

Practice for this week

Audit one ordinary day. Mark how you use attention, time, money, physical

energy, and speech. Choose one small change that makes love for God more
concrete.
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One God and Father, receive every part of me. Direct my heart, renew my mind,
claim my life, and employ my strength. Keep me from dividing devotion into a
private religious corner. Through your Spirit, make my ordinary life an answer
to your grace. Amen.




CHAPTER 3

Why God Is Worthy of Our Love

Can love grow without knowing the One whom we are commanded
to love?

Key passages

Exodus 34:5-8; Psalm 103; Isaiah 6; Isaiah 40; John 1:14-18; Revelation 4-5.

Chapter thesis

God is worthy of love because he is the holy, good, beautiful, wise, just, merci-
ful, faithful, triune Creator and Redeemer. Deeper love requires increasingly
truthful knowledge of his character.

Love needs a true object

Affection grows through perception of worth. We cannot love God maturely while
remaining indifferent to who he is. This is why theology matters. Doctrine is not a
collection of abstract puzzles placed beside devotion; it is disciplined attention to the
living God who has spoken.

False pictures of God deform love. If God is imagined as merely useful, love becomes
consumption. If he is imagined as indulgent but never holy, love becomes sentimen-
tality. If he is imagined as powerful but not good, obedience becomes terror. If
he is imagined as distant, prayer becomes performance. Scripture corrects these
projections by revealing a character in which every perfection belongs together.

Holy and merciful

Isaiah sees the Lord high and lifted up and hears the seraphim proclaim his holiness.
The vision exposes sin before it commissions service. God’s holiness means more
than moral cleanliness; it names his incomparable majesty, purity, and otherness.
He is not manageable.

Yet Exodus 34 joins holiness to mercy, grace, patience, steadfast love, faithfulness,
and justice. God does not overlook evil as though it did not matter. He forgives while
remaining righteous. The cross will reveal how mercy and justice meet without either
being denied.

Love therefore includes reverence. Familiarity with grace must never become casual
contempt. At the same time, holiness is not a reason for redeemed people to flee
forever. In Christ, the Holy One cleanses and draws near.

9
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Creator and sustainer

Isaiah 40 contrasts the living God with idols. He measures the waters, names the
stars, rules nations, and gives strength to the faint. Creation displays both transcen-
dence and care. Every breath is received. The proper response is worship, humility,
dependence, and trust.

Because God is Creator, he defines human good. Love does not ask God to approve
an independently designed life. It receives his wisdom about body, sexuality, truth,
justice, community, rest, and worship. His commands are not arbitrary intrusions
but expressions of the One who knows what creatures are for.

Triune love

Christian love for God is not directed toward an abstract solitary power. The Father
loves the Son; the Son loves and obeys the Father; the Spirit glorifies the Son and
pours God’s love into believers’ hearts. God’s love did not begin when creation sup-
plied an object. The triune God is eternally living, giving, knowing, and delighted
communion.

This protects the gospel from becoming a reluctant Father’s acceptance purchased
from a kinder Son. The Father sends the Son in love; the Son freely lays down his
life; the Spirit applies redemption and brings believers into adoption. Salvation is
the coordinated work of the one God.

Voice from the church: Michael Reeves

Reeves emphasizes that the triune life of God is not an optional appendix to
Christianity. The Father is eternally Father of the Son, and divine love overflows
in creation and redemption. This helps believers see salvation as participation
in the Father’s delight in the Son, not merely acquittal before an impersonal
judge. The biblical safeguard is to keep this language anchored in the actual
testimony of Scripture rather than speculative descriptions of God’s inner life.

Beauty and blessedness

Scripture speaks of beholding the beauty of the Lord, tasting his goodness, rejoicing
in him, and seeing the glory of God in the face of Christ. Divine beauty does not
mean visual appearance. It describes the fitting harmony, radiance, and desirability
of God’s perfections. Holiness is beautiful; mercy is not weakness; sovereignty is not
cruelty; wisdom never needs correction.

The believer’s problem is not that God lacks beauty but that sin disorders perception.
Lesser goods appear immediate and controllable. Love grows as Scripture, worship,
providence, and the Spirit train attention to see what is actually worthy.
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Important distinction

We do not love a collection of isolated attributes. The God who is sovereign is
also good; the God who judges is also patient; the God who forgives is also holy.
Distorting one perfection distorts the whole object of faith.

Chapter summary

Love for God grows through truthful vision. Scripture reveals the one God as
holy and merciful, Creator and sustainer, Father, Son, and Spirit, just and gra-
cious, infinitely worthy and personally near in Christ.

Reflect and discuss

1. Which false picture of God most weakens your love: distant, indulgent, harsh,
useful, unpredictable, or controllable?

2. Which divine perfection do you most need to study in its biblical context?

3. How would your current anxiety change if God’s wisdom and goodness were held
together?

Practice for this week

Choose one attribute of God. Trace it through at least three passages, write a
one-paragraph summary, and turn that summary into praise.

Holy and merciful God, correct every false image I carry. Let me see your glory
in the face of Jesus Christ. Teach me to admire what is truly beautiful, trust
what is perfectly wise, and worship you as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen.




CHAPTER 4

We Love Because He First Loved Us

Is our love the beginning of the relationship, or an answer to grace
already given?

Key passages

Deuteronomy 7:6-11; Romans 5:1-11; John 3:16-21; 1 John 4:7-21; Ephesians
1:3-14.

. J

Chapter thesis

Christian love for God is responsive. The Father loved and chose, the Son gave
himself for sinners, and the Spirit makes that love known and fruitful in the
heart.

Grace precedes response

First John defines the order decisively: love is not first our movement toward God
but God’s movement toward us in sending his Son as the atoning sacrifice for sin.
Human love is real and commanded, but it is derivative. We love because he first
loved us.

This destroys boasting. No Christian may look at an unbeliever and imagine that
superior natural tenderness produced salvation. The decisive difference is mercy. It
also destroys despairing self-salvation. A believer with weak affection is not told to
present stronger feelings as payment. He is told to look outside himself to Christ’s
completed work.

Love demonstrated at the cross

Romans 5 locates divine love in history: while people were weak, ungodly, sinners,
and enemies, Christ died for them. The cross is not a vague symbol that love wins. It
is the self-giving of the Son under the righteous judgment sin deserves, reconciling
enemies to God.

This means divine love is not mere affirmation. God loves sinners too truly to call
evil good. He deals with guilt, defeats condemnation, and begins renewal. Love and
holiness meet in Christ.

The believer should therefore measure God’s love primarily by the cross, not by
changing circumstances. Prosperity may be removed, prayers may be delayed, and
suffering may remain mysterious. The crucified and risen Christ is the objective
pledge that God has not treated his people with indifference.

12



CHAPTER 4. WE LOVE BECAUSE HE FIRST LOVED US 13

Justification, reconciliation, and adoption

Romans 5 begins with justification by faith: the believer has peace with God and
access to grace. The relationship is not held together by daily success. The verdict
rests on Christ’s righteousness and sacrifice. From this security comes rejoicing in
God.

The New Testament also speaks of reconciliation and adoption. Enemies are brought
near; slaves receive the Spirit of sonship; believers cry, “Abba, Father.” Love for God
is therefore not only respect for a judge who acquitted us. It is the growing love of
children who have been brought into the household through the Son.

The Spirit pours love into the heart

Romans 5 says God’s love is poured into believers’ hearts through the Holy Spirit.
This includes assurance of God’s love and the transformation that follows from it.
The Spirit does not bypass truth; he illumines the gospel, bears witness to adoption,
produces fruit, empowers mortification, and directs attention to Christ.

When you ask for greater love, you are asking for something God delights to produce
through his appointed means. The prayer is neither passive nor self-reliant: “Show
me Christ; incline my heart; work in me both willing and doing.”

God's character Revelation Regeneration
and grace in Christ by the Spirit

Y

Love for others Love, worship, Faith and
and mission obedience assurance
Voice from the church: Charles Spurgeon

Spurgeon summarized the order memorably: love to God grows from the love of
God. His best sermons direct cold believers away from emotional manufacture
and toward Christ who loved and gave himself. The qualification is that looking
to the cross is not merely repeating a slogan; it includes hearing the whole
biblical gospel, repenting, believing, and walking in the Spirit.

Important distinction

God'’s love is the source; our love is the fruit. The fruit matters. First John
will not allow a claim to divine love that produces settled hatred of brothers and
sisters. But fruit must never be turned into the root of justification.

-~
-

Receiving before resolving

Many believers begin spiritual renewal with resolutions: longer prayer, stricter rou-
tines, greater sacrifice. Discipline may be needed, but the gospel begins with receiv-
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ing. Before asking, “What will I do for God?” ask, “What has God done in Christ, and
do I believe it?”

Receiving is not inactivity. Faith comes to Christ, rests on his promise, confesses
sin, and then works through love. The Christian life repeatedly returns to this order:
grace, faith, gratitude, obedience.

Chapter summary

The greatest commandment is answered only within the gospel. God’s electing,
redeeming, reconciling, adopting, and indwelling love precedes and produces
our responsive love. We fight for holiness from acceptance in Christ, not to
purchase it.

Reflect and discuss

1. When you feel spiritually weak, do you look first to Christ or first to the quality of
your own response?

2. How does Romans 5 redefine the evidence of God’s love during suffering?
3. Where have you turned obedience into payment rather than gratitude?
Practice for this week

Read Romans 5:1-11 daily. List what is objectively true of the believer before
recording any feeling. End by thanking God for one aspect of reconciliation.

Father, I did not begin this love. You loved sinners and sent your Son. Ground
me again in Christ’s finished work. Pour the knowledge of your love into my
heart by the Holy Spirit, and make gratitude fruitful in holiness and love. Amen.




PART Il

The Gospel and the Transformation of
Love
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CHAPTER 5

Why We Do Not Naturally Love God

If God is supremely worthy, why do human beings resist, replace,
and forget him?

Key passages

Genesis 3; Jeremiah 2:9-13; Romans 1:18-32; Romans 3:9-26; Ephesians 2:1-
10.

. J

Chapter thesis

Sin is not merely breaking isolated rules. It is the disordered refusal to honor,
trust, thank, and love God as God, replacing him with created goods and self-
rule.

The first disorder

Genesis 3 depicts temptation as a contest over God’s character and authority. The
serpent suggests that God withholds good, that his word is unreliable, and that hu-
man beings can define wisdom independently. The first sin therefore includes unbe-
lief, ingratitude, grasping, and rebellion. The fruit is desired not simply as food but
as a path to autonomy.

Every later sin contains something of this pattern. We question God’s goodness,
detach gifts from the Giver, and choose a created good on terms God has forbidden.
Sin is fundamentally theological before it is merely behavioral.

Broken cisterns

Jeremiah describes Israel abandoning the fountain of living waters and digging
cracked cisterns that cannot hold water. Idolatry is irrational exchange: the living
God is traded for powerless substitutes. Yet the substitute often promises something
genuinely desirable - security, pleasure, belonging, control, significance. The evil
lies in making a created means carry ultimate weight and in pursuing it against God.

This explains why direct commands alone do not cure the heart. Telling an anxious
person not to worship control does not reveal why control feels necessary. Telling an
approval-seeker to stop caring what people think does not disclose the feared loss
underneath. Repentance must expose both the idol and the false promise it offers,
then redirect trust toward God.
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Suppression and exchange

Romans 1 says humanity knows enough of God through creation to owe him honor
and thanks, yet suppresses the truth and exchanges divine glory for created images.
The result is not neutral freedom but darkened thinking and disordered desire. Wor-
ship is unavoidable; the question is whom or what we will treat as ultimate.

This teaching should not be used to deny common grace. Unbelievers can display
courage, affection, skill, civic virtue, and natural compassion. The theological claim
is that none of us naturally gives the true God his rightful place or comes to saving
faith by unaided moral capacity. Even good acts can be separated from worship,
performed for self-glory, or used to avoid dependence on grace.

Religious resistance

Sin can appear irreligious or intensely religious. The prodigal son seeks life away
from the father; the elder brother remains near while treating obedience as leverage.
One breaks rules to obtain freedom, the other keeps rules to establish superiority and
control. Both avoid loving fellowship with the father.

Religious activity can therefore become a strategy of self-salvation. Bible reading,
doctrinal precision, ministry, moral discipline, and sacrifice are good gifts. They
become corrupt when used to make God indebted, prove superiority, or avoid con-
fession.

Voice from the church: Augustine

Augustine’s famous image of the restless heart captures the human search for
rest in created things. His deeper contribution is the idea of disordered loves:
evil often consists not in loving a created good at all, but in loving it above
God or in the wrong manner. The biblical qualification is that Scripture, not
philosophical introspection, defines the Creator-creature order and the gospel
remedy.

N\ _/

Important distinction

Human inability is moral and spiritual, not mechanical. People choose
what they desire, but fallen desire is hostile to God’s rule and cannot regenerate
itself. Grace does not drag a willing lover away from God; it awakens the dead,
opens the blind, and renews the will.

Why self-improvement is insufficient

The problem is not lack of technique. More information can make a sinner more
capable without making him worshipful. Stronger discipline can restrain behavior
without reconciling him to God. Emotional experiences can produce temporary zeal
without a new heart. What is required is forgiveness, new birth, union with Christ,
the indwelling Spirit, and the reformation of desire.
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This diagnosis is severe but hopeful. If the problem were merely weak effort, spiritu-
ally exhausted people would need harsher pressure. Because the problem is sin and
death, the gospel announces divine action.

Chapter summary

We do not naturally love God because sin disorders worship, trust, gratitude,
and desire. It exchanges the Creator for creation and can hide in rebellion or
religion. The answer must be more than improved behavior: God must forgive
and renew the heart.

Reflect and discuss

1. Which false promise - control, approval, comfort, pleasure, or significance - most
often competes with trust in God?

2. Are you more tempted by obvious rebellion or by using religious performance to
establish worth?

3. What does your recurring sin imply about what you are believing about God?

Practice for this week

For one repeated temptation, write four lines: the desired good, the false

promise, the biblical truth about God, and one act of repentant trust.

Righteous God, I have exchanged your glory for lesser things and tried to
rule myself. Expose both obvious sin and religious pride. Show me the false
promises I trust, and lead me to the fountain of living water through Christ.
Amen.




CHAPTER 6

A New Heart That Loves God

How can a person obey the command to love when the heart itself
is resistant?

Key passages

Deuteronomy 30:1-10; Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:22-28; John 3:1-16; Ro-
mans 8:1-17; Titus 3:3-7.

- J

Chapter thesis

The love God commands is also the love he promises to produce by giving a new
heart, writing his law within, granting new birth, and indwelling believers by
the Holy Spirit.

~

Promise beneath the command

Deuteronomy commands wholehearted love, but it also records Israel’s stubbornness.
The book looks forward to a work only God can perform: circumcising the heart so
that the people will love him. Jeremiah speaks of a new covenant in which God’s law
is written within and sins are forgiven. Ezekiel promises cleansing, a new heart, a
new spirit, and God’s own Spirit enabling obedience.

These promises prevent two opposite mistakes. The first is despair: “Because my
heart is resistant, change is impossible.” The second is presumption: “Because God
must act, my response is irrelevant.” The covenant promise creates active hope. God
renews people so that they actually repent, believe, obey, and love.

New birth

Jesus tells Nicodemus that entry into God’s kingdom requires birth from above by
the Spirit. Religious status, education, and moral seriousness cannot substitute for
regeneration. The new birth is God’s sovereign work, mysterious in operation but
visible in its effects.

Regeneration does not mean instant emotional maturity or the disappearance of
temptation. It means a decisive new principle of life. The believer now sees Christ as
desirable, grieves sin as sin against God, and begins to obey from a renewed center.
These desires may be weak, conflicted, and obscured, but they were not present in
the same saving form before.
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The Spirit and adoption

Romans 8 joins liberation, holiness, adoption, prayer, suffering, and assurance. The
Spirit sets believers free from the dominion of sin, enables them to put sinful prac-
tices to death, and bears witness that they are God’s children. Love grows not merely
through a new rule but through a new relationship: “Abba, Father.”

The cry of adoption is not always emotionally dramatic. It may appear as a frightened
believer still turning toward God rather than finally abandoning him. The Spirit helps
weakness, intercedes in groaning, and keeps the Christian within the love of God in
Christ.

Already renewed, not yet perfected

The New Testament holds together decisive change and continuing conflict. Believ-
ers have died and risen with Christ, yet must put sin to death. They possess the
Spirit, yet groan while awaiting bodily redemption. They love God, yet their love is
incomplete.

This explains why sincere Christians can experience contradictory desires. The pres-
ence of conflict does not prove absence of grace; settled peace with sin is more
alarming. The question is not whether temptation speaks, but whether the believer
increasingly brings it to Christ, resists it, and seeks obedience.

Voice from the church: Martin Luther

Luther’s central Reformation insight was that sinners are justified by faith apart
from works and then freed to love and serve the neighbor. Faith receives before
love gives. This protects renewal from becoming self-justification. The neces-
sary qualification is that true faith is living and fruitful; grace is not permission
to remain willingly under sin’s rule.

J

Important distinction

Regeneration is not self-reprogramming. Habits matter, communities
shape us, and practices train attention, but only God gives spiritual life. The
same truth does not make habits unimportant; renewed people are commanded
to train themselves for godliness.

Praying for willing and doing

Philippians 2 gives the mature pattern: believers work because God is at work in
them, both in willing and in doing. When desire is weak, pray not only for external
help but for a changed will. Then act in dependence rather than waiting for a perfect
internal state.

A useful prayer is, “Lord, I want to want what you want. Make me willing, and help
me take the next faithful step.” This is not hypocrisy. Hypocrisy pretends to possess
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what it refuses to seek. Honest dependence acknowledges weakness and moves
toward obedience.

Chapter summary

God answers the resistant heart with new-covenant grace. He forgives, regen-
erates, indwells, adopts, and progressively transforms. Christian effort is real
but responsive: we work because the Spirit is already working within us.

Reflect and discuss

1. Where do you confuse new birth with constant emotional intensity?

2. What evidence of a new direction - however incomplete - can you identify in your
life?

3. Which area requires the prayer, “Work in me both willing and doing”?

Practice for this week

Memorize Ezekiel 36:26-27 or Philippians 2:13. Before one difficult act of obe-
dience each day, pray the verse and then act.

- J

God of the new covenant, I cannot heal my own heart. Cleanse me, renew my
desires, and fill me with your Spirit. Let the freedom of adoption produce willing
obedience, patient repentance, and growing love. Amen.

.




CHAPTER 7

Seeing the Glory of God in Christ

Where do Christians look when they want to know what God is like
and love him more deeply?

Key passages

John 1:1-18; John 14:1-11; John 17:20-26; Colossians 1:15-23; 2 Corinthians
3:12-4:6; Hebrews 1:1-4.
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Chapter thesis

God’s character and saving love are revealed decisively in Jesus Christ. Love
for God grows as the Spirit opens our eyes to the glory of the Father in the
incarnate, crucified, risen, and reigning Son.

The visible revelation of the invisible God

John declares that the eternal Word was with God and was God, became flesh, and
made the Father known. Colossians calls Christ the image of the invisible God; He-
brews calls him the radiance of divine glory. These texts forbid treating Jesus as
merely a spiritual teacher who points beyond himself to a more ultimate religious
reality.

To see Jesus truthfully is to encounter God’s self-revelation. His holiness, compas-
sion, authority, patience, truth, judgment, humility, and sacrificial love display the
character of the Father. Jesus can say that whoever has seen him has seen the Fa-
ther, not because Father and Son are the same person, but because the Son perfectly
reveals the Father and shares the divine nature.

Glory through humiliation

Human beings often identify glory with visible dominance. John’s Gospel reveals
glory in the Son’s willing descent, service, cross, resurrection, and return to the
Father. At the cross, divine love is not sentimental softness. The Son bears sin,
defeats accusation, and glorifies the Father through obedient self-giving.

This reshapes what believers admire. Love for Christ cannot be separated from love
for his way: humility, truth, purity, service, courage, and sacrificial obedience. We
cannot adore a crucified Messiah while building identity around superiority and self-
protection.
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Beholding and becoming

Second Corinthians connects beholding the Lord’s glory with transformation into his
image by the Spirit. This is not a mystical technique detached from Scripture. Paul
speaks within the new-covenant unveiling brought by Christ and the proclamation of
the gospel. The Spirit enables people to see the light of God’s glory in Christ rather
than remaining blinded.

Christian meditation therefore asks more than, “What rule is here?” It asks, “What
glory of Christ does this text display? What false glory is being exposed? How does
faith in this Christ reorder my response?” Beholding does not replace obedience; it
supplies its object and motive.

The Gospels as a school of love

When affection is weak, return to the Gospels with patient attention. Observe how
Jesus receives the ashamed, confronts the self-righteous, touches the unclean, com-
mands storms, weeps at death, submits to the Father, washes feet, endures betrayal,
bears the cross, and restores Peter.

Do not rush to make yourself the hero or every detail a private message. First see
who Jesus is within the evangelist’s argument. Then respond with faith, repentance,
worship, imitation, and hope.

Voice from the church: J. I. Packer

Packer distinguished knowing about God from knowing God. His enduring con-
tribution is to show that theology reaches its proper end in covenant relation-
ship, adoption, worship, and obedience. The qualification is that subjective
familiarity must remain governed by Scripture; intimacy with a god of our imag-
ination is not knowledge of the true God.

Important distinction

Christ-centered reading is not imaginative allegory. Every passage be-
longs to the unified biblical story that culminates in Christ, but not every detail
is a hidden symbol. Read each text in its literary setting, then locate it respon-
sibly within promise, fulfillment, and the gospel.

-
A\

Praying to see

Paul prays for enlightened hearts and strength to comprehend Christ’s love. This
means spiritual perception is a gift to request. The believer studies carefully and
prays humbly: “Open my eyes. Show me what the text truly says. Let truth become
worship and obedience.”

The answer may not be an emotional surge. It may be a clearer conviction, a settled
assurance, an exposed idol, a new willingness to forgive, or quiet endurance. These
are also ways the glory of Christ becomes fruitful.
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Chapter summary

The Son is the decisive revelation of the Father. The Spirit uses the gospel
and Scripture to unveil Christ’s glory, and believers are transformed as truth
becomes faith, worship, imitation, and hope.

Reflect and discuss
1. Which feature of Christ’s character do you tend to overlook?

2. Do you read Scripture mainly to obtain information, rules, reassurance, or com-
munion with the living God?

3. What form of worldly glory is the cross currently exposing in you?
Practice for this week

Read one Gospel scene daily. Record: what Jesus reveals about God, what

response the scene requires, and one way his glory contradicts a rival value.

Lord Jesus Christ, image of the invisible God, show me the Father. By your
Spirit remove blindness and let the light of your gospel reach my heart. Make
me admire your holiness, mercy, humility, authority, and cross-shaped love, and
transform me into your likeness. Amen.




CHAPTER 8

Justification, Assurance, and Love

Is God’s acceptance secured by Christ, or maintained by the
changing strength of our devotion?

Key passages

Romans 3:21-31; Romans 5:1-11; Romans 8:1-39; Galatians 2:15-21; Eph-
esians 2:1-10; 1 John 3:16-24.
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Chapter thesis

Believers are justified by grace through faith in Christ, not by the intensity of
their love. Love is necessary fruit and evidence of saving grace, but never the
ground of the verdict.

A\

The objective ground

Justification is God’s forensic declaration that the sinner is righteous in Christ. It
rests on Christ’s obedient life, atoning death, and resurrection, received through
faith apart from works. The believer’s inner renewal is real, but it is not complete
enough to support a final verdict of acceptance.

This distinction is essential for anyone who asks, “Do I love God enough?” The an-
swer, measured against the greatest commandment, is no. No Christian loves with
undivided perfection. If acceptance depended on the quality of love, assurance would
be impossible and Christ’s work would be treated as insufficient.

Faith therefore looks outward. It receives Christ rather than presenting spiritual
achievement. From peace with God comes the freedom to repent honestly and love
without using love as a wage.

Fruit still matters

The doctrine of justification does not make love optional. The faith that unites a
person to Christ is living and becomes fruitful through the Spirit. Ephesians says
salvation is not from works and then immediately says believers are created in Christ
for good works. First John treats love for brothers and sisters as evidence of passing
from death to life.

The order must be protected:
1. Christ and his righteousness are the ground.

2. Faith is the receiving instrument.
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3. The Spirit brings union, adoption, and renewal.
4. Love and obedience emerge as fruit.

Confusing fruit with ground produces legalism. Denying fruit produces false assur-
ance.

Objective and subjective assurance

Christian assurance has several supports. The strongest is objective: God’s promise
and Christ’s sufficient work. There is also the Spirit’s witness of adoption and the
observable fruit of grace. These should not be placed in competition.

During spiritual darkness, subjective evidence may be hard to perceive. The believer
should begin with the gospel promise, then seek honest pastoral help in examining
fruit and patterns. During comfortable disobedience, objective language must not
be used to silence biblical warnings. Assurance is meant to produce holiness, not
protect rebellion.

Scrupulosity and excessive introspection

Some Christians constantly examine whether every prayer was sincere enough, every
motive pure enough, and every emotion sufficiently warm. Self-examination has a
biblical place, but relentless inward measurement can become another form of self-
occupation. The person stares at the pulse of faith instead of the Savior whom faith
receives.

A useful corrective is to ask: “What has God promised? What has Christ accom-
plished? What specific sin should I confess? What next act of faithfulness is clear?”
This turns vague condemnation into gospel-grounded repentance.

Gospel obedience Legalism

Begins with grace received Begins with fear or self-reliance

Seeks communion with God Seeks control, payment, or self-
justification

Produces humility and gratitude Produces pride, comparison, or despair

Depends on the Spirit Depends primarily on willpower

Responds to acceptance in Christ Attempts to earn or preserve accep-
tance

Confesses failure and returns Hides failure or punishes the self

Voice from the church: Sinclair Ferguson

Ferguson warns against separating Christ’s benefits from Christ himself and
against both legalism and antinomianism. The gospel does not merely give
a new legal status while leaving believers unrelated to the Son; union with
Christ brings justification and sanctification in their proper distinction. This is
useful because assurance and transformation meet in the same Savior without
becoming the same benefit.
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Pastoral care note

A person with obsessive religious fears may need more than repeated reassur-
ance. A mature pastor and a qualified mental-health professional can help dis-
tinguish biblical conviction from compulsive checking. Seeking such help is not
spiritual failure.

- _/

Chapter summary

Christ, not the strength of our love, is the ground of acceptance. Yet the ac-
cepted sinner is renewed. Assurance rests first on God’s promise, is confirmed
by the Spirit and fruit, and leads to grateful holiness.

Vs
-

Reflect and discuss

1. When you fail, do you run to Christ, hide, excuse yourself, or attempt self-
punishment?

2. Are you using grace to avoid obedience, or using obedience to avoid grace?
3. Which objective gospel promise most directly answers your current fear?
Practice for this week

Write two columns: “True because of Christ” and “Response of love.” Put at

least five gospel truths in the first and one concrete response beside each.

Righteous Father, thank you that my standing rests on Christ and not on the
strength of my devotion. Keep me from false security and from legalistic fear.
Let assurance become gratitude, repentance, obedience, and love through the
Holy Spirit. Amen.




PART Il

Love, Emotion, and Obedience
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CHAPTER 9

Is Love for God an Emotion?

If feelings rise and fall, can they belong to a commanded and
enduring love?

Key passages

Psalms 42-43; Psalm 63; Psalm 73; Matthew 15:1-20; Romans 12:1-2; Philippi-
ans 4:4-9.
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Chapter thesis

Love for God includes holy affection, but it is not reducible to emotional in-
tensity. Biblical love integrates desire, truth, trust, allegiance, obedience, and
endurance.

.
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The Bible addresses the affections

The Psalms do not apologize for desire. They thirst for God, rejoice in his steadfast
love, grieve his apparent absence, remember former worship, and speak hope to a
cast-down soul. Paul commands joy, gratitude, tenderheartedness, and transformed
thinking. Jesus rebukes worship that honors God with lips while the heart remains
far away.

Emotion is therefore morally and spiritually significant. God does not seek bodies
performing motions while inner preference belongs entirely elsewhere. Mature love
wants what is good, grieves what dishonors God, delights in truth, and finds increas-
ing satisfaction in God.

Why emotion cannot be the whole definition

Feelings are affected by sleep, hormones, illness, grief, temperament, trauma, expec-
tation, music, social setting, and bodily energy. They may reflect truth accurately,
distort it, or lag behind faithful conviction. A person can feel religious excitement
during a song yet remain unforgiving. Another can feel emotionally flat while caring
for a sick parent in costly faithfulness.

If love were identical with a certain intensity of feeling, believers with depression,
neurological illness, or reserved temperament would be placed under unjust suspi-
cion. Scripture instead examines the direction and fruit of the whole person.
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Affections can be educated

Emotions are not controlled as directly as a hand, but neither are they fixed weather
over which we have no responsibility. What we attend to, rehearse, imagine, prac-
tice, and worship influences what becomes emotionally plausible. Psalm 42’s writer
remembers, questions himself, speaks hope, and turns complaint into prayer. Psalm
73 enters the sanctuary and receives a corrected vision of reality.

This does not mean emotions can be produced on demand. It means truth and habit
can gradually reshape perception. The Spirit ordinarily uses Scripture, prayer, wor-
ship, community, obedience, and providence to educate desire.

Voice from the church: Jonathan Edwards

Edwards argued that true religion substantially involves holy affections. His
lasting strength is to reject a Christianity of cold speculation and to test experi-
ences by their object and fruit rather than by intensity alone. His detailed signs
should not become a new mechanical assurance system; Scripture’s gospel
promises remain primary.

Emotion as response, not ruler

Feelings should be listened to, interpreted, and brought under truth. Fear may reveal
a real danger or an exaggerated imagination. Anger may signal injustice or wounded
pride. Numbness may indicate exhaustion, grief, avoidance, or depression. Joy may
be holy delight or self-congratulation.

Christian maturity neither worships feeling nor suppresses it. It names emotion be-
fore God, asks what belief and desire accompany it, receives biblical correction, and
acts faithfully.

Error Description Biblical correction

Emotionalism Love is measured mainly by in- Love involves truth, allegiance,
tensity of feeling. obedience, and endurance.

Cold duty Love is reduced to external com- God seeks the heart and pro-
pliance. duces holy affections.

Passivity One waits for feeling before Faithful obedience can precede
obeying. renewed warmth.

Performance Activity is used to earn accep- Grace precedes and empowers
tance. obedience.

Suppression  Painful feelings are denied as Psalms model truthful lament
unspiritual. directed to God.

What emotional maturity looks like

Mature affection is not necessarily loud. It may look like settled gratitude, quiet rev-
erence, grief over sin without despair, patient trust in unanswered prayer, gladness
in another person’s good, and longing for Christ’s honor. It becomes more truthful,
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less self-centered, and more durable.

The goal is not permanent emotional elevation. Scripture anticipates lament, groan-
ing, fear, and sorrow. The goal is that every emotion is increasingly brought into
fellowship with God and ordered by hope.

Chapter summary

Emotion belongs to love but does not define it completely. Holy affections are
truthful, God-centered responses shaped by the Spirit through revelation, prac-
tice, and communion. Their maturity is measured by object, direction, and fruit
more than volume.

-
-

Reflect and discuss

1. Do you tend to idolize feelings, distrust them, or ignore them?

2. Which emotion currently needs to be named and interpreted before God?
3. What repeated input is training your emotional imagination most strongly?

Practice for this week

At the end of each day, name one dominant emotion, the belief attached to it,
one biblical truth, and one faithful response. Do not grade the emotion; bring
it into the light.

-
-

Prayer

God of truth and compassion, you know my emotional life completely. Purify
my delight, fear, grief, anger, and longing. Keep me from worshiping feelings
or becoming cold. Through your Spirit make my heart truthful, tender, and
steadfast. Amen.




CHAPTER 10

If You Love Me, Keep My Commandments

Does Jesus make obedience the price of his love, or the fruit of
remaining in it?

Key passages

John 13:31-35; John 14:15-31; John 15:1-17; 1 John 2:3-11; James 1:19-27.

Chapter thesis

Obedience is the necessary expression of love, but it is relational rather than

transactional: disciples obey as people already loved by Christ, indwelt by the
Spirit, and called to abide in his word.

The context of grace

John 14:15 is sometimes isolated as a bare equation: love equals rule-keeping. But
the farewell discourse begins with Jesus washing feet, promising a home, revealing
the Father, preparing the cross, and comforting troubled disciples. He does not re-
cruit strangers to earn entry. He addresses those he has loved.

Jesus also promises another Helper. Obedience is not a test performed without divine
presence. The Spirit teaches, reminds, dwells, and makes communion with Father
and Son a living reality. The command belongs inside grace.

Obedience reveals the object of love

Words of devotion are easy to produce. Choices reveal which authority we trust.
When Christ’s command conflicts with sexual desire, reputation, resentment, money,
or convenience, obedience identifies the reigning love.

This is why Scripture treats deliberate, settled refusal seriously. A person cannot
indefinitely claim to treasure Christ while treating his known will as irrelevant. The
issue is not sinless perfection but lordship, repentance, and direction.

Abiding and fruit

John 15’s image is organic: branches bear fruit by remaining in the vine. Fruitful-
ness depends on union and communion, not independent moral energy. The Father’s
pruning may be painful, but it aims at greater fruit. Jesus’ words remain in disciples;
prayer is shaped by his will; obedience remains within his love; joy becomes full.

32
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Abiding is not mystical passivity. It includes receiving Christ’s word, praying, obey-
ing, loving one another, and remaining under pressure. Nor is it anxious clinging that
keeps a reluctant Savior from discarding the weak. It is dependent participation in
the life he supplies.

Commands as expressions of wisdom

Love does not treat commands as arbitrary obstacles to authentic selfhood. Because
Christ is Lord and Creator, his teaching names reality. Truthfulness protects fel-
lowship; chastity honors bodies; forgiveness rejects vengeance; generosity loosens
greed; worship restores proper order.

This does not make every command easy. Some obedience feels like loss because it
crucifies a rival love. Trust says that Christ’s wisdom is better than the immediate
promise of sin.

Voice from the church: John MacArthur

MacArthur strongly emphasizes that love for God is commanded and demon-
strated in obedience. This usefully corrects vague sentiment and antinomian
claims. The emphasis is most biblical when held together with John’s own con-
text: prior love, the indwelling Spirit, abiding, prayer, and joy. Detached from
that context, obedience can be misheard as external compliance.

J

Important distinction

A hard obedience is not necessarily an unloving obedience. Love can
act through tears, confusion, and incomplete desire. Yet Christians should not
become content with permanent resentment. They obey and ask God to make
willing what is presently reluctant.

-

When obedience exposes lovelessness

Sometimes the command reveals that the heart is far from God. The proper response
is not to disguise resistance with activity. Confess specifically: “I want this rival good
more than I trust you. I resent your authority here.” Then return to the gospel, seek
accountability, remove access to temptation, and obey concretely.

Repeated sin may require more than private resolutions. Jesus forms a church in
which members teach, warn, encourage, bear burdens, and restore gently. Love
receives correction rather than using privacy to protect darkness.

Chapter summary

Christ connects love and obedience because love trusts his authority and seeks
his pleasure. The obedience he commands grows from prior grace, union with
him, the Spirit’s presence, and continuing dependence.
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Reflect and discuss

1. Which command of Christ do you most often reinterpret to avoid obedience?
2. Are you attempting independent fruitfulness rather than abiding dependence?
3. What would specific repentance look like this week?

Practice for this week

Identify one clear command you have delayed. Write the competing desire, the
truth about Christ’s wisdom, the first concrete action, and the person who can
support you. Then begin.

.

-

Lord Jesus, you loved me and gave yourself for me. Forgive my selective obedi-
ence and my attempts to bear fruit apart from you. Let your word remain in me,
fill me with your Spirit, and make obedience the free response of love. Amen.




CHAPTER 11

Loving God When You Do Not Feel Love

What should a Christian do when the heart feels cold, distant,
distracted, or unable to respond?

Key passages

Psalms 13, 42-43, 77, and 88; Isaiah 50:10-11; Mark 9:14-29; Romans 8:18-39;
Hebrews 4:14-16; Revelation 2:1-7.

- J

Chapter thesis

Do not pretend, panic, or passively wait. Turn honestly toward God, distinguish
possible causes, receive the gospel again, repent where needed, use the ordi-
nary means of grace, seek human help, and continue in faithful dependence.

p-

Coldness is a description, not a diagnosis

“I do not feel love for God” can describe many different conditions. A person may be
exhausted, grieving, depressed, ashamed, distracted, disappointed, isolated, physi-
cally ill, intellectually unsettled, resisting a known command, or expecting continu-
ous spiritual intensity. The same symptom does not imply the same cause.

This is why simplistic advice can harm. “Just repent” may condemn a grieving person.
“Just rest” may excuse deliberate sin. “Just read more” may burden someone whose
concentration is impaired. “Your feelings do not matter” may deny a real relational
wound. Wise care begins with patient assessment under Scripture.

First response: truthful prayer

The Psalms authorize honest Godward speech. They ask how long, remember better
days, complain of darkness, confess envy, and challenge the soul to hope. Lament is
not unbelief dressed as prayer; it is pain refusing to become final separation.

Begin with plain language: “God, I know you are worthy, but I feel numb. I do not
want to pretend. Search me, sustain me, and show me the next faithful step.” The
prayer of Mark 9 is also legitimate: “I believe; help my unbelief.”

Truthful prayer differs from rehearsing accusation as final truth. The Psalms bring
complaint into covenant memory. Even Psalm 88, which ends in darkness, remains
addressed to the God of salvation.
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A diagnostic framework

Use the following questions slowly, preferably with a mature believer:

1. Is there known, unrepented sin? Do not invent hidden guilt, but do not protect
what Scripture clearly names.

2. Are body and mind depleted? Consider sleep, food, illness, chronic pain, med-
ication effects, overwork, and sustained stress.

3. Is there grief or trauma? Numbness may be a protective response to over-
whelming pain.

4. Have you isolated? Christian love normally grows in a body, not in private self-
monitoring.

5. Have ordinary means been neglected? Dryness can deepen when Scripture,
prayer, worship, and fellowship disappear.

6. Are expectations unrealistic? No biblical saint lives in uninterrupted emo-
tional brightness.

7. Are you comparing temperaments or testimonies? Another person’s expres-
siveness is not your measuring standard.

8. Is there unresolved intellectual doubt? Name the actual question rather than
hiding it under general guilt.

9. Is assurance grounded in Christ or in felt warmth? Feelings are important
but unstable evidence.

10. Do you still desire to desire God? That longing is pastorally significant, though
not automatic proof of conversion.

When repentance is needed

Revelation 2 addresses a doctrinally discerning and hardworking church that aban-
doned its first love. Christ tells it to remember, repent, and do the earlier works.
Spiritual decline can involve neglected fellowship with Christ, tolerated sin, loveless
service, or ministry that has replaced devotion.

Repentance should be concrete. Name the behavior, belief, and rival love. Receive
forgiveness through Christ. Remove provision for the sin. Repair harm where appro-
priate. Return to simple faithfulness rather than designing a dramatic punishment.

When suffering or exhaustion is central

Psalm 42’s writer is cast down while still thirsting for God. Romans 8 describes
groaning believers who remain held by inseparable love. A low emotional state does
not automatically reveal God’s distance.

If you are depleted, lower the length of spiritual practices before abandoning their
frequency. Listen to a Psalm when reading is hard. Pray one sentence. Attend wor-
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ship with a trusted person. Receive a meal. Sleep. Let others carry words of faith
when your own are weak. Creaturely limitation is not moral failure.

Pastoral care note

Persistent loss of interest, hopelessness, major sleep or appetite change, se-
vere anxiety, inability to function, or thoughts of death and self-harm require
serious attention. Speak with a trusted person, pastor, physician, or qualified
mental-health professional. If you may not remain safe, seek urgent in-person
emergency help. Medical care and pastoral care are not competitors.

When disappointment with God is present

Some coldness follows unanswered prayer, betrayal, illness, or a life that differs
sharply from expectation. The person may fear that honesty is irreverent and there-
fore withdraw behind polite religious language.

Biblical lament gives a better path. State what was hoped for, what was lost, what you
fear God’s silence means, and which promise remains. Avoid quick explanations that
Scripture does not provide. The cross proves divine love; the resurrection promises
final restoration; neither removes the present need to grieve.

When doubt is intellectual

Doubt should be specified. Is the question historical, moral, philosophical, interpre-
tive, or personal? “I doubt Christianity” is too broad to examine. Write the strongest
form of the objection, seek trustworthy sources, and discuss it with people who com-
bine intellectual honesty and mature faith.

Do not assume that asking a question is rebellion. Nor assume that every doubt
is purely intellectual. Sometimes a conclusion is emotionally attractive because it
would remove a costly command. The whole person must be examined without cyni-
cal reduction.

Do not wait for the perfect mood

Faithful obedience can continue while affection is weak. Go to worship, tell the truth,
refuse temptation, serve a person, and keep a small appointment with Scripture. This
is not pretending to feel. It is acting on what you confess to be true while asking God
to renew desire.

A useful rule is: do not make permanent conclusions about God from a depleted
state. Rest, seek counsel, and return to objective truth before declaring that God
has abandoned you.
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A simple pathway
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Patient dependence on God
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Growth is not always linear. A person may need medical care, grief work, sustained
church support, or repeated repentance while continuing through this pathway.

Voice from the church: Martyn Lloyd-Jones

Lloyd-Jones famously urged Christians not merely to listen to themselves but to
speak biblical truth to themselves, as the psalmists do. This is useful against
passive surrender to every internal conclusion. The qualification is that self-
exhortation must not become harsh denial of illness, trauma, or grief. The
psalmist both speaks truth and names sorrow.

- J

Important distinction

Hypocrisy is not obeying while feelings lag. Hypocrisy is performing a false
identity while hiding resistance and refusing truth. Honest obedience says, “My
feelings are weak, but I believe your word and ask you to change me.”

A minimum faithful rhythm

During a difficult season, a sustainable rhythm may be:

* one short passage or audio Psalm each day;

* one honest sentence of prayer;

* one trusted Christian who knows the truth;

* weekly gathered worship when physically possible;

e one concrete act of obedience;

* ordinary bodily care and professional help where needed.

The aim is not to earn an emotional return. It is to remain turned toward God and
available to grace.
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Chapter summary

Spiritual coldness has multiple possible causes. Respond with honesty, diagno-
sis, gospel truth, repentance where needed, simple practices, church support,
bodily care, and patient obedience. Do not make feelings irrelevant, but do not
let them become the final judge of God’s presence or love.

-
-

Reflect and discuss

1. Which possible cause of coldness deserves serious attention rather than a generic
answer?

2. What is the smallest faithful practice you can sustain without pretending?
3. Who should know the truth about your present condition?

Practice for this week

Use the diagnostic questions with a pastor or mature believer. Choose only two
responses for the week: one Godward practice and one form of human support.

-
.

Prayer

God of mercy, I bring you the heart I actually have. Where I have sinned, lead
me to repentance. Where I am wounded or exhausted, sustain and care for me.
Where I doubt, give light. Keep me turned toward Christ when feeling is wealk,
and restore the joy of your salvation in your wise time. Amen.

-




CHAPTER 12

Duty, Delight, and the Formation of Holy
Affections

Can disciplined action cultivate love without turning spiritual life
into a technique?

Key passages

Psalm 1; Psalm 119:33-40; Matthew 6:19-24; Romans 6:11-14; Romans 12:1-2;
1 Timothy 4:6-16; Philippians 2:12-13.

Chapter thesis

Holy affections are gifts of grace that are also cultivated through Spirit-

dependent habits of attention, worship, repentance, and obedience. Discipline
serves delight; it cannot manufacture regeneration.

The false choice

Christians sometimes oppose duty and delight as though one must choose between
forced obedience and spontaneous affection. Scripture presents a more dynamic
relationship. The psalmist delights in God’s law and also disciplines memory. Paul
commands joy and also directs thought toward what is true. Timothy is told to train
for godliness while depending on grace.

A parent may rise at night without emotional pleasure because love has already
formed a durable commitment. The action can, over time, deepen affection. Like-
wise a believer may begin prayer distracted and end with gratitude. Duty is not the
enemy of delight when it is an honest response to truth.

Habits train attention

Desire grows around what receives repeated, meaningful attention. Digital plat-
forms, advertising, peer groups, entertainment, and routines catechize the imagi-
nation. Christian practices counter-form by returning attention to God, his works,
his people, and his promises.

Bible reading makes truth available. Prayer turns truth into dependence and praise.
Worship places the individual inside the church’s confession. Fasting exposes ap-
petites. Generosity weakens greed. Service dislodges self-occupation. Confession
interrupts concealment. None works automatically, but each creates a truthful occa-
sion for the Spirit’s work.
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Grace and effort

Grace opposes earning, not effort. Paul can labor strenuously and say that grace
worked through him. Philippians joins human working and divine working in one
sentence. The Christian does not alternate between self-powered action and divine
action; he acts because God supplies life, truth, promise, community, and strength.

The test of grace-dependent effort is not how strenuous it feels but what it trusts.
Does the discipline attempt to make God owe us, establish superiority, or calm anxiety
through control? Or does it receive God’s gift and seek responsive obedience?

Voice from the church: John Piper

Piper’'s emphasis on delight in God protects against defining love as bare
willpower. His pastoral writing for those who do not desire God also insists
on using the means God provides rather than waiting passively. The needed
balance is that weak affection does not erase every act of genuine love; Psalm
42 and John 14 show longing and obedience within struggle.

Small, honest, repeatable

Grand spiritual plans often collapse because they are designed for an imagined self.
Better practices are specific, sustainable, and connected to an actual purpose. Ten
attentive minutes may form love more than an hour of resentful speed-reading. A
weekly conversation with one mature believer may be more fruitful than anonymous
consumption of many sermons.

Consistency is not the same as perfection. Missing a day is a cue to return, not a
verdict on identity. The aim is a durable life with God, not an impressive streak.

Important distinction

A means of grace is not a lever over God. Scripture, prayer, worship, fellow-
ship, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and obedience are gifts through which God
ordinarily strengthens faith. Their power is not mechanical and their use does
not place God in debt.

Desire through obedience

Sometimes understanding follows action. Forgiveness may feel impossible until the
first honest step is taken. Generosity may become joyful after giving exposes the
fear beneath hoarding. Worship may warm during participation rather than before
it. This does not justify manipulation; it recognizes embodied formation.

Yet action can also harden hypocrisy if truth is denied. Therefore discipline should
include honest prayer: “I am here, but reluctant. Meet me in truth. Change what I
cannot change.”
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Chapter summary

Duty and delight need not be enemies. Spirit-dependent practices repeatedly
direct the whole person toward truth, expose rival loves, and create habits in
which holy affection can deepen. They are means, not merit.

Reflect and discuss

1. Which practice have you treated as a performance rather than an occasion of
communion?

2. Where are you waiting for desire before taking a faithful first step?

3. What simple rhythm could be sustained for three months?

Practice for this week

Choose one practice and make it smaller, clearer, and repeatable. State its
purpose in one sentence, attach it to a stable time or cue, and review its fruit
after one week without assigning a spiritual score.

.

.

Gracious God, rescue me from both passivity and self-reliance. Teach me to
train in hope, to obey honestly when desire is weak, and to receive every prac-
tice as a gift. Form in me holy affections that endure and bear fruit. Amen.

-
N




PART IV

The Practices Through Which Love Grows
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CHAPTER 13

Knowing God Through Scripture

How can Bible reading become communion with God rather than
information gathering or box-checking?

Key passages

Psalm 1; Psalm 19; Psalm 119; Luke 24:13-49; John 5:31-47; 2 Timothy 3:14-17;
Hebrews 4:12-16.

. J

Chapter thesis

Scripture is God’s authoritative written word through which he makes himself
and his saving purpose known, corrects false loves, and equips his people for
faithful response.

Read to hear what God has said

Christian Bible reading begins with receptivity. The reader does not approach the
text as material to control, but as the word by which God corrects, comforts, judges,
promises, and reveals Christ. Because Scripture came through human authors, faith-
ful reading attends to grammar, genre, historical setting, argument, and canonical
context. Reverence does not excuse careless interpretation.

The immediate question is first, “What does this text say?” before “What does it
say to me?” Personal application built on a distorted meaning is not submission to
Scripture. Observation, context, and comparison protect communion from becoming
projection.

Read the whole story

The Bible unfolds creation, fall, promise, covenant, kingdom, exile, Messiah, church,
mission, judgment, and new creation. Individual passages belong within this story.
The Old Testament prepares for Christ through promise, pattern, institution, and
unresolved need. The New Testament announces fulfillment and teaches life under
the risen Lord.

Christ-centered reading does not force a reference to Jesus into every sentence. It
asks responsibly how the passage belongs to the story that culminates in him. The law
reveals holiness and sin; wisdom forms creaturely life; lament trains hope; prophecy
exposes idolatry and announces restoration; the Gospels reveal the Son; the letters
unfold his saving work and its consequences.
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Meditation and response

Biblical meditation is sustained, prayerful attention. It may involve rereading, para-
phrasing, tracing repeated words, memorizing, comparing passages, and turning
truth into prayer. The goal is not emptying the mind but filling attention with what
God has said until its implications become clearer.

Use this nine-question method:

. What does the text actually say?

. What does it reveal about God?

. What does it reveal about humanity and sin?
How does it fit the biblical storyline?

How does it relate to Christ and the gospel?
What should I believe or trust?

What should I repent of or resist?

What should I obey, praise, or hope for?

© ® N O U s W N

. What should I pray?

Not every passage answers every question equally. The framework slows the reader
without forcing artificial results.

Difficult texts

Love for God does not skip passages that disturb us. When a text seems morally
difficult, first clarify the genre, speaker, covenant setting, and exact claim. Distin-
guish description from command and divine judgment from human cruelty. Consult
reliable commentaries and the broader canon. Admit uncertainty where needed.

The aim is neither defensive speed nor suspicious superiority. It is patient trust
seeking understanding. Some questions are resolved through study; others remain
partially open while the believer rests in God’s revealed character in Christ.

Voice from the church: John Stott

Stott modeled “double listening”: careful attention to Scripture and serious
attention to the contemporary world. For loving God, his central strength is
disciplined biblical exposition that leads to faith, obedience, and mission. The
world must never become a second authority equal to Scripture, but it is the
real setting in which Scripture is obeyed.

-~
A\

Important distinction

A Bible journal is a servant, not a performance record. Record what helps
you remember truth, confess sin, pray, and obey. Do not measure the value of
a reading by the length or beauty of the notes.

-
&
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Chapter summary

Scripture forms love by revealing the true God, locating believers in the gospel
story, exposing rivals, renewing the mind, and directing prayer and obedience.
Read accurately, canonically, prayerfully, and responsively.

Reflect and discuss

1.

3.

Which step do you most often skip: observation, context, gospel connection, or
application?

. Do your reading habits expose you to the whole counsel of God or only preferred

themes?

Which difficult passage needs patient study rather than avoidance?

Practice for this week

Read one short biblical book or coherent section repeatedly this week. Use the
nine questions and choose one truth to memorize and one response to practise.

Vs

J

God who speaks, open my eyes to behold wonderful things in your word. Guard
me from careless interpretation, selective hearing, and pride. Show me Christ,
renew my mind, and make me a doer of the word. Amen.

-




CHAPTER 14

Loving God Through Prayer

How does prayer express and deepen love when God already
knows what we need?

Key passages

Psalms 13, 51, and 103; Matthew 6:5-15; Luke 11:1-13; John 15:7-16; Romans
8:26-27; Ephesians 3:14-21.

A

Chapter thesis

Prayer is dependent communion with the Father, through the Son, by the Spirit.
It receives, adores, confesses, thanks, asks, laments, and submits.

.

-

Relationship before technique

Jesus teaches disciples to pray “Our Father.” Prayer rests on adoption, not eloquence.
The Father knows needs before they are spoken, yet invites asking because relation-
ship includes dependence, trust, and participation in his purposes.

The Lord’s Prayer orders desire. God’s name, kingdom, and will come before daily
bread, forgiveness, and protection. This is not because bodily needs are unspiritual,
but because love places every need within God’s glory and reign.

The full range of prayer

Healthy prayer includes:
* Adoration: naming God’s worth and works.

* Confession: agreeing with God about specific sin and receiving mercy.

Thanksgiving: recognizing gifts as gifts rather than entitlements.

* Supplication: asking for daily, spiritual, relational, and global needs.
* Intercession: carrying other people before God.

 Lament: bringing grief and protest into covenant hope.

* Submission: asking boldly while yielding to the Father’s wisdom.

A prayer life limited to requests can become consumption. A prayer life that never
asks can hide self-sufficiency. A prayer life without lament can become dishonest.

47
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Praying Scripture

When words fail, use the Bible’s language. Read a verse, identify its truth and re-
sponse, and answer God. Psalm 103 can become praise; Psalm 51 confession; Eph-
esians 3 intercession; Psalm 13 lament; Revelation 5 worship.

Praying Scripture does not mean claiming every promise without context. Ask what
the passage meant and how it applies in Christ. Then use its categories to shape
desire.

Silence and listening

Christian prayer is not a method for receiving new revelation equal to Scripture.
Silence can be useful for attention, confession, waiting, and freedom from noise.
“Listening to God” is safest when it means attending to Scripture, the Spirit’s bib-
lically governed conviction, wise counsel, and providence rather than treating every
impression as divine speech.

Impressions should be tested. They may reflect conscience, memory, desire, fear, or
wisdom. God never contradicts his written word.

Voice from the church: Timothy Keller

Keller described prayer as both conversation and encounter, and as a place
where the loves of the heart are reordered. His strength is gospel-centered
integration: prayer rests in grace while bringing the whole self before God.
The safeguard is to retain Scripture’s authority and not make felt experience
the proof that prayer succeeded.

Prayer in dryness

When prayer feels empty, reduce complexity. Address God truthfully, use a Psalm,
confess one concrete sin, thank him for one objective gospel truth, and ask for one
need. The Spirit helps believers who do not know how to pray. Weak prayer offered
through Christ is not rejected for lack of emotional force.

Persistence does not manipulate God. It expresses continued dependence and keeps
desire in his presence. Answers may be yes, no, delayed, or given in a form we did
not foresee. Love continues to ask and submit.

Chapter summary

Prayer is Trinitarian communion shaped by adoption and Scripture. It includes
praise, confession, gratitude, asking, intercession, lament, and submission. Its
value lies not in verbal performance but in coming to the Father through Christ.

Reflect and discuss

1. Which form of prayer is missing from your present life?
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2. What does the order of the Lord’s Prayer reveal about your priorities?

3. Do you treat impressions cautiously enough under Scripture?

Practice for this week

Pray the Lord’s Prayer slowly each day, expanding one petition in your own
words. On one day, pray entirely from a Psalm.

Our Father in heaven, hallow your name in me. Reorder my desires around your
kingdom. Teach me to ask, confess, thank, lament, and submit through Jesus
Christ, with the help of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

-
.




CHAPTER 15

Worship, Praise, and the Lord's Day

Is worship mainly a musical feeling, or the church’s whole
response to God’s self-revelation?

Key passages

Psalm 95; John 4:19-26; Acts 2:42-47; Romans 12:1-2; 1 Corinthians 11:17-34;
Hebrews 10:19-25; Revelation 4-5.

Chapter thesis

Worship is the truthful, reverent, joyful response of the whole person and gath-
ered church to God’s glory and grace, culminating in Christ and extending into
all of life.

In spirit and truth

Jesus redirects the Samaritan woman’s location dispute toward worship shaped by
God’s revelation and the Spirit. Worship is not made valid by sincerity alone. The
object must be the true God, approached through the salvation he provides.

Nor is doctrinal correctness sufficient while the heart remains distant. Worship in
spirit and truth holds revelation and living response together. It includes reverence,
joy, confession, gratitude, attention, and submission.

The gathered church

Acts and the epistles depict believers devoted to apostolic teaching, fellowship, break-
ing bread, prayer, singing, giving, mutual exhortation, baptism, and the Lord’s Sup-
per. Corporate worship is not a consumer event designed to reproduce a preferred
mood. It is the covenant assembly in which God’s word addresses a people and the
people answer together.

The gathering protects love from privatization. We hear truths we did not select, sing
when our own words fail, receive correction, witness baptisms, share the table, bear
burdens, and remember that Christ is forming a body.

Preaching and the ordinances

Faithful preaching explains and applies Scripture rather than displaying the speaker.
Baptism visibly identifies believers with Christ and his people. The Lord’s Supper
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proclaims Christ’s death, nourishes faith through remembrance and participation,
and calls the church to self-examination and unity.

Evangelicals differ over the precise sacramental theology and terminology. All
should resist treating baptism and the Supper as either automatic rituals or optional
decorations. Christ gave them to his church as visible gospel signs.

Music in its place

Singing is a major biblical expression of praise and mutual instruction. Music en-
gages body, memory, and emotion. It can help truth dwell richly. But musical inten-
sity is not identical with the Spirit’s presence. A quiet hymn, spoken prayer, sermon,
confession, or table may be equally central acts of worship.

Evaluate songs by truth, congregational suitability, clarity, and the kind of response
they cultivate. A worship set that produces emotion while obscuring Christ’s work is
spiritually thin.

Voice from the church: C. S. Lewis

Lewis observed that praise not only expresses enjoyment but completes it by
directing attention outward. This insight helps explain why worship deepens
love: delight seeks expression and shared recognition. The qualification is that
Christian praise is governed by God’s revelation, not by a general philosophy
of enjoyment.

The Lord's Day and all of life

Christians differ on the exact continuity between Sabbath law and Lord’s Day prac-
tice. The strongest common conclusion is that regular gathered worship, rest from
ordinary labor where possible, mercy, and deliberate attention to God are gifts rather
than burdens.

Romans 12 also calls the whole embodied life worship. Sunday does not contain wor-
ship so that the rest of the week can be secular autonomy. The gathering recenters
the church for Monday obedience.

Chapter summary

Worship is not limited to music or private emotion. It is the church’s Spirit-
enabled response to God’s truth through word, prayer, song, ordinances, fel-
lowship, giving, and a life offered to God.

Reflect and discuss

1. Do you approach church mainly as a consumer, performer, critic, or worshiper
among a people?

2. What element of gathered worship do you undervalue?
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3. How should Sunday’s worship reshape one weekday responsibility?
Practice for this week

Prepare for gathered worship by reading the sermon text if available, praying
for the church, and arriving ready to serve. Afterward, record one truth to carry
into the week.

Holy God, gather and shape your people. Deliver me from worshiping prefer-
ence, personality, and emotional effect. Let your word dwell richly, let the table
proclaim Christ, and let every part of my life answer your mercy. Amen.




CHAPTER 16

Repentance and the Restoration of
Fellowship

How does a Christian return to God after sin without minimizing
guilt or attempting self-punishment?

Key passages

Psalms 32 and 51; Luke 15:11-32; 2 Corinthians 7:8-12; 1 John 1:5-2:2; James
4:1-10.

- J

Chapter thesis

Repentance is a grace-enabled turning from sin to God through Christ: hon-
est confession, godly sorrow, renewed faith, concrete change, and restoration
where possible.

Conviction and confession

The Spirit’s conviction brings sin into truthful specificity. It identifies what was
done, desired, believed, and harmed. Confession agrees with God without excuse,
euphemism, or theatrical exaggeration.

Vague self-hatred is not deeper repentance. “I am terrible” may avoid naming the lie,
lust, cruelty, envy, or neglect that must be addressed. Biblical confession is concrete
enough to lead to change and confident enough to approach the Advocate, Jesus
Christ the righteous.

Godly sorrow

Paul distinguishes godly grief from worldly grief. Worldly grief centers on exposure,
lost reputation, consequences, or wounded self-image. Godly grief sees sin as offense
against God and harm to others, and it produces earnest change.

Emotion varies. Tears may accompany repentance, but tears alone do not prove
it. A quieter confession followed by restitution and changed conduct may be more
substantial than dramatic remorse without fruit.

Turning and receiving

Repentance is not only turning from; it is turning to God. The prodigal returns ex-
pecting reduced status, but the father receives him with compassion. First John

53



54 HOW TO LOVE GOD

promises cleansing because Christ is faithful and just. The believer does not atone
through misery. Christ has borne the judgment.

Receiving forgiveness is an act of faith, not presumption. It should produce humility
and vigilance, not casual repetition.

Restitution and accountability

Where sin has caused measurable harm, repentance may require apology, repayment,
correction of a lie, changed boundaries, or acceptance of consequences. Forgiveness
before God does not erase every temporal effect or automatically restore trust.

Repeated patterns need structure: disclosure to mature believers, removal of ac-
cess, counseling, pastoral discipline, and practical safeguards. Accountability is not
surveillance replacing the Spirit; it is truthful community serving repentance.

Important distinction

Repentance is not self-punishment. Refusing joy, replaying guilt, or inflict-
ing needless suffering cannot add to Christ’s atonement. Take consequences
seriously, but receive mercy as mercy.

A practical guide

Name the sin and the command violated.

Identify the false belief and rival love beneath it.

Confess to God and, where appropriate, to people harmed.
Receive Christ’s promise rather than waiting to feel forgiven.
Remove provision and make restitution where possible.

Replace the sinful pattern with concrete obedience.

N o s b

Invite appropriate accountability and review the pattern.

Voice from the church: John Owen

Owen’s teaching on mortification insists that sin must be killed by the Spirit,
not merely managed by natural resolve. He also places communion with Father,
Son, and Spirit at the center of Christian life. His dense analysis is useful when
it drives believers to Christ and active dependence, not when it becomes endless
inward dissection.

.

.

Chapter summary

Repentance tells the truth, returns through Christ, receives forgiveness, repairs
harm, and changes direction. It is serious because sin is serious and hopeful
because grace is real.

Vs
G
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Reflect and discuss

1. Is your sorrow centered on God and harm done, or mainly on consequences and
self-image?

2. What restitution or boundary may be necessary?

3. Where are you refusing to receive forgiveness after confession?

Practice for this week

Use the seven-step guide for one concrete issue. Share the plan with a mature
believer if the pattern is repeated or hidden.

Merciful Father, bring my sin into the light without driving me from Christ. Give
me godly sorrow, truthful confession, and practical change. Help me receive
forgiveness and repair what I have harmed. Amen.

-
.




CHAPTER 17

Obedience in Ordinary Life

What does love for God look like in schedules, screens, money,
speech, work, sexuality, and hidden choices?

Key passages

Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Romans 12:1-21; Colossians 3:1-25; 1 Thessalonians 4:1-
12; Titus 2:1-14.

- J

Chapter thesis

Love for God becomes embodied faithfulness in ordinary vocations and hidden
habits. No sphere is spiritually neutral, yet Scripture leaves genuine room for
wisdom, conscience, culture, and differing callings.

The body as living sacrifice

Romans 12 moves from God’s mercies to embodied worship. Christian devotion in-
cludes eyes, hands, sexuality, sleep, work, food, speech, and presence. The body is
neither an obstacle to spirituality nor a private possession without moral meaning.
It belongs to the Lord and awaits resurrection.

This gives dignity to ordinary faithfulness. A truthful report, a clean room, patient
listening, arriving on time, refusing pornography, doing assigned work, resting ap-
propriately, and keeping a promise can all express love for God. Their significance
lies not in visibility but in whose mercy they answer.

Work and study

Colossians calls believers to work heartily for the Lord. This does not sanctify ex-
ploitation or demand perfectionism. It means integrity, competence, service, and
refusal of idleness or deceit. Work is not the source of identity, but it is a field of
stewardship.

Love also sets limits. Because God is Lord, career cannot claim every hour, and pro-
ductivity cannot define worth. Rest receives creaturely limitation. Ambition becomes
holy when it seeks excellent service under God’s will rather than self-exaltation.

Money and possessions

Budgets reveal trust. Love for God produces gratitude, contentment, generosity, hon-
esty, and concern for those in need. It resists both greed and performative giving.
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Wealth is not automatically evil, but it is spiritually dangerous because it promises
control and insulation from dependence.

Practical obedience includes planned generosity, simple enough living, truthful taxes
and contracts, resistance to impulse consumption, and willingness to use resources
for church, mercy, hospitality, and mission.

Sexuality and relationships

Christian sexual ethics arise from creation, covenant fidelity, the body’s belonging
to Christ, and love for neighbor. Desire is not self-authenticating. Chastity means
faithfulness within marriage and celibate holiness outside it. It rejects pornography,
exploitation, adultery, coercion, and the use of another person for self-soothing.

Love is neither shame toward the body nor permission without truth. Those strug-
gling need clear teaching, patient community, practical boundaries, repentance, and
the gospel’s assurance.

Speech and technology

Words can bless, deceive, flatter, dominate, gossip, or heal. Love for God disciplines
speech because people bear his image and truth belongs to him. Before speaking
or posting, ask whether it is true, necessary, loving, just, and appropriate to the
relationship.

Technology amplifies attention and desire. It should be governed by purpose rather
than reflex. Notifications, infinite feeds, sexual content, comparison, outrage, and
constant novelty can make prayer and presence feel intolerably slow. Boundaries are
not contempt for technology; they are stewardship of attention.

Voice from the church: Elisabeth Elliot

Elliot often emphasized doing the next thing that faithfulness requires. That
counsel is useful when believers are paralyzed by the search for dramatic guid-
ance or emotion. It must not be used to silence grief or to glorify overwork; the
next faithful thing may be rest, seeking help, or saying no.

-
-

Important distinction

Scripture gives commands and wisdom. Do not turn every personal discipline
into universal law. A screen limit, diet, spending rule, or morning routine may
be wise for you without binding every Christian conscience.

Vs
A\

Chapter summary

Ordinary life is a principal arena of love. The body, work, money, sexuality,
speech, technology, and rest are brought under Christ’s lordship through grate-
ful, wise, and concrete obedience.

-
-
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Reflect and discuss
1. Which ordinary sphere is most disconnected from your claimed love for God?

2. Where has a wise personal boundary become either neglected or legalistically
universalized?

3. What hidden act of faithfulness matters this week?

Practice for this week

Choose one ordinary sphere and define one measurable act of love: a truthful
conversation, a spending decision, a screen boundary, a work responsibility, or
a sexual-purity safeguard.

-

.

Lord of every hour, receive my body, work, money, relationships, speech, rest,
and attention. Make hidden obedience sincere and public service humble. Give
wisdom where Scripture permits freedom and courage where it commands
change. Amen.




CHAPTER 18

Loving God by Loving People

Can a person genuinely love the invisible God while remaining
indifferent or hostile toward people made in his image?

Key passages

Leviticus 19:9-18; Matthew 5:43-48; Matthew 22:34-40; John 13:34-35; 1
Corinthians 13; 1 John 3:11-24; 1 John 4:7-21.

A

Chapter thesis

Love for God necessarily takes social form. It seeks the true good of neighbors,
brothers and sisters, enemies, the poor, and the suffering through truth, mercy,
justice, sacrifice, and wise boundaries.

.

The inseparable commandments

Jesus joins love for God and neighbor without confusing them. God remains the
supreme object of worship; neighbor-love is the necessary horizontal expression of
Godward love. First John makes the test sharp: hatred of a brother contradicts a
claim to love God.

This prevents private spirituality from becoming self-deception. Prayer that never
produces patience, generosity, forgiveness, or concern for injustice is incomplete. It
also prevents activism from replacing worship. Neighbor-love is grounded in God’s
character, command, image, and gospel.

Love seeks true good

Biblical love is not unconditional approval of every desire. It rejoices with truth,
warns when necessary, forgives, protects, serves, and bears burdens. Because peo-
ple are embodied and social, love addresses food, safety, loneliness, work, illness,
oppression, and spiritual need.

The form depends on circumstance. Comforting the grieving, confronting abuse,
teaching a child, reporting a crime, forgiving an insult, and refusing manipulation
can all be loving. Sentiment alone cannot decide.

The local church

Jesus gives a new-commandment pattern: disciples love one another as he loved
them. The church is where this becomes visible through shared worship, hospitality,
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material care, correction, discipline, service, and reconciliation.

Church love is costly because the church contains real sinners. Romanticizing com-
munity leads to disappointment; consumerism leaves when preference is crossed;
isolation avoids sanctification. Mature love stays truthful, seeks peace, and recog-
nizes that severe abuse or corruption may require protection, formal action, and
sometimes departure to a healthier church.

Enemies and boundaries

Jesus commands prayer and goodness toward enemies, reflecting the Father’s gen-
erosity. Enemy-love rejects vengeance and refuses to dehumanize. It does not re-
quire trusting an untrustworthy person, remaining in danger, or preventing lawful
justice. Forgiveness releases personal vengeance to God; reconciliation ordinarily
requires truth, repentance, and rebuilt trust.

Boundaries can serve love when they prevent enabling, protect the vulnerable, and
clarify responsibility. They become loveless when used to punish, control, or avoid
every inconvenience.

Voice from the church: Francis Schaeffer

Schaeffer called observable love among Christians a final apologetic before the
watching world. The point is not that love makes doctrine unnecessary, but that
truth claims are contradicted when Christian relationships display contempt.
The biblical standard remains Christ’s self-giving and truthful love, not mere
institutional unity.

Important distinction

|

Forgiveness, reconciliation, and trust are related but distinct. A believer
may relinquish vengeance while reconciliation remains impossible because the
offender denies harm or continues danger. Trust is rebuilt through truth and
reliable fruit.

-
.

Chapter summary

Love for God becomes visible in the true good of people. It combines compas-
sion and truth, mercy and justice, forgiveness and wisdom, local-church com-
mitment and protection of the vulnerable.

Reflect and discuss
1. Which relationship most exposes the limits of your claimed love?

2. Are you confusing love with approval, forgiveness with trust, or boundaries with
punishment?

3. What need in your church or neighborhood can you meet concretely?
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Practice for this week

Choose one act from each category: encouragement, practical service, prayer
for an enemy, and repair of a strained relationship where safe and appropriate.

God of love, forgive the distance between my words about you and my treatment
of people. Make me truthful, patient, courageous, generous, and wise. Teach
your church to display the self-giving love of Christ. Amen.

Vs
.




CHAPTER 19

Evangelism, Mission, and Love for God

Why does love for God move outward toward people and nations
who do not yet worship Christ?

Key passages

Genesis 12:1-3; Psalm 67; Matthew 28:16-20; Luke 24:44-49; Acts 1:6-8; Ro-
mans 10:8-17; 2 Corinthians 5:11-21; Revelation 7:9-12.

- J

Chapter thesis

Christians evangelize because Christ is Lord, the gospel is true, people need
reconciliation, love seeks their eternal good, and God is gathering worshipers
from every people.

God's glory among the nations

The promise to Abraham looks toward blessing for all families of the earth. The
Psalms call the nations to praise. Jesus commissions disciples of all nations. Reve-
lation portrays a redeemed multitude from every tribe, people, and language before
God and the Lamb.

Mission therefore begins in God’s purpose, not missionary adventure. God deserves
the worship of every people. Love for God longs for his name to be honored beyond
one’s own family, culture, and nation.

The necessity of the message

Evangelism is the communication of the news that the holy Creator reconciles sinners
through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and calls all people to repent and
believe. A godly life supports the message but cannot explain it by itself. People
must hear who Christ is and what he has done.

Romans 10 joins sending, preaching, hearing, believing, calling, and salvation. God’s
sovereignty does not make proclamation unnecessary; he uses proclaimed truth as
an appointed means.

Love and urgency

Second Corinthians says the love of Christ controls his ambassadors. Because
judgment and reconciliation are real, silence cannot always be defended as respect.
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Yet love rejects coercion, manipulation, deceptive promises, and treating people as
projects.

Faithful witness listens, asks questions, explains clearly, admits uncertainty, serves
practically, and calls for a real response. Gentleness is not vagueness. Courage is
not aggression.

Every Christian participates

Not every believer is called to vocational cross-cultural mission, but every Christian
belongs to a missionary church. Participation includes local witness, prayer, giving,
sending, hospitality, translation, professional service, discipleship, and going.

Those considering cross-cultural service should seek character, theological prepara-
tion, local-church confirmation, cultural humility, resilience, and partnership with
healthy churches. Romantic zeal without accountability can harm both missionary
and community.

Voice from the church: C. T. Studd

Studd’s missionary zeal challenges comfort-centered Christianity and reminds
the church that Christ is worthy of costly obedience. His rhetoric should not
be turned into a universal command for reckless decisions or contempt for or-
dinary callings. Biblical mission is sacrificial, but it is also church-sent, wise,
accountable, and enduring.

Against cultural imperialism

Christian mission has sometimes been entangled with empire, racism, paternalism,
or national ambition. These sins should be named rather than defended. The gospel
does not require people to become culturally Western. Scripture judges every cul-
ture, including the missionary’s.

The aim is disciples who obey Christ in locally rooted churches, not permanent depen-
dence on foreign leaders. Cultural humility listens, learns language, distinguishes
gospel from preference, and honors indigenous leadership.

Important distinction

Good works and evangelism belong together but are not identical. Com-

passion displays Christ’s love; verbal witness explains the gospel. Neither
should be used to excuse neglect of the other.

Chapter summary

Love for God seeks his glory among the nations, and love for neighbor com-
municates reconciliation in Christ. Every Christian participates, while some
are specifically sent across cultures. Mission must be truthful, gentle, church-
centered, sacrificial, and humble.
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Reflect and discuss

1. Does concern for God’s glory include people beyond your own culture?

2. Which form of participation - prayer, witness, giving, sending, hospitality, or going
- needs to become concrete?

3. What fear most restricts your witness?

Practice for this week

Pray daily for one unbeliever and one unreached people. Initiate one natural
gospel conversation or invite someone to read a Gospel with you.

- J

Lord of the harvest, make your name holy among the nations. Give me compas-
sion, clarity, courage, and humility. Guard your church from coercion and pride.
Send workers, establish faithful churches, and let my love for you overflow in
witness. Amen.




CHAPTER 20

Loving God Through Suffering

How can love endure when providence is painful and explanations
are incomplete?

Key passages

Job 1-2 and 38-42; Psalms 22, 42, and 88; Habakkuk 3:16-19; Mark 14:32-42;
Romans 5:1-5; Romans 8:18-39; 1 Peter 1:3-9; Revelation 21:1-5.

- J

Chapter thesis

Suffering does not prove that God has ceased to love his people. Christian en-
durance rests on the cross, the presence of Christ in suffering, the Spirit’s help,
and the promised resurrection, while making room for lament and unanswered
questions.

Ve

Rejecting simple formulas

Job’s friends assume suffering can be read as a direct equation: severe pain means
severe personal sin. The book rejects their confidence. Some suffering follows fool-
ishness or injustice; some is discipline; much cannot be traced to a specific cause
available to us.

Pastoral love must therefore avoid automatic explanations. “God needed another
angel,” “everything happens because you lacked faith,” or “you will understand soon”
are not biblical promises. We may affirm God’s sovereignty without claiming access
to his hidden purposes.

Lament as faithful speech

The Psalms give suffering a language. Lament addresses God, describes pain, asks
for help, remembers covenant truth, and often - though not always quickly - expresses
trust. Psalm 88 demonstrates that a faithful prayer can end without emotional reso-
lution.

Lament protects love from false cheerfulness. The believer does not need to call evil
good or deny loss. He brings pain to the God whose character is contested by the
experience.
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The crucified God with us

Christian confidence is not based on a distant explanation but on the incarnate Son
who suffers betrayal, injustice, bodily agony, and death. In Gethsemane Jesus asks
that the cup pass and submits to the Father. At the cross he bears sin and enters the
deepest forsakenness of judgment.

The cross proves that suffering is not necessarily evidence of divine rejection. It also
means God is not indifferent to pain. The risen Christ bears scars and intercedes for
his people.

Love tested and purified

Trials can expose what prosperity concealed. They may reveal whether God was
loved chiefly as a means to comfort. They can produce endurance, deepen prayer,
free compassion, and purify hope. This is not because pain is good in itself but be-
cause God can work within it.

Such claims should never be used to rush another person’s grief. Fruit often ap-
pears slowly and may remain hidden to the sufferer. The church’s task is presence,
practical care, prayer, and truthful hope.

Resurrection and new creation

Christian hope is not merely that suffering develops character. Death will be de-
feated, bodies raised, justice completed, and tears wiped away. Revelation’s new
creation gives love an eschatological horizon: God himself dwells with his people.

This hope permits courageous lament because present evil is not final. It also permits
costly faithfulness because no labor in the Lord is wasted.

Voice from the church: Elisabeth Elliot

Elliot’s life and writing testify that obedience and trust can continue through
devastating loss. Her strength is unsentimental confidence in God’s sovereignty.
Readers must avoid turning another person’s story into a demand that grief
follow a certain timetable or emotional style.

|

Pastoral care note

Suffering may require medical, legal, financial, safeguarding, or psychological
intervention. Prayer and trust do not forbid leaving danger, reporting abuse,
taking medication, receiving therapy, or accepting practical aid.

-
.

Chapter summary

Love in suffering laments, trusts the crucified and risen Christ, receives the
church’s care, refuses simplistic explanations, and hopes for resurrection. En-
durance may be quiet and incomplete while remaining real.

Vs
-
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Reflect and discuss

1. What loss or unanswered prayer needs lament rather than a quick explanation?

2. Are you reading suffering as proof of God’s rejection despite the cross?

3. What practical care can you receive or offer?

Practice for this week

.

Write a four-part lament: address God, describe the pain, ask specifically, and
name one promise you still hold. Share it with a trusted believer if appropriate.

J

God of all comfort, I do not understand all your ways. Receive my lament. Keep
me near the crucified and risen Christ, sustain me by your Spirit, and use your
people to carry what I cannot carry alone. Fix my hope on resurrection and the
day you make all things new. Amen.

A\




PART V

Obstacles, Counterfeits, and Spiritual
Warfare
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CHAPTER 21

Idolatry and Rival Loves

Why can good gifts become spiritually destructive, and how are
rival loves exposed and replaced?

Key passages

Exodus 20:1-6; Jeremiah 2:9-13; Ezekiel 14:1-11; Matthew 6:19-34; Romans
1:18-25; Colossians 3:1-11; 1 John 5:18-21.

- J

Chapter thesis

Idolatry treats a created good as ultimate - seeking from it the identity, security,
control, pleasure, or hope that belong to God. Repentance exposes the false
promise and returns worship to the Creator.

Idols of the heart

Biblical idols may be carved objects, but idolatry reaches deeper. Ezekiel speaks of
idols set up in the heart. Paul identifies greed as idolatry. Jesus says treasure directs
the heart and warns that no one can serve both God and money.

A functional idol is not simply something enjoyed greatly. It is something treated as
nonnegotiable for life, worth, safety, or meaning. The heart says, “If I lose this, I am
nothing,” or, “If I gain this, I will finally be secure.”

Common rival loves

* Approval: needing admiration, avoiding truth, and shaping identity around oth-
ers’ responses.

* Comfort: treating inconvenience as injustice and avoiding every costly obedience.

* Control: attempting to eliminate uncertainty through planning, dominance, or
anxiety.

* Success: using achievement to justify existence and despising weakness.

* Romance or family: expecting another person to provide ultimate belonging and
salvation.

* Sexual desire: treating bodily longing as sovereign and other people as instru-
ments.

* Knowledge: seeking mastery, superiority, or immunity from dependence.
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* Ministry: loving influence, usefulness, or reputation more than God and people.
* Politics and nation: giving a party, movement, or country messianic loyalty.
* Self-improvement: turning growth into a project of control and self-worship.

Good things become rivals when loved without order, limit, gratitude, or submission.

Diagnosing the promise

Ask:

What do I daydream about as the final solution?

What loss produces disproportionate panic or rage?

Whose approval controls my honesty?

What do I use to escape pain rather than bring it to God?

Which command feels unacceptable because it threatens a desired good?

What success makes me feel superior?

No ok bbb e

. What failure makes life seem meaningless?

The aim is not to suspect every joy. It is to discover where a gift has become a god.

Replacement, not mere removal

Idols cannot be defeated only by saying no. The heart seeks worship and rest. Re-
pentance names the idol, rejects its false promise, receives the superior truth of the
gospel, and practices a contrary allegiance.

The approval idol is challenged by adoption in Christ and truthful speech. Greed is
challenged by the Father’s care and generosity. Control is challenged by providence
and surrendered planning. Sexual sin is challenged by union with Christ, embodied
holiness, boundaries, and genuine community. Ministry pride is challenged by hidden
service and delight in another’s fruitfulness.

Voice from the church: Timothy Keller

Keller’s characteristic contribution is to show how the gospel reorders the loves
beneath behavior. He often traced sin to a good thing made ultimate and then
applied justification and adoption to the idol’s promise. This is pastorally pow-
erful when used as a tool under Scripture, not as a claim that every sin can be
reduced to one psychological formula.

-
.

Important distinction

Intensity does not automatically equal idolatry. Deep grief over a spouse’s
death, strong ambition for excellent work, or joy in a child may be appropriate.
Idolatry is revealed by ultimate trust, moral compromise, identity, and resis-
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tance to God’s authority.

(& J

Chapter summary

Rival loves promise what only God can finally provide. They are exposed
through desires, fears, anger, fantasy, compromise, and identity. Gospel re-
pentance removes and replaces: it turns from false worship to the living God.

Reflect and discuss

1. Which rival love most often interprets your circumstances?

2. What false promise does it make, and what gospel truth answers it?
3. What contrary practice would embody reordered love?

Practice for this week

Complete an idol map: trigger, desired good, feared loss, false promise, biblical

truth, and concrete contrary action. Review it with a mature believer.

Living God, I have sought life from broken cisterns. Expose the gifts I have
made ultimate. Let the beauty and sufficiency of Christ weaken their false
promises. Teach me to receive creation gratefully without worshiping it. Amen.




CHAPTER 22

Legalism, Moralism, and Religious
Performance

How can obedience that looks serious become a way of resisting
grace and avoiding God?

Key passages

Isaiah 1:10-20; Matthew 6:1-18; Matthew 23; Luke 15:25-32; Luke 18:9-14;
Romans 9:30-10:4; Galatians 2:15-5:6.

A J

Chapter thesis

Legalism uses law, discipline, or religious identity to establish righteousness,
control God, secure human approval, or rank oneself above others. Gospel obe-
dience receives righteousness in Christ and then serves in gratitude.

The heart beneath performance

Jesus condemns religious actions performed to be seen. Giving, prayer, fasting,
teaching, and moral discipline are not the problem; the audience of the heart is.
Performance turns worship into reputation management.

Legalism can also be private. A person may construct rules to control anxiety and
then feel superior or condemned according to performance. The underlying belief is
that God relates to us mainly through our record rather than Christ’s.

Moralism without the gospel

Moralism reduces Christianity to being a decent person. It may speak of values,
family, discipline, and social order while neglecting the cross, new birth, union with
Christ, and the Spirit. It produces either pride in the successful or despair in the
failing.

Biblical preaching includes commands, but commands are set within creation,
covenant, redemption, and grace. The gospel is not advice for improving acceptable
people. It is news of God’s saving action for the guilty and powerless.
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Adding human rules

Christians may create wise boundaries. Legalism occurs when those boundaries are
treated as God’s universal law, a basis of fellowship, or proof of superior holiness.
Clothing, media, food, schooling, politics, devotional schedules, and cultural style
can become identity markers Scripture does not require.

The opposite error is to reject all tradition or wisdom as legalism. Churches need
practices and judgments. The key is to distinguish divine command, prudent appli-
cation, communal policy, and personal conscience.

Signs of performance religion

* Failure produces hiding or self-punishment rather than confession.
* Another person’s success feels threatening.

* Obedience is public, but secret life is neglected.

» Spiritual disciplines produce entitlement toward God.

» Preferences are enforced as biblical absolutes.

* People are classified by visible conformity.

* Assurance rises and falls mainly with the latest performance.

Voice from the church: Martin Luther

Luther saw the human heart as curved inward, capable of using even religion
for self-justification. His law-gospel distinction protects the free promise of jus-
tification. It must not be misused to separate Christian obedience from grace;
the same gospel frees the believer for love and good works.

The gospel alternative

Gospel obedience begins with union with Christ and the Father’s acceptance. It
confesses failure because identity can survive exposure. It serves without needing
applause because the verdict is already given. It receives commands as a child’s
response rather than an employee’s negotiation.

The cure is not lowering God’s standard. It is seeing both the standard’s depth and
Christ’s sufficiency, then walking by the Spirit. Grace produces more honest holiness,
not less.

Important distinction

Feeling guilty does not prove legalism. Real sin should trouble conscience.
Legalism is present when guilt is handled by self-justification, rule-making, com-
parison, or self-punishment rather than confession and faith in Christ.
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Chapter summary

Legalism turns obedience into currency, control, or status. Moralism offers
behavior without new birth. The gospel justifies apart from works and then
creates humble, grateful, Spirit-enabled obedience.

Reflect and discuss

1. Which religious practice is most easily used for reputation or control?

2. Where have you elevated a wise preference into God’s law?

3. Does failure lead you toward Christ or toward hiding and self-punishment?
Practice for this week

Perform one hidden act of service that cannot improve your reputation. Confess
one failure promptly without excuse, and receive the gospel before planning
change.

God of grace, forgive me for using obedience to establish myself. Strip away
public performance and private bargaining. Let Christ be my righteousness,
and let gratitude produce honest holiness and humble service. Amen.




CHAPTER 23

Emotionalism and the Search for Spiritual
Experiences

How can Christians welcome genuine experience without making
intensity the measure of truth or maturity?

Key passages

1 Kings 19:1-18; Matthew 7:21-27; Matthew 17:1-8; John 20:24-31; 1 Corinthi-
ans 12-14; 2 Corinthians 5:7; Colossians 2:16-23; 2 Peter 1:16-21.

Chapter thesis

God may grant powerful experiences, but Christian faith is governed by the
apostolic gospel and Scripture. Experiences are interpreted by truth and tested
by their fruit, not treated as self-authenticating revelation.

Why intensity attracts

Extraordinary experiences can feel like undeniable proof that God is near. Confer-
ences, music, testimonies, answered prayers, charismatic gifts, retreats, and mo-
ments of insight may genuinely strengthen faith. The problem begins when ordinary
Christian life seems unreal without them.

People may chase intensity because quiet faithfulness feels slow, because doubt is
uncomfortable, or because an experience supplies identity within a group. The emo-
tional high then requires repeated escalation.

Experience under the word

Peter witnessed the transfiguration, yet directs believers to the prophetic word and
apostolic testimony. John records signs so that readers may believe, but also blesses
those who believe without seeing. Jesus warns that spectacular works do not substi-
tute for knowing and obeying him.

Therefore an experience must be tested by Scripture’s doctrine of God, Christ, salva-
tion, holiness, love, and church. A claim that contradicts the gospel is not redeemed
by sincerity or power.
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Music and atmosphere

Music can carry truth into memory and unite a congregation. It can also produce bod-
ily and emotional effects that are mistaken for divine approval. Lighting, repetition,
crowd expectation, and a skilled leader can intensify response.

This does not make emotion fake. It means the interpretation requires humility. Ask:
What truth was presented? What did the experience lead me to believe, confess,
obey, and love? Does the fruit endure when the atmosphere is gone?

Ordinary means and ordinary days

Most Christian maturity grows through repeated, unspectacular faithfulness: Scrip-
ture, prayer, work, meals, church, confession, service, suffering, and waiting. The
incarnation itself honors ordinary embodied life. The Spirit’s fruit often appears as
patience, self-control, gentleness, and endurance rather than sensation.

Depending on extraordinary moments can weaken daily discipleship. The believer
returns from a conference and finds the same responsibilities. Love is proved by
carrying truth into them.

Voice from the church: Jonathan Edwards

Edwards carefully evaluated revival experiences. He refused both cynical dis-
missal and naive acceptance, arguing that intensity, bodily effects, and confi-
dent testimony do not prove spiritual authenticity. Enduring Christ-centered
holiness and love are more reliable signs. This remains a valuable evangelical
model of discerning openness.

|

Important distinction

Emotional power is neither proof nor disproof of God’s work. Strong
affection may accompany truth, manipulation, temperament, or a mixture. Test
the content, context, character, and enduring fruit.

Chapter summary

|

Genuine spiritual experience is welcome but subordinate to Scripture. Chris-
tian maturity does not require continuous intensity. The ordinary fruit of truth,
holiness, love, and perseverance matters more than the impressiveness of the
moment.

-
-

Reflect and discuss
1. Do you interpret emotional intensity as proof that God is nearer?
2. What fruit remained after your strongest spiritual experience?

3. Are ordinary disciplines being neglected while you seek a dramatic renewal?
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Practice for this week

.

After worship or a significant experience, wait twenty-four hours and record
the truth understood, the response required, and the fruit to pursue.

J

God of truth, thank you for every genuine joy and encounter with your grace.
Guard me from chasing sensation, despising ordinary faithfulness, or confus-
ing atmosphere with authority. Root me in Christ and produce enduring fruit.
Amen.




CHAPTER 24

Distraction, Busyness, and Digital
Formation

What happens to love when attention is continually fragmented,
stimulated, compared, and sold?

Key passages

Psalm 46; Psalm 90; Proverbs 4:20-27; Matthew 6:19-34; Luke 10:38-42; Eph-
esians 5:6-17; Philippians 4:4-9.

Chapter thesis

Attention is a form of stewardship. Modern digital environments can fragment
desire and train reflexive consumption; love for God requires intentional limits,
embodied presence, rest, and renewed attention to truth.

Attention and love

We increasingly love what we repeatedly notice, imagine, and pursue. Attention is
not identical with love, but it feeds it. A life of constant interruption makes sustained
prayer, reading, listening, and presence feel unusually demanding.

Busyness can also become moral cover. It supplies importance, prevents reflection,
and protects us from grief or conviction. The problem is not a full schedule alone but
a life in which urgent demands continually displace what is important.

How digital systems form desire

Many platforms profit from extended attention. Infinite feeds, autoplay, variable
rewards, social comparison, outrage, novelty, and personalized recommendations
encourage repeated checking. Pornography trains consumption and dissociation;
short-form content can weaken patience; constant news can produce the illusion of
responsibility without action.

Technology also serves real goods: communication, accessibility, work, learning,
worship resources, and connection across distance. Christian wisdom neither de-
monizes tools nor accepts their defaults as neutral.
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Signs of unhealthy formation

* You reach for a device before recognizing the desire or discomfort.
» Silence produces immediate restlessness.

* Prayer and reading are repeatedly interrupted without necessity.

* Comparison alters gratitude and identity.

» Sleep is sacrificed to entertainment or scrolling.

* You consume suffering as content without prayer or action.

* Online conflict makes real people abstract enemies.

Rules that serve love

Helpful boundaries may include device-free prayer, meals, worship, and bedrooms;
scheduled message checks; disabled nonessential notifications; content filters; a
weekly period of digital rest; and replacing passive consumption with embodied ac-
tivity.

The best rule is linked to a love: “Ileave the phone outside because I want to attend to
God, sleep, or the person before me.” Rules without purpose become brittle. Purpose
without rules may remain sentimental.

Busyness and Sabbath wisdom

Jesus welcomes service but corrects distracted anxiety. The Psalms teach numbering
days and stillness before God. Rest acknowledges that we are creatures, not saviors.
A weekly rhythm of worship and rest interrupts the claim that everything depends
on our output.

Some seasons contain unavoidable intensity: newborn care, examinations, emer-
gency work, illness, or caregiving. Wisdom adapts rhythms without making a tempo-
rary crisis permanent identity.

Voice from the church: Dallas Willard

Willard emphasized that spiritual formation occurs whether intentional or not,
and that disciplines create space for grace rather than earning it. His atten-
tion to hurry and apprenticeship is useful. His broader framework should be
anchored explicitly in justification, the cross, and the local church so formation
does not become generalized self-development.

Important distinction

A digital boundary is not holiness by itself. A person can be offline and
proud, isolated, or idle. The question is what the recovered attention is given
to: God, neighbor, work, rest, and truth.
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Chapter summary

Attention is shaped by systems and habits. Love for God requires purposeful
limits, rest, silence, embodied relationships, and practices that return the mind
to truth without rejecting technology’s legitimate uses.

Reflect and discuss
1. Which digital cue most strongly controls your attention?
2. What discomfort are you avoiding through stimulation?
3. Which relationship or duty deserves recovered presence?
Practice for this week

Choose two boundaries: one daily device-free period and one environmental
change such as charging outside the bedroom or disabling notifications. Give
the recovered time a named purpose.

God of time and truth, my attention is scattered and easily sold. Teach me to
number my days, receive limits, and attend to your presence and the people
before me. Give wisdom to use technology without being ruled by it. Amen.




CHAPTER 25

Temptation, Spiritual Warfare, and
Perseverance

How does love resist the world, the flesh, and the devil without
fear, denial, or sensationalism?

Key passages

Matthew 4:1-11; Romans 6:1-14; Romans 8:1-17; 1 Corinthians 10:1-13; Eph-
esians 6:10-20; James 1:12-18; James 4:1-10; 1 Peter 5:6-11.

Chapter thesis

The Christian battle is real but Christ has triumphed. Believers resist tempta-
tion through union with Christ, truth, prayer, obedience, community, practical
escape, and persevering hope.

Three enemies

Historic Christian teaching speaks of the world, the flesh, and the devil. The world
is human society organized in resistance to God; the flesh is fallen desire seeking
autonomy; the devil is the personal adversary who deceives, accuses, and opposes
God’s work.

These categories prevent reduction. Not every temptation is a dramatic demonic at-
tack; our desires and environments matter. Not every struggle is merely psycholog-
ical; Scripture affirms a real spiritual enemy. Wise resistance avoids both obsession
and denial.

The anatomy of temptation

James says desire is lured and enticed, then gives birth to sin. Temptation often
follows a sequence: trigger, interpretation, desire, imagined reward, opportunity,
action, concealment, consequence. Identifying the sequence creates points of resis-
tance.

Jesus answers the tempter with Scripture rightly understood and remains loyal to
the Father. Quoting a verse is not magic; truth must be believed and embodied. The
tempter himself can misuse Scripture.
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Union and identity

Romans 6 begins resistance with identity: believers are united to Christ’s death and
resurrection and no longer belong to sin’s dominion. They are to consider this true
and present their bodies to God.

This differs from saying, “I must defeat sin to become God’s child.” The Christian
fights because he belongs to Christ. Romans 8 adds no condemnation and the Spirit’s
power. Accusation is answered by the gospel; temptation is answered by active mor-
tification.

Armor and community

Ephesians 6’s armor consists largely of gospel realities: truth, righteousness, readi-
ness from the gospel of peace, faith, salvation, God’s word, and prayer. It is not a
secret technique but the church standing in what God has supplied.

The commands are plural. Spiritual warfare is communal. Isolation increases vulner-
ability. Confession, intercession, wise boundaries, church discipline, and practical
support are part of resistance.

Escape and endurance

First Corinthians promises that God provides a way of escape. Often the escape is
ordinary: leave the room, block access, call someone, end the conversation, refuse
the purchase, go to sleep, or tell the truth before concealment grows.

Perseverance also means returning after failure. The devil’s accusation says, “Be-
cause you fell, hide and surrender.” The gospel says, “Confess, receive mercy, learn
the pattern, and stand again.”

Voice from the church: John Owen

Owen’s warning, in summary, is that unresisted sin works to kill spiritual life
and must therefore be mortified. His strength is seriousness about indwelling
sin joined to dependence on the Spirit. Use his counsel to pursue Christ-
centered vigilance, not morbid fear or the belief that every intrusive thought is
chosen sin.

.

Pastoral care note

Intrusive thoughts, compulsions, addiction, trauma responses, and severe anx-
iety may need specialized help. Moral responsibility and clinical factors can
coexist. Pastoral care, accountability, and professional treatment may all be-
long to faithful resistance.

.

-
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Chapter summary

Spiritual warfare is fought from Christ’s victory and the believer’s union with
him. Truth, prayer, community, bodily action, escape, confession, and hope
resist the world, flesh, and devil without sensationalism.

Reflect and discuss

1. What is the typical sequence of your repeated temptation?
2. Which ordinary escape have you refused to use?

3. Are accusation and conviction being confused after failure?

Practice for this week

Create a temptation plan: triggers, lies, Scriptures in context, escape actions,
support person, and return plan after failure. Put it where it can be used before
the crisis.

-

J

Victorious Christ, keep me watchful without fear. Expose deception, strengthen
faith, and teach me to use the armor you provide. Give me courage to flee,
confess, seek help, and stand again in your grace. Amen.




PART VI

Growing in Mature Love
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CHAPTER 26

Love and the Fear of God

If perfect love casts out fear, why does Scripture repeatedly
command the fear of the Lord?

Key passages

Exodus 20:18-21; Deuteronomy 10:12-22; Psalm 130; Proverbs 1:7; Isaiah 6:1-
8; Luke 12:4-7; Romans 8:14-17; Hebrews 12:18-29; 1 John 4:13-21.

Chapter thesis

Love excludes the terror of final condemnation for those in Christ, but it deep-
ens reverent fear: awe, humility, moral seriousness, and filial concern not to
dishonor the holy Father.

-
.

Several kinds of fear

The word fear can name terror, caution, reverence, awe, dread of consequences,
or humble submission. Context determines the sense. First John addresses fear of
punishment in relation to final judgment; perfected love drives out this condemning
terror. Romans 8 likewise contrasts slavery leading back to fear with the Spirit of
adoption.

Yet Hebrews calls believers to worship with reverence and awe because God is a
consuming fire. Proverbs calls the fear of the Lord the beginning of wisdom. Jesus
tells disciples to fear God rather than human threats while immediately assuring
them of the Father’s detailed care.

Servile and filial fear

Christian tradition often distinguishes servile fear from filial fear. Servile fear sees
God mainly as a threatening master and obeys only to avoid punishment. Filial fear
belongs to children who know the Father’s love and therefore tremble at dishonoring
him.

The distinction is useful but not absolute. Consequences remain morally relevant,
and Scripture gives warnings to believers. Mature fear, however, is not the anxiety
of earning adoption. It is reverent love before the holy God who has adopted us at
immeasurable cost.
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Awe and creatureliness

Modern familiarity can reduce God to a therapeutic companion whose role is to val-
idate. Biblical encounters produce humility, silence, confession, and worship. Isa-
iah’s vision exposes uncleanness; grace cleanses him and sends him.

Awe does not make intimacy impossible. The wonder of the gospel is that the tran-
scendent Lord draws near without ceasing to be holy. Christian intimacy is never
casual equality. It is bold access through the Son.

Fear of people

The fear of God liberates from the controlling fear of people. When God’s verdict is
ultimate, approval and rejection are placed in perspective. This produces truthful
speech, courage under persecution, and freedom from image management.

Such freedom is not indifference to others. Love listens and seeks peace. It simply
refuses to make human opinion the final authority.

Voice from the church: John Calvin

Calvin often described true piety as reverence joined to love of God arising from
knowledge of his benefits. That pairing is useful: reverence without grace be-
comes terror; gratitude without holiness becomes familiarity. Scripture keeps
both together in covenant relationship.

-
&

Important distinction

Fear of God is not chronic suspicion that he may suddenly condemn the
justified. In Christ, reverence grows within peace, adoption, and confidence
at the throne of grace.

-
.

Chapter summary

Love and fear are not enemies when fear means reverent awe and filial serious-
ness. Grace removes condemning terror and creates children who approach
boldly while honoring the Father’s holiness.

Reflect and discuss
1. Is your view of God more casual, terrified, or reverently confident?
2. Whose opinion most competes with the fear of God?
3. How would filial fear change one temptation?
Practice for this week

Read Isaiah 6 and Hebrews 12:18-29. Write a prayer that combines awe, con-

fession, gratitude, and bold access through Christ.
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Holy Father, deliver me from both casual presumption and condemning terror.

Teach me reverence within adoption, courage before people, and joy before
your majesty. Let your holiness become beautiful to me. Amen.




CHAPTER 27

Loving God With the Mind

How can theology, questions, and intellectual work become
worship rather than pride or avoidance?

Key passages

Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Proverbs 1-9; Matthew 22:34-40; Acts 17:10-34; Romans
12:1-2; 1 Corinthians 8:1-3; 2 Corinthians 10:1-5; Colossians 2:1-10.

Chapter thesis

The mind loves God by receiving truth, pursuing wisdom, testing claims, ask-
ing honest questions, resisting falsehood, and allowing knowledge to become
worship, humility, obedience, and service.

Vs
-

Truth is relationally necessary

Love without knowledge easily attaches to projection. To trust God, we must know
what he has promised. To worship Christ, we must know who he is. To obey, we
must understand his commands. Theology is therefore unavoidable; the question is
whether it is true and fruitful.

The mind is renewed rather than discarded. Paul reasons, argues from Scripture, ex-
poses contradiction, and adapts communication to audiences. The Bereans examine
claims. Christian faith is not credulity.

Questions and doubt

An honest question is not an enemy of love. Scripture contains questions from Job,
Habakkuk, the Psalms, prophets, disciples, and grieving sisters. Doubt becomes
spiritually dangerous when used as permanent shelter from any answer or when the
desired conclusion is concealed.

A disciplined process asks: What exactly is the claim? What evidence supports and
challenges it? What genre and context matter? What assumptions am I bringing?
Which sources are competent? What would count as an answer? Some doubts need
intellectual research; others need repentance, grief work, patience, or community.

Apologetics and humility

Christians should be ready to give reasons for hope with gentleness and respect.
Apologetics can remove obstacles, expose inconsistency, and show the coherence of
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the gospel. It cannot regenerate the heart or eliminate every mystery.

Winning an argument while humiliating a person contradicts the love being defended.
Intellectual courage admits uncertainty, corrects errors, and distinguishes central
doctrines from secondary conclusions.

Knowledge that puffs up

First Corinthians warns that knowledge can inflate while love builds. The problem
is not knowledge itself but knowledge used without regard for God and neighbor. A
person may master theological systems while remaining unteachable, impatient, or
cruel.

Signs of intellectual pride include delight in correction more than truth, contempt for
ordinary believers, identity built on niche positions, inability to say “I do not know,”
and neglect of practical obedience.

Voice from the church: C. S. Lewis

Lewis combined rigorous reasoning, imagination, and accessible communica-
tion. He helps readers see that Christian truth addresses desire and the whole
imagination, not argument alone. Because Lewis wrote across genres and some-
times speculated, his formulations should be distinguished from direct biblical
teaching and tested accordingly.

A\

Study as vocation

Students, scholars, teachers, and professionals love God by seeking truth, resist-
ing plagiarism, honoring evidence, serving learners, and receiving intellectual limits.
Academic excellence may become worship when offered to God, but it becomes idol-
atry when used to secure superiority or total control.

Reading widely can deepen understanding, including engagement with critics. Yet
spiritual health also requires Scripture, church, prayer, and embodied service. The
mind is one dimension of whole-person love.

Important distinction

Mystery is not contradiction. Christianity affirms truths that exceed com-
plete comprehension, such as the Trinity and incarnation. This does not permit
logical incoherence; it calls for precise confession and humility about creaturely
limits.

N J

Chapter summary

Loving God with the mind means truthful, humble, disciplined thought ordered
toward worship and service. Questions can deepen faith when specified and
pursued honestly; knowledge becomes dangerous when detached from love.

-
-
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Reflect and discuss

1. Do you use learning to know God, to control uncertainty, or to establish superi-
ority?

2. Which doubt needs a more precise formulation?

3. How can current study become service to God and neighbor?

Practice for this week

Choose one theological question. Write the precise issue, strongest evidence
on both sides, central biblical texts, current conclusion, confidence level, and

practical significance.
- J

God of truth and wisdom, renew my mind. Give courage to ask, patience to
study, humility to be corrected, and love that uses knowledge to build others.
Let every true insight become worship. Amen.

&




CHAPTER 28

Loving God in Community

Why does Scripture place growth in love within a church rather
than an isolated spiritual project?

Key passages

Acts 2:37-47; Romans 12:3-21; 1 Corinthians 12-14; Ephesians 4:1-16; He-
brews 3:12-14; Hebrews 10:19-25; 1 Peter 4:7-11.

Chapter thesis

Christ joins believers to a body in which love is formed through word, worship,
ordinances, friendship, service, correction, suffering, and shared mission. Iso-
lation deprives disciples of appointed gifts.

-
.

A people, not only individuals

The gospel reconciles persons to God and creates a people. New Testament letters
address churches, define gifts in relation to a body, and command one-another prac-
tices. Individual faith is real, but it is not designed for independence.

The church makes love concrete. It is easier to imagine loving humanity than to
bear with a particular person’s weakness, receive correction, share money, forgive
an offense, or serve without recognition. Community exposes the self and provides
a field for sanctification.

Word, table, and mutual ministry

Pastors and teachers equip the saints; they do not perform all ministry for passive
consumers. Members speak truth in love, encourage daily, pray, sing, give, show
hospitality, and use gifts for one another.

Baptism identifies the believer publicly with Christ and his people. The Lord’s Supper
repeatedly announces one body nourished by one Savior. These practices contradict
a purely private Christianity.

Authority and accountability
Church leaders are commanded to shepherd, teach, model, and guard. Members are
called to respect faithful leadership. Authority is ministerial, accountable to Scrip-

ture, and never a license for coercion, secrecy, or abuse.
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Accountability works best through truthful relationships rather than surveillance. It
includes questions, confession, encouragement, boundaries, and restoration. For-
mal discipline is a grave, loving process for serious, unrepentant sin, governed by
Scripture and aimed at repentance and protection.

Disappointment and church hurt

Every church is imperfect; not every harm is equal. Preference conflicts, clumsy
words, leadership mistakes, doctrinal error, manipulation, and abuse require differ-
ent responses. “No church is perfect” must never excuse danger or conceal wrong-
doing.

Where possible, pursue direct conversation, witnesses, and appropriate processes.
Serious abuse may require immediate safety, civil authorities, professional support,
and leaving the setting. Healing does not require pretending the institution acted
faithfully.

After hurt, isolation may feel safer. A gradual return to trustworthy Christian rela-
tionships, perhaps in another healthy church, is usually important. Christ’s design
should not be surrendered because some leaders betrayed it.

Voice from the church: Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Bonhoeffer warned against loving an idealized dream of community more than
the actual Christian brother or sister. That insight helps dismantle disappoint-
ment driven by fantasy. It must not be used to keep people in abusive systems;
truth, justice, and protection remain forms of love.

& J

Important distinction

Commitment is not unquestioning loyalty to an institution. Biblical
church commitment includes truth, mutual submission, accountable leadership,
discipline, protection, and the freedom to confront serious error.

Chapter summary

Love grows in the embodied church through gifts believers cannot give them-
selves. Community also wounds because sinners are involved, so commitment
must be paired with truth, accountability, justice, and wise protection.

Reflect and discuss
1. Are you participating as a member of a body or consuming religious services?
2. Which gift do you need to receive from others, and which can you offer?

3. Does past church hurt require a specific step toward safety, truth, or renewed
community?
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Practice for this week

Meet one mature believer for honest prayer. Perform one service in your local
church that is useful but unlikely to be noticed.

Head of the church, forgive my pride, isolation, and consumerism. Give faithful
shepherds, truthful members, protection for the vulnerable, and healing for the
wounded. Teach me to receive and give love within your body. Amen.

Vs
.




CHAPTER 29

A Lifetime of Loving God

How does love mature across changing seasons, losses, callings,
and limitations?

Key passages

Psalm 71; Psalm 92:12-15; Ecclesiastes 11:7-12:14; Luke 2:22-38; Philippians
1:3-11; Philippians 3:7-16; 2 Timothy 4:6-8; Hebrews 12:1-3.

Chapter thesis

Mature love is often quieter, steadier, humbler, and more resilient than early
enthusiasm. It adapts practices to changing callings while continuing to know,
trust, obey, and hope in God.

Vs
-

Seasons are not identical

A student’s available time, a parent’s interrupted nights, a caregiver’s exhaustion,
a worker’s responsibilities, and an older person’s physical limits differ. Faithfulness
cannot be measured by one schedule. The command to love remains total, but its
expression changes with vocation and capacity.

Comparing seasons breeds false guilt or pride. The question is: “What does whole-
person love require within the responsibilities God has actually given?”

Early zeal and durable love

Early faith may include rapid discovery and strong emotion. This is a gift, not a
permanent baseline every later year must reproduce. Mature love may look less dra-
matic because it has become woven into character: forgiving again, praying without
novelty, remaining truthful under cost, and serving when unseen.

Declining excitement can signal neglect, but not always. The test is whether knowl-
edge, holiness, humility, hope, and love for people are deepening.

Marriage, singleness, and family

Marriage can train covenant fidelity, sacrifice, forgiveness, and embodied care. It can
also become an idol or a place of harm. Singleness can create availability for service
and undivided devotion, but it may include loneliness and should not be romanticized.
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Neither status determines spiritual maturity. Churches should honor both, include
households and single people in shared life, and resist treating family as the ultimate
community.

Work, ministry, and hiddenness

A lifetime includes seasons of visible usefulness and seasons in which illness, unem-
ployment, caregiving, failure, or aging restrict output. God does not love believers
according to productivity. Hidden prayer, patient endurance, receiving care, and
faithfulness within limitation remain significant.

Ministry can also become identity. Healthy servants remember that Christ builds his
church, others are replaceable gifts, and rest is not betrayal.

Aging and finishing well

Psalm 71 asks to declare God’s power to another generation even in old age. Aging
brings losses but also opportunities for memory, intercession, counsel, and testimony.
The church should receive older believers as members with gifts, not problems to
manage.

Finishing well does not mean a flawless public legacy. It means persevering in faith,
repentance, and hope to the end. Paul’s crown rests not on celebrity but on the
Lord’s righteous grace.

Voice from the church: Billy Graham

Graham’s long ministry emphasized the simplicity and urgency of the gospel. In
later life he also reflected on aging, dependence, and finishing faithfully. His ex-
ample reminds the church that public usefulness eventually yields to creaturely
weakness, while hope in Christ remains.

-
-

Important distinction

Faithfulness is not productivity. Good fruit includes work and service, but
also receiving help, enduring limitation, hidden prayer, patient suffering, and
letting another generation lead.

| /

Chapter summary

Love matures through changing seasons. It releases comparison, adapts
rhythms, remains rooted in grace, receives limitation, serves according to call-
ing, and perseveres toward Christ.

-
.

Reflect and discuss

1. Are you trying to live by the practices or expectations of a different season?

2. What quiet fruit may indicate maturing love?
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3. What would finishing faithfully require if public usefulness decreased?
Practice for this week

Write a one-page “season rule”: present responsibilities, limits, primary rela-
tionships, sustainable practices, and one form of service. Revise it with wise
counsel.

Faithful God, you remain the same through every season. Free me from compar-
ison and fear of uselessness. Make my love durable in work and rest, visibility
and hiddenness, strength and weakness, until I finish in Christ. Amen.




CHAPTER 30

The Eternal Enjoyment of God

What is the final goal toward which love, holiness, worship, and
perseverance are moving?

Key passages

John 17:20-26; Romans 8:18-25; 1 Corinthians 13:8-13; 1 Corinthians 15:35-
58; Philippians 3:20-21; 1 John 3:1-3; Revelation 21-22.

.

A

Chapter thesis

The goal of salvation is unbroken communion with the triune God in the renewed
creation: seeing Christ, sharing his holiness, loving without sin, worshiping
with all peoples, and enjoying God forever.

Seeing and becoming

First John joins hope of seeing Christ with transformation: when he appears, believ-
ers will be like him because they will see him as he is. The vision of God is not passive
spectacle. It completes sanctification. Every distortion of love, every divided desire,
and every impulse toward sin will be gone.

This hope purifies present life. Christians do not pursue holiness to escape embodied
existence but in anticipation of resurrected communion.

Resurrection, not disembodied escape

First Corinthians 15 centers Christian hope on bodily resurrection. God will trans-
form mortality, defeat death, and make labor in the Lord enduringly meaningful. Rev-
elation ends not with souls abandoning creation but with heaven and earth united,
God dwelling with humanity, and a city filled with life, culture, worship, and holiness.

Love for God will therefore involve renewed bodies, relationships, service, sight,
song, and joy. Creation’s gifts will no longer compete with the Giver because worship
will be perfectly ordered.

Love perfected

Paul says love never ends while partial knowledge and gifts pass into completion.
Eternal life is not static boredom. The infinite God cannot be exhausted by finite
creatures. Perfect satisfaction does not eliminate discovery; it removes frustration,
sin, and alienation.
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The communion Jesus prays for in John 17 reaches fulfillment: the redeemed know
the Father in the Son and share, by grace, in the love with which the Father loves the
Son. They never become divine by nature, but are brought into covenant fellowship
with God.

Every nation before the Lamb

The final company is multinational. Languages and peoples are not erased but gath-
ered in reconciled worship. This vindicates mission and relativizes nationalism. The
church now rehearses this future when diverse believers confess one Lord and share
one table.

Hope for present love

Eternal hope changes grief, temptation, work, and worship. No act of love in Christ
is wasted. No present numbness defines the future. No suffering has the final word.
No rival love will remain attractive when God is seen without distortion.

The correct response is not escapism but steadfast labor, holiness, witness, and
courage. Because resurrection is certain, believers can give themselves away.

Voice from the church: Augustine

Augustine’s opening confession speaks of the restless heart finding rest in God.
Christian hope gives this longing its full biblical horizon: not absorption into the
divine, but resurrected people delighting in the triune God within a renewed
creation. Rest is fulfilled communion, not inactivity.

-
G

Important distinction

Eternal enjoyment is not endless self-focused pleasure. Joy is perfected
because attention is finally ordered outward toward God, his glory, his people,
and the goodness of renewed creation.

Chapter summary

|

The Christian journey ends in resurrection and the presence of God. Love will
be undivided, knowledge clear, worship multinational, creation renewed, and
joy complete. Present discipleship is preparation for that communion.

Reflect and discuss
1. Is your picture of eternity biblical, embodied, and God-centered?
2. How does resurrection alter the meaning of present faithfulness?

3. Which rival love will appear small when Christ is seen?
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Practice for this week

Read Revelation 21-22 slowly. Write a page titled “What will no longer be, what
will be, and how I should live now.”

-

AN

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, bring your saving work to completion. Keep my
hope fixed on resurrection, the face of Christ, and the new creation. Purify my
love now in anticipation of the day I will love you without rival forever. Amen.




PART VII

Study and Practice Resources
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Key Bible Passages About Loving God

The following guide is selective rather than exhaustive. Read each passage in context
and use the Scripture Index for further references.

Theme

Passages

Central contribution

God’s prior love

The command to
love

New heart and
Spirit
Delight and de-

sire

Knowing God in
Christ

Obedience and
abiding
Assurance and
love

Prayer and com-
munion
Repentance

Love for neighbor

Mission

Deut. 7:6-11; John 3:16;
Rom. 5:1-11; 1 John 4:7-
21

Deut. 6:4-9; Deut.
10:12-22; Matt. 22:34-
40; Mark 12:28-34
Deut. 30:1-10; Jer.
31:31-34; Ezek. 36:22-
28; John 3; Rom. 8

Pss. 16, 27, 42-43, 63,
73, 84

John 1:1-18; John 14:1-
11; John 17; Col. 1:15-
23; Heb. 1:1-4

John 14-15; 1 John 2:3-
11; James 1:19-27

Rom. 5; Rom. 8; Gal.
2:15-21; Eph. 2:1-10; 1
John 3:16-24

Matt. 6:5-15; Luke 11:1-
13; Rom. 8:26-27; Eph.
3:14-21

Pss. 32 and 51; Luke 15;
2 Cor. 7:8-12; 1 John
1:5-2:2

Lev. 19:9-18; Matt.
5:43-48; John 13:34-35;
1 Cor. 13; 1 John 4

Gen. 12:1-3; Ps. 067;
Matt. 28:16-20; Acts
1:8; Rom. 10:8-17; Rewv.
7

101

Love begins in God’s electing, re-
deeming, reconciling, and atoning
action, not in human worthiness.
God claims total, covenantal, whole-
person devotion and joins it to
neighbor-love.

God promises inner renewal, new
birth, adoption, and Spirit-enabled
obedience.

Love includes thirst, delight, cling-
ing, longing, remembrance, and
finding God as portion.

The Son reveals the Father; eternal
life is knowing God through Christ.

Obedience is fruit of love within
prior grace, the Spirit’s help, com-
munion, and joy.

Justification rests on Christ; love is
necessary fruit, not the ground of ac-
ceptance.

Adopted children approach the Fa-
ther through the Son, helped by the
Spirit.

Repentance confesses, turns, re-
ceives forgiveness, and produces
changed conduct.

Godward love becomes truthful, sac-
rificial love for believers, neighbors,
and enemies.

God gathers worshipers from all
peoples through a sent, witnessing
church.
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Theme

Passages

Central contribution

Suffering and dry-

ness

Fear and rever-

ence
Perseverance
Eternal commu-
nion

Pss. 13, 42, 77, 88; Hab.
3; Rom. 8; Heb. 4:14-16

Deut. 10:12-22; Prow.
1:7; Heb. 12:18-29; 1
John 4:13-21

John 10:22-30; Phil. 3:7-
16; Heb. 12:1-3; 1 Pet.
1:3-9; Jude 20-25

John 17; 1 Cor. 13:8-13;
1 Cor. 15; 1 John 3:1-3;
Rev. 21-22

Lament, groaning, faith, and en-
durance coexist within God’s insep-
arable love.

Condemning terror is displaced by
grace; reverent awe remains and
deepens.

God keeps his people and calls them
to active, hopeful endurance.

Salvation ends in resurrection, vi-
sion of Christ, perfect holiness, and
unbroken joy in God.




CHAPTER B

Frequently Asked Questions

1. How do | know whether I really love God?

Do not look for sinless devotion or constant warmth. Look first to whether your con-
fidence rests in Christ and then for a real direction of trust, repentance, obedience,
desire for God, and love for people. Weak fruit is still fruit; settled indifference to
Christ’s lordship requires serious self-examination and pastoral counsel.

2. Is wanting to love God evidence that | already love him?

It is pastorally significant because spiritual indifference usually does not grieve over
lack of love. But desire alone is not an automatic proof of conversion. Examine what
you believe about Christ, whether you are turning from sin, and whether the desire
leads you toward his word, people, and commands.

3. Can | love God without feeling close to him?

Yes. Psalm 42 portrays thirst for God during deep discouragement. Trust, lament,
obedience, and continued seeking can be genuine love while felt closeness is absent.
Emotional distance should still be explored rather than dismissed.

4. |s obedience without joy hypocritical?

Not necessarily. Obedience can be honest while feelings lag: “I believe your word
and want you to change my desire.” Hypocrisy hides resistance behind a false image
and refuses truth. Continue obeying and ask for willing delight.

5. Why does God command love if love cannot be forced?

The command reveals what God deserves and what human beings were created for.
Our inability is caused by sin, not by an unreasonable standard. The gospel then
promises forgiveness and a renewed heart by the Spirit.

6. Does habitual sin prove that | am not a Christian?

Repeated sin is serious and should never be normalized. Yet Christians can strug-
gle repeatedly while grieving, confessing, seeking help, and fighting. The decisive
concerns are direction, repentance, use of grace, and refusal to make peace with sin.
Seek pastoral help for persistent patterns.
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7. How can | distinguish conviction from condemnation?

Conviction is truthful and specific; it names sin, leads toward confession, Christ, resti-
tution, and change. Condemnation is often vague, totalizing, hopeless, and drives
the person away from grace. Romans 8 begins with no condemnation while still com-
manding Spirit-enabled mortification.

8. Why does prayer sometimes feel empty?

Possible causes include fatigue, grief, unrealistic expectations, distraction, depres-
sion, neglected Scripture, hidden sin, or ordinary testing. Use simple, honest prayer
and the Psalms; seek fellowship; examine concrete sin without inventing guilt; and
obtain professional help when symptoms are persistent or severe.

9. Can | love God and still doubt?

Yes, if doubt is brought honestly into the light and pursued in faith. Biblical believers
ask difficult questions. Specify the issue, seek evidence and counsel, and remain
willing to obey truth. Doubt can also hide a desired escape from costly discipleship,
so examine the whole person.

10. What role should emotions play in worship?

Emotion is a fitting response to truth but not the standard that makes worship real.
Worship should engage understanding, body, affection, will, and community. Strong
feeling is neither proof nor disproof of the Spirit’s work.

11. How can | avoid legalism?

Begin with God’s mercy and Christ’s finished work. Distinguish God’s commands
from personal rules. Practise disciplines as reception and response, not payment.
Confess failure promptly, receive forgiveness, and refuse comparison as a basis of
worth.

12. Why do other Christians seem more passionate?

Temperament, culture, season, health, and style differ. Visible expressiveness is not
areliable scale of love. Learn from genuine zeal without copying personality or using
comparison to condemn yourself.

13. How do depression and exhaustion affect spiritual experience?

Body and mind affect attention, pleasure, energy, and concentration. Emotional
numbness may have medical or psychological dimensions and should not be inter-
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preted automatically as divine abandonment. Maintain simple spiritual contact and
seek pastoral and professional care.

14. What if church hurt has affected my relationship with God?

Name what happened accurately. Distinguish God from leaders who misrepresented
him. Seek safety, justice, and professional support where needed. Healing may in-
volve another healthy church, trustworthy relationships, lament, and time; it does
not require denial or immediate restored trust.

15. What is the simplest daily way to grow in love?

Read a manageable passage, ask what it reveals about God and Christ, turn one
truth into prayer, confess one rival love, and practise one concrete act of obedience
or neighbor-love. Add weekly gathered worship and honest fellowship.



CHAPTER C

Thirty Days: Growing in Love for God

This plan is a framework, not a mechanism. Missing a day is not failure; continue
with the next day. Keep readings short enough for attention.

Day Reading

Truth about God

Reflection and
prayer

Response

1 Deut. 6:4-9

2 Exod. 34:5-8

3 Ps. 63

4 Ps. 73:21-28

5 John 1:1-18
6 John 3:14-21

7 Rom. 5:1-11

8 1 John 4:7-21

9 Ezek. 36:22-

28

10 Rom. 8:1-17

11 John 14:15-27

12 John 15:1-17

13 Ps. 42

The one God de-
serves total devo-
tion.

God is holy, mer-
ciful, faithful, and
just.

God'’s steadfast love
is better than life.

God is the believer’s
portion.

The Son makes the
Father known.

God gives the Son to
save.

Christ died for en-
emies and brings
peace.

We love because
God first loved us.

God gives a new
heart and Spirit.

No condemnation
and adoption belong
together.

Love keeps Christ’s
word with the
Spirit’s help.

Fruit grows by abid-
ing in Christ’s love.
Love can thirst
while cast down.
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What part of life is
withheld? Ask for an
undivided heart.
Which false picture
needs correction?
Praise each named
perfection.

What gift competes
with the Giver? Ex-
press thirst honestly.
What loss feels ulti-
mate? Confess envy
or fear.

What does Jesus re-
veal about God?

Are you receiving or
hiding from the light?
List what is objec-
tively true in Christ.

Where are you trying
to be the source?

What desire needs
renewal?

Do you relate as slave
or child?

Which command is
delayed?

Where are you acting
independently?
Name the actual con-
dition of your soul.

Reorder one
part of today’s
schedule.

Write a four-line
description of
God’s character.

Fast from one
distraction for
an hour.

Thank God for
himself, not only
gifts.

Read one Gospel
scene slowly.
Confess one con-
crete sin.
Encourage
someone with
one gospel
truth.

Serve one per-
son without
recognition.
Pray before a
difficult obedi-
ence.

Address God as
Father in prayer.

Begin the first
clear step.

Pray a passage
back to Christ.
Tell one trusted
believer the
truth.
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Day Reading Truth about God Reflection and Response

prayer

14 Ps. 51 Repentance seeks What needs specific Make restitution
cleansing and re- confession? where appropri-
newal. ate.

15 Matt. 6:5-15 The Father knows Which petition most Pray the Lord’s
and invites prayer. reorders you? Prayer slowly.

16 Phil. 4:4-9 God directs thought, What thought pattern Record three
prayer, and grati- needs truth? gifts and one
tude. anxiety.

17 Rom. 12:1-2 Mercy leads to em- Which bodily habit Change one
bodied worship. needs renewal? practical cue

or environment.

18 Col. 3:1-17 Union with Christ What must be put off  Replace one sin-
reshapes character and put on? ful pattern with
and community. a contrary act.

19 1 Cor. 13:1-13 Gift and knowledge =~ Where are you im- Practise patient
without love are pressive but impa- listening.
empty. tient?

20 1 John 3:16-24 Love lays down life Whose need have you  Meet one practi-
in concrete action. only noticed? cal need.

21 Matt. 5:43-48  The Father calls us Who is difficult to Pray specifically
to enemy-love. bless? for an enemy.

22 Matt. 6:19-34  The Father frees What treasure directs Give or share
from divided service your worry? something valu-
and anxious mas- able.
tery.

23 Luke 10:38-42 Distracted service What makes stillness Spend ten
can miss attentive difficult? device-free
communion. minutes with

Christ’s words.

24 Eph. 6:10-20 God supplies armor  Which lie or accusa- Contact an ac-
for resistance. tion is active? countability

partner.

25 Hab. 3:16-19 Joy can endure ma- What circumstance Write a lament
terial loss. controls gratitude? and a statement

of trust.

26 2 Cor. 5:14-21 Christ’s love makes =~ Who needs to hear Initiate one
ambassadors. reconciliation? gospel conver-

sation.

27 Rev. 7:9-12 God gathers wor- Is your love culturally Pray for one un-
shipers from every narrow? reached people.
people.

28 Heb. 10:19-25 Christ opens access  Who helps you hold Encourage and
and forms a perse- fast? meet with a be-
vering community. liever.

29 Phil. 3:7-16 Knowing Christ rela- What achievement Surrender one
tivizes every gain. defines you? ambition to

God’s will.
30 Rev. 21:1-5; God will dwell with How does the end re-  Write a final
22:1-5 his people and re- order the present? prayer of hope

new all things.

and commit-
ment.




CHAPTER D

Seven Days for Spiritual Coldness

This plan is intentionally gentle. It does not promise emotional recovery in a week. Its
purpose is to turn honestly toward God, identify urgent needs, and re-enter ordinary
support.

Day Scripture Focus Practice

1 Psalm 42 Honest assessment ~ Name your emotional, bod-
ily, relational, and spiritual
condition. Tell one trusted
person. Reduce unneces-
sary demands and prioritize
sleep or medical care where
needed.

2 Romans 5:1-11  Objective grace List what is true because of
Christ before analyzing feel-
ings. Thank God for recon-
ciliation and ask for help re-

ceiving it.
3 Psalm 51 or Confession where Confess known sin specifi-
Psalm 32 needed cally. Do not search compul-

sively for hidden guilt. Re-
ceive forgiveness and make
one practical change.
4 Mark 9:14-29 Weak faith brought Pray, “I believe; help my
to Christ unbelief.”  Write the pre-
cise doubt or disappoint-
ment rather than using a
vague label.
5 John 15:1-17 Abiding and small Read slowly, pray one sen-
obedience tence, and carry out one
clear act of obedience. Keep
it small enough to complete.
6 1 John 4:7-21 Love made concrete Contact a mature believer,
attend to one person’s need,
or accept help. Do not iso-

late.
7 Hebrews 10:19- Gathered hope Participate in corporate wor-
25 ship where possible. Ask

someone to pray with you
and decide on a sustainable
two-week rhythm.
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Pastoral care note

If severe depression, panic, inability to function, self-harm thoughts, abuse, or

danger is present, the first faithful step may be urgent professional or emer-
gency help. A spiritual plan must not delay safety or treatment.




CHAPTER E

Why Does God Feel Distant? A Diagnostic
Guide

Feeling distant from God is real as an experience but does not by itself tell us whether
God has withdrawn, the person is depleted, sin is being protected, or expectations

are distorted.

Possible fac-
tor

Possible signs

Biblical direction

Appropriate re-
sponse

Known sin

Suffering or
grief

Exhaustion or
illness

Depression or
anxiety

False expecta-
tions

Neglected
means

Isolation

Intellectual
doubt

Concealment, ra-
tionalization, re-
fusal of a clear
command

Loss, anger, unan-
swered prayer,
numbness, intru-
sive memories

Sleep disruption,
low energy, poor
concentration, irri
tability

Persistent loss of
interest, hopeless-
ness, panic, im-
paired function
Belief that mature
faith feels intense
continually

Long absence
from Scripture,
prayer, worship,
fellowship

Hiding, no trusted
relationships,
online-only spiri-
tuality

Specific historical,
moral, or philo-
sophical questions

Pss. 32, 51; 1 John 1

Pss. 13, 42, 88; Rom.
8

1 Kings 19; Mark
6:30-32

Pss. 42-43; Rom.
8:26-39

Pss. 42, 73; Heb. 11

John 15; Heb. 10:19-
25

Eph. 4; Heb. 3:12-
14

Luke 1:1-4; Acts 17;
1 Pet. 3:15
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Confess, receive
mercy, remove pro-
vision, repair harm,
seek accountability.
Lament, receive pres-
ence rather than ex-
planations, seek com-
munity and practical
care.

Rest, medical evalua-
tion, food, movement,
reduced load, simple
prayer.

Pastoral support plus
qualified professional
assessment; urgent
help if safety is at risk.
Learn biblical lament
and perseverance;
compare less; assess
long-term direction.
Return with small, sus-
tainable practices and
human support.

Re-enter trustworthy
Christian community
gradually and hon-
estly.

State the question pre-
cisely, research re-
liable sources, seek
wise conversation.
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Possible fac- Possible signs Biblical direction Appropriate re-

tor sponse
Church hurt or Fear of leaders, Ezek. 34; John 10; Prioritize safety,
trauma worship triggers, Rom. 12:9 truth, justice, trauma-

Excessive in-
trospection

Ordinary test-

distrust, shame

Repeated check-
ing of sincerity,
inability to receive
reassurance

No obvious cause,
continued longing
and obedience in
darkness

Rom. 5; Rom. 8;
Heb. 12:1-3

Job; Ps. 42; 1 Pet.
1:3-9

informed care, and a
healthy church when
ready.

Look outward to
Christ, confess only
specific sin, seek pas-
toral and clinical help
if compulsive.
Continue in simple
means, lament, wait,
and refuse conclusions
unsupported by Scrip-
ture.




A Flexible Rule of Life

CHAPTER F

A rule of life is a prayerfully chosen pattern that helps order practices around love
for God and neighbor. It is not a monastic law, a salvation test, or a universal sched-

ule.

Step 1: Name the present season

Write your principal responsibilities, health limitations, relationships, church com-
mitments, and known risks. A realistic rule begins with the life you actually have.

Step 2: Choose minimum sustainable rhythms

Area Minimum rhythm Possible fuller expression
Scripture One coherent passage most Whole-book reading, memoriza-
days tion, study, journaling
Prayer Honest daily prayer, even brief = Structured morning/evening
prayer, intercession list
Worship Weekly gathered church Preparation, Lord’s Supper, ser-
vice, post-sermon reflection
Fellowship One honest Christian relation- Small group, mentoring, hospi-
ship tality, accountability
Rest Regular sleep and a weekly pe- Lord’s Day rhythms, retreat,
riod of rest vacation, outdoor activity
Service One stable responsibility Additional mercy, teaching,
practical or ministry service
Generosity Planned giving Hospitality, mission support,
emergency fund for others
Witness Prayer for named unbelievers Gospel conversations, Bible

Digital bound-
aries
Review

Device-free prayer and sleep
protection
Monthly reflection

reading, mission involvement
Weekly digital rest, filters,
scheduled communication
Quarterly retreat and annual
revision

Step 3: Add limits

State what you will not do in order to protect love: no device in bed, no private
messaging that compromises fidelity, no schedule that eliminates worship, no hid-
den access to a repeated temptation, or no ministry commitment accepted without
review.
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Step 4: Review without scoring salvation

Ask monthly:
* Which practice helped me attend to God and people?
* Which became performative, unrealistic, or neglected?
* What season has changed?
* Where is repentance or support needed?

* What one adjustment will I make?



CHAPTER G

Prayers for Growing in Love

These prayers are original compositions shaped by Scripture. Adapt them rather
than treating them as formulas.

For greater love

Father, you are worthy of my whole heart, yet my desires are divided. Show me your
glory in Christ, pour your love into my heart by the Spirit, and teach me to trust,
delight, worship, and obey. Make my love truthful in how I treat people. Amen.

For spiritual dryness

God of my salvation, I feel little and understand less. Keep me turned toward you
in the dark. Where there is sin, lead me to repentance; where there is weakness,
sustain me; where there is grief, receive my lament. Let Christ’s finished work be
firmer than my changing sense of nearness. Amen.

For repentance

Holy Father, I have called evil good and trusted a rival promise. I confess my specific
sin without excuse. Thank you for the Advocate, Jesus Christ. Cleanse me, help me
repair harm, remove provision for temptation, and produce the fruit of repentance.
Amen.

For gratitude

Giver of every good gift, rescue me from entitlement and forgetfulness. Teach me to
receive creation with thanks without making gifts ultimate. Above all, thank you for
the Son, adoption, the Spirit, the church, and the hope of resurrection. Amen.

For suffering

Compassionate God, this pain is not small to me. I ask for relief, wisdom, and help.

Keep me from false explanations and despair. Hold me near the crucified Christ,
provide human care, and anchor hope in the resurrection and new creation. Amen.
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For doubt

God of truth, you are not threatened by my questions. Purify my motives, give intel-
lectual honesty, lead me to reliable evidence and wise people, and keep me willing
to obey what is clear. Help my unbelief and reveal Christ more fully. Amen.

For obedience

Lord Jesus, I know the next faithful step but my will resists. I cannot produce love
by force. Work in me both willing and doing. Let your prior love, wise authority, and
Spirit’s presence carry me into concrete obedience. Amen.

For mission

Lord of all peoples, make your name known and honored. Give the church com-
passion for the lost, clarity in the gospel, courage without aggression, and humility
across cultures. Show me how to pray, give, send, welcome, speak, and go. Amen.

For holiness

Holy Spirit, expose the world, flesh, and devil without making me fearful. Unite me
to Christ’s victory in daily practice. Train my attention, strengthen escape, deepen
accountability, and make purity a form of love rather than self-display. Amen.

For assurance

Father, when I look inward I find mixed motives and incomplete love. Turn my eyes
to Christ’s sufficient righteousness and sacrifice. Bear witness to my adoption and
let the fruit of grace grow. Keep me from presumption and from condemning fear.
Amen.

For worship

Triune God, gather my scattered attention. Let truth awaken reverence and joy. Re-
ceive my body, mind, song, silence, giving, and obedience. Make the church’s wor-
ship a faithful rehearsal of the day every nation praises the Lamb. Amen.

For perseverance

Faithful God, keep me through changing seasons. When zeal fades, deepen roots;
when suffering comes, sustain hope; when I fall, bring me back through repentance;
when I grow old, make me fruitful in prayer and testimony. Finish what you began.
Amen.



Small-Group Study Guide

CHAPTERH

This twelve-session guide selects central chapters. Leaders should read the full as-

signed material, keep Scripture primary, and avoid forcing personal disclosure.

No.

Reading

Main aim

Suggested discussion

1

10

Chapters 1-2

Chapters 3-4

Chapters 5-6

Chapters 7-8

Chapters 9-10

Chapters 11-12

Chapters 13-16

Chapters 17-18

Chapters 19-20

Chapters 21-23

Define whole-person
love.

See God’s worth and
prior love.

Diagnose sin and new
birth.
Center love in Christ

and justification.

Integrate affection and
obedience.

Respond to dryness.

Use Scripture, prayer,
worship, and repen-
tance.

Love in ordinary life
and relationships.

Mission and suffering.

Expose idols and coun-
terfeits.
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Which reductions of love
are common? How do
Deuteronomy 6 and Jesus
claim the whole life?
Which attribute of God
needs clearer attention?
How does grace precede
response?

How do rival loves operate?
What can only the Spirit
do?

How does looking to Christ
differ from measuring the
self? How are fruit and
ground distinguished?
Which errors - emotional-
ism or cold duty - are most
familiar? How does John
14-15 hold both together?
What different causes re-
quire different care? What
practices are honest and
sustainable?

Which practice has become
mechanical? How can it
become responsive commu-
nion?

Where is hidden obedi-
ence needed? How do love,
truth, forgiveness, and
boundaries relate?

Why does love move out-
ward? How can lament and
trust coexist?

Which false promise is
strongest? How do legal-
ism and experience-seeking
distort love?
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A

o o s Wb E

11 Chapters 24-27 Attend, resist, fear, and How are attention and de-
think. sire connected? What does
reverent, thoughtful love
look like?
12 Chapters 28-30 Community, lifelong What season are members
love, and hope. in? How does eternal com-
munion reshape present
life?

ninety-minute meeting pattern

. Welcome and brief prayer - 10 minutes.

Read the key biblical passage aloud - 10 minutes.

Observation and context - 15 minutes.

Main theological discussion - 25 minutes.

Pastoral application without pressured disclosure - 20 minutes.

Concrete practice and intercessory prayer - 10 minutes.

Leader safeguards

Do not diagnose depression, trauma, abuse, or conversion status casually.
Protect confidentiality, except where safety or safeguarding requires action.
Do not let one theological voice replace Scripture.

Distinguish command, wisdom, conscience, and personal practice.

Refer serious pastoral, medical, mental-health, or legal concerns appropriately.

Make room for quiet participants and avoid rewarding dramatic testimony.



CHAPTER |

Personal Spiritual Assessment

This assessment does not produce a salvation score. Use it to identify patterns for
prayer, repentance, support, and growth. Mark each statement: rarely, sometimes,
often, or unclear. Then choose only two priorities.

Gospel foundation

My confidence before God rests primarily in Christ rather than recent perfor-
mance.

Failure leads me toward confession and faith rather than concealment or self-
punishment.

I can distinguish justification from progressive sanctification.

Gratitude for grace increasingly motivates obedience.

Affection and trust

I seek God himself, not only the benefits I want from him.

I can name emotions honestly before God without letting them become final au-
thority.

In uncertainty, I increasingly trust God’s character and promises.

* [ grieve sin as offense against God and harm to others.

Scripture and prayer

* I read Scripture in context rather than only selecting comforting fragments.
* Truth regularly becomes prayer, worship, repentance, or obedience.
* My prayer includes praise, confession, gratitude, asking, intercession, and lament.

* My practices are sustainable and honest rather than performative.

Obedience and holiness

* I respond to clear commands without waiting indefinitely for the right feeling.

* Repeated temptations are brought into accountable community.
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* My body, sexuality, money, work, speech, and technology are under active disci-
pleship.

* I make restitution and practical changes when I repent.

Love for people and church

* My claimed love for God produces patience, generosity, truth, and service.
[ participate in a local church as a member of a body rather than only a consumer.
* I can forgive without confusing forgiveness with immediate trust.

* I receive correction and help without treating dependence as failure.

Mission and hope

* [ pray for and speak with people who do not know Christ.
* God’s purpose among all peoples influences my giving, prayer, and plans.

» Suffering is brought into lament and resurrection hope rather than simplistic an-
swers.

I think of Christian maturity as lifelong perseverance, not constant intensity.

Review questions

. Which two areas show the clearest grace already at work?

. Which two areas require repentance or support?

1
2
3. What one practice will address the highest priority?
4. Who will pray, advise, or act with you?

5

. When will you review the response - in two weeks or one month?
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Pastoral Case Studies

These cases illustrate possible diagnoses, not certain conclusions. Real people re-
quire listening, context, and appropriate expertise.

Case 1: No emotion during worship

Situation. Miriam attends church faithfully but feels nothing during music and con-
cludes she does not love God.

Possible factors. Reserved temperament, fatigue, unrealistic comparison, depres-
sion, unfamiliar musical style, hidden sin, or a narrow definition of worship.

Biblical response. Examine long-term trust, obedience, prayer, and love for peo-
ple. Teach that worship includes word, table, prayer, giving, and embodied presence.
Encourage honest prayer and assess health rather than demanding visible emotion.

Next steps. Speak with a pastor, reduce comparison, prepare with the sermon text,
and seek professional assessment if numbness extends across all life.

Case 2: Repeated sexual sin

Situation. Daniel confesses pornography repeatedly but relies on private remorse
and keeps unrestricted access.

Possible factors. Habit loops, isolation, shame, stress regulation, entitlement, dis-
torted sexuality, and weak safeguards.

Biblical response. Ground identity in union with Christ and no condemnation, then
require concrete mortification. Confession without changed provision is incomplete.

Next steps. Tell a mature believer, install meaningful restrictions, change private
routines, address loneliness or anxiety, and seek specialized counseling if compul-
sive.

Case 3: Disciplined but afraid

Situation. Anna reads for two hours daily and panics if interrupted, believing God
will withdraw blessing.

Possible factors. Legalism, scrupulosity, control, or an anxiety disorder.

Biblical response. Reestablish justification, adoption, and the purpose of disci-
plines. God’s acceptance is not maintained by the schedule.

Next steps. Shorten the routine deliberately with pastoral support, practise receiv-
ing grace, and obtain clinical help if compulsive fear persists.
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Case 4: Student lost in entertainment

Situation. Elias wants to pray but spends most evenings gaming and scrolling, then
feels too tired to read.

Possible factors. Avoidance, habit design, loneliness, lack of sleep, and entertain-
ment as comfort or identity.

Biblical response. Treat attention as stewardship and expose the promised reward.
Do not condemn all recreation.

Next steps. Create a device-free first thirty minutes at home, charge devices outside
the bedroom, schedule recreation, and meet a friend for weekly prayer.

Case 5: Grief interpreted as abandonment

Situation. After a parent’s death, Grace cannot sense God and feels guilty for anger.

Possible factors. Normal grief, traumatic circumstances, theological confusion, or
depression.

Biblical response. Use lament Psalms, the tears of Jesus, Romans 8, and resurrec-
tion hope. Do not force quick meaning or emotional recovery.

Next steps. Receive meals and companionship, speak honestly with a pastor, join
grief support, and seek treatment if functioning remains severely impaired.

Case 6: Ministry replaced communion

Situation. A worship leader serves every week but no longer prays privately and
becomes angry when not recognized.

Possible factors. Ministry identity, exhaustion, approval idolatry, and neglected
rest.

Biblical response. Return to prior grace, remember that gifts serve the body, and
distinguish usefulness from sonship.

Next steps. Take an accountable rest period, disclose resentment, resume small
private prayer, and serve in an unseen way.

Case 7: New believer overwhelmed

Situation. Noah receives long lists of disciplines and concludes that Christian life
is impossible.

Possible factors. Poor discipleship, perfectionism, unclear gospel, or unrealistic
imitation of mature believers.

Biblical response. Begin with Christ, baptism, church, basic Scripture, prayer, and
one or two commands. Growth is progressive.

Next steps. Pair with a mature mentor, use a short Gospel reading plan, and estab-
lish a simple weekly rhythm.



122 HOW TO LOVE GOD

Case 8: Doubting and afraid

Situation. Sofia encounters online objections and fears that asking questions will
make her lose faith.

Possible factors. Unanswered intellectual questions, anxiety, isolation, or exposure
to poor sources.

Biblical response. Specify the objections, pursue truth, and distinguish doubt from
rebellion. Christ does not need intellectual dishonesty.

Next steps. Discuss one question at a time with a knowledgeable Christian, consult
primary and scholarly sources, and remain in worship and prayer.

Case 9: Comparing passion

Situation. Samuel watches dramatic testimonies and assumes his quiet faith is false.

Possible factors. Temperament, social-media selection, emotionalism, and weak
assurance.

Biblical response. Test by object, truth, obedience, love, and perseverance rather
than intensity. Psalm 42 validates struggling thirst.

Next steps. Reduce testimony comparison, name actual fruit, and seek pastoral
examination without demanding a dramatic story.

Case 10: Theology without love

Situation. Leah reads advanced theology but treats family and church members
impatiently.

Possible factors. Intellectual pride, avoidance of vulnerability, identity through
expertise.

Biblical response. First Corinthians 8 and 13 expose knowledge without love. True
doctrine should produce humility and service.

Next steps. Apologize, accept a practical service role, ask others how her speech
affects them, and connect each study session to prayer and application.
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Glossary

Adoption
God’s act of receiving those united to Christ as his children, granting relationship,
inheritance, access, and the Spirit’s witness.

Affection
A responsive inclination of desire, delight, grief, admiration, or aversion. Holy
affections are shaped by truth and directed toward God and goodness.

Assurance
Confidence that one belongs to Christ, grounded first in God’s promise and
Christ’s work, and confirmed by the Spirit and fruit of grace.

Atonement
Christ’s saving work, especially his death, by which he bears sin, satisfies divine
justice, reconciles enemies, and secures redemption.

Communion with God
Relational fellowship with the Father, through the Son, by the Holy Spirit, ex-
pressed in faith, prayer, worship, obedience, and enjoyment.

Conviction
The Spirit’s truthful exposure of sin and need, ordinarily specific and leading
toward confession, Christ, and change.

Covenant
A solemn, divinely established relationship with promises and obligations. Bib-
lical covenants structure God’s redemptive dealings and culminate in the new
covenant in Christ.

Discipleship
Following Jesus as Lord and learner, being formed by his word and Spirit within
the church into obedient, reproducing faith.

Faith
Receiving, resting on, and trusting Jesus Christ and God’s promise in him. Saving
faith is living and becomes fruitful through love.

Fear of God
Reverent awe, submission, and moral seriousness before the holy God. For be-
lievers it is filial rather than condemning terror.

Glorification
God’s final transformation of believers at resurrection into perfected holiness
and embodied likeness to Christ.

Grace
God’s free, undeserved favor and effective saving action toward sinners in Christ.
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Idolatry
Treating a created person, thing, experience, or ideal as ultimate, seeking from
it what belongs to God.

Justification
God’s legal declaration that the sinner is righteous in Christ, received through
faith apart from works.

Legalism
Using law, rules, performance, or religious identity to establish righteousness,
control God, or rank oneself above others.

Means of grace
God-appointed practices through which he ordinarily strengthens faith and forms
believers, especially the word, prayer, gathered church, and the ordinances.
Evangelicals differ over terminology and sacramental detail.

Meditation
Sustained, prayerful attention to Scripture and God’s works in order to under-
stand, remember, believe, worship, and obey.

Mortification
Spirit-enabled putting to death of sinful practices and desires on the basis of
union with Christ.

Regeneration
The Holy Spirit’s sovereign work of giving new spiritual life, often called new
birth.

Repentance
Grace-enabled turning from sin to God through confession, faith, changed direc-
tion, and appropriate restitution.

Sanctification
God’s progressive work, in which believers actively participate by the Spirit, con-
forming them to Christ in holiness.

Spiritual disciplines
Intentional biblical practices such as Scripture, prayer, fasting, worship, fellow-
ship, giving, and service. They are means, not merit.

Union with Christ
The Spirit-created bond by which believers share in Christ and receive the ben-
efits of his death, resurrection, righteousness, life, and inheritance.

Worship
The whole-person and corporate response of reverence, praise, trust, obedience,
and offering to God’s glory and grace.
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Recommended Resources

The following works are recommended selectively. Inclusion does not imply agree-

ment with every conclusion. Scripture remains final, and readers should note denom-
inational differences.

Beginner and general discipleship

* J. 1. Packer, Knowing God. A classic introduction to God’s character, adoption,
and the difference between knowledge about God and knowing him.

John Stott, Basic Christianity. A clear presentation of Christ, human need, the
cross, and Christian response.

Michael Reeves, Delighting in the Trinity. Accessible account of the triune
God and why Christian love begins in who God eternally is.

* Sinclair Ferguson, The Christian Life. A structured guide to grace, union with
Christ, assurance, and holiness.

* C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity. Imaginative and rational presentation of core
Christian claims; useful but not a substitute for biblical exegesis.

Christian affections and delight

* Jonathan Edwards, Religious Affections. Demanding but important examina-
tion of spiritual experience and its fruit.

* John Piper, Desiring God. Strong emphasis on God as the believer’s supreme
joy; read alongside texts on obedience, suffering, and assurance.

* John Piper, When I Don’t Desire God. Practical counsel for pursuing joy with-
out pretending desire can be mechanically produced.

* C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves. Helpful distinctions among forms of human love,
with interpretive and cultural qualifications.

Prayer and communion

 Timothy Keller, Prayer. Integrates biblical theology, historical voices, medita-
tion, and practical prayer.

* John Owen, Communion with God. Rich Trinitarian account of fellowship with
Father, Son, and Spirit; language can be demanding.
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D. A. Carson, A Call to Spiritual Reformation. Studies Paul’s prayers and
directs prayer toward God’s priorities.

* Andrew Murray, With Christ in the School of Prayer. Devotional and influen-

tial; read discerningly within a broader theology of grace.

Holiness, sin, and assurance

* John Owen, Of the Mortification of Sin in Believers. Serious treatment of

Spirit-enabled warfare against sin.

* J. C. Ryle, Holiness. Direct evangelical exhortation on sanctification and practi-

cal godliness.

Sinclair Ferguson, The Whole Christ. Explores legalism, antinomianism, and
the free grace of Christ.

* Jerry Bridges, The Discipline of Grace. Practical integration of daily gospel

dependence and disciplined holiness.

Spiritual dryness, suffering, and doubt

Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression. Biblical preaching on discourage-
ment; supplement with current medical care where appropriate.

Philip Yancey, Disappointment with God. Pastoral engagement with unmet
expectations and suffering.

Elisabeth Elliot, Suffering Is Never for Nothing. Testimony to trust in suffer-
ing; do not use another person’s endurance as a timetable for grief.

D. A. Carson, How Long, O Lord? A biblical theology of suffering and evil.

C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed. Honest personal grief rather than a systematic
theology.

Church, mission, and neighbor-love

* John Stott, The Living Church. Biblical vision of worship, teaching, fellowship,

mission, and contemporary responsibility.

Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God’s People. Broad biblical theol-
ogy of the church’s missionary identity.

* John Piper, Let the Nations Be Glad! God-centered theology of worship and

mission; readers should distinguish central biblical claims from particular em-
phases.

Rosaria Butterfield, The Gospel Comes with a House Key. Strong case for
hospitality as Christian practice, with application adapted to capacity and safety.

* John Stott, The Cross of Christ. Deep treatment of atonement and the cross-

shaped life.
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Commentaries for deeper study

* D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John.
* Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans.
* Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy.
Colin G. Kruse, The Letters of John.

* Gordon D. Fee, God’s Empowering Presence. Detailed study of the Holy Spirit
in Paul’s letters.
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Endnotes, Source Notes, and Bibliography

Method and evidence boundaries

This book was developed from a dedicated research report on the biblical meaning
and practice of loving God, then expanded into a whole-Bible, evangelical theological
and pastoral synthesis. The biblical text governs every central claim. Historical and
contemporary voices were selected for relevance and used as conversation partners
rather than authorities equal to Scripture.

Modern quotations were kept brief or paraphrased. No page number is supplied
where an edition was not fixed and verified. Readers seeking exact wording should
consult the named primary work or official ministry archive. Psychological and med-
ical observations are intentionally general and do not constitute diagnosis or treat-
ment.

Biblical and theological works

* Augustine. Confessions. Various reliable translations.
* Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Translated by Ford Lewis Battles.

* Carson, D. A. The Gospel According to John. Pillar New Testament Commentary.
Eerdmans.

* Carson, D. A. A Call to Spiritual Reformation. Baker.

* Craigie, Peter C. The Book of Deuteronomy. New International Commentary on
the Old Testament. Eerdmans.

* Edwards, Jonathan. A Treatise Concerning Religious Affections.
* Fee, Gordon D. God’s Empowering Presence. Hendrickson.

* Ferguson, Sinclair B. The Christian Life. Banner of Truth.

* Ferguson, Sinclair B. The Whole Christ. Crossway.

* Kruse, Colin G. The Letters of John. Pillar New Testament Commentary. Eerd-
mans.

* Luther, Martin. Selected writings on justification, faith, and Christian freedom.

* Moo, Douglas J. The Epistle to the Romans. New International Commentary on
the New Testament. Eerdmans.

* Owen, John. Communion with God.

* Owen, John. Of the Mortification of Sin in Believers.
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» Packer, ]J. I. Knowing God. InterVarsity Press.

* Reeves, Michael. Delighting in the Trinity. InterVarsity Press.
Ryle, J. C. Holiness.

Stott, John R. W. Basic Christianity. InterVarsity Press.

Stott, John R. W. The Cross of Christ. InterVarsity Press.

Wright, Christopher J. H. The Mission of God’s People. Zondervan Academic.

Pastoral and spiritual-formation works

* Bridges, Jerry. The Discipline of Grace. NavPress.

» Elliot, Elisabeth. Suffering Is Never for Nothing. B&H.

* Keller, Timothy. Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God. Dutton.
* Lewis, C. S. A Grief Observed. Faber and Faber.

* Lewis, C. S. Mere Christianity. Geoffrey Bles.

* Lewis, C. S. The Four Loves. Geoffrey Bles.

» Bonhoeffer, Dietrich. Life Together.

* Graham, Billy. Nearing Home. Thomas Nelson.

* Schaeffer, Francis A. The Mark of the Christian. InterVarsity Press.
* Willard, Dallas. The Great Omission. HarperOne.

* Lloyd-Jones, D. Martyn. Spiritual Depression. Eerdmans.

* Piper, John. Desiring God. Multnomah.

* Piper, John. Let the Nations Be Glad!. Baker Academic.

* Piper, John. When I Don’t Desire God. Crossway.

* Spurgeon, Charles H. Sermons on love to God and the love of Christ, consulted
through reputable sermon archives.

» Willard, Dallas. The Spirit of the Disciplines. HarperOne.
* Yancey, Philip. Disappointment with God. Zondervan.

Official ministry and reference resources
* Desiring God. Articles and sermons on loving God, Christian joy, means of grace,
spiritual dryness, and mission.

* Gospel in Life. Timothy Keller sermons and resources on prayer, idolatry, gospel-
centered obedience, and reordering the heart’s loves.

* Grace to You. John MacArthur sermons and studies on the greatest commandment,
obedience, and Christian love.
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The Spurgeon Library. Primary sermon transcriptions and bibliographic re-
sources.

John Stott ministries and archives. Resources on Christ, Scripture, discipleship,
and mission.

Christian Counseling & Educational Foundation. Pastoral resources on depression,
anxiety, suffering, and church care.

World Health Organization. General reference material on depression and the
need for professional care; consulted for pastoral safety boundaries, not theologi-
cal authority.

Endnotes for historical and pastoral perspectives

The historical-voice boxes are concise interpretive summaries, not verbatim quota-
tions unless quotation marks explicitly appear. The following primary works identify
the principal source tradition behind each summary and allow readers to verify the
broader argument.

1.

10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

Augustine: Confessions, especially Book I; and On Christian Doctrine on ordered
love.

. Martin Luther: The Freedom of a Christian; Preface to Romans; and selected

writings on justification and good works.

. John Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, especially Books I and III on

knowledge of God and piety.

. John Owen: Communion with God and Of the Mortification of Sin in Believers.
. Jonathan Edwards: A Treatise Concerning Religious Affections.

. Charles Spurgeon: “The Secret of Love to God,” “The Love of God and the

Patience of Christ,” and related sermons in reliable Spurgeon archives.

. C. S. Lewis: Reflections on the Psalms, The Four Loves, Mere Christianity, and

A Grief Observed.

. J. I. Packer: Knowing God, especially the chapters on knowing God and adoption.

. John Stott: Basic Christianity, The Cross of Christ, and The Contemporary Chris-

tian.
Martyn Lloyd-Jones: Spiritual Depression: Its Causes and Cure.

Timothy Keller: Prayer, Counterfeit Gods, and official Gospel in Life teaching
on prayer and idolatry.

John Piper: Desiring God, When I Don’t Desire God, and official Desiring God
teaching on loving and enjoying God.

John MacArthur: official Grace to You teaching on the greatest commandment,
love, and obedience.

Sinclair Ferguson: The Whole Christ and The Christian Life.
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15.
16.

17.
18.

19.
20.
21.

Michael Reeves: Delighting in the Trinity.

Elisabeth Elliot: Suffering Is Never for Nothing, Keep a Quiet Heart, and bio-
graphical writings on obedience and loss.

Francis Schaeffer: The Mark of the Christian.

C. T. Studd: authenticated letters and biographical material on missionary sac-
rifice; his rhetoric is evaluated rather than treated as a universal command.

Dallas Willard: The Spirit of the Disciplines and The Great Omission.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer: Life Together.

Billy Graham: Nearing Home and representative evangelistic sermons.

Summary of the evangelical emphases

Piper: delight and satisfaction in God guard against duty-only accounts of love.
MacArthur: command and obedience guard against sentiment without holiness.
Keller: gospel grace reorders rival loves and exposes idolatry beneath behavior.
Spurgeon: our love grows from God’s prior love displayed in Christ.

Stott: truthful sight of Christ calls forth faith, love, obedience, and worship.
Edwards: spiritual experiences are tested by their object and enduring holy fruit.

Owen: communion with the triune God and Spirit-enabled mortification belong
together.
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Final Exhortation

You will not learn to love God by staring endlessly at the quality of your love. Look
to the God who has made himself known in Jesus Christ. Receive again the peace
of justification. Ask the Spirit to incline your heart. Bring rival loves into the light.
Remain in Scripture, prayer, worship, fellowship, the table, and concrete obedience.
Love the people God places before you. Carry the gospel outward. Lament in suffer-
ing. Return when you fall. Persevere toward the day when faith becomes sight and
divided love is made whole.

The command is total. The source is grace.

The way is Christ. The power is the Spirit.
The fruit is love. The end is God himself.
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