It was a cold September evening in 2006. September 17th to be exact. It had been a hard week. It had been a frustrating week. 
We sat in our car, parked in a random lot not too far from the college. It was dark. The girl in the passenger seat next to me was crying. We were trying to talk things through, figure things out. 
Being a male, I was trying to think of something to fix the problem. Things had been going well in our relationship and this was the first time we were dealing with some relational strife. It was then I decided it was time.
Time to express the feelings of my undeveloped, immature, college age heart. So I said three words I had never to any other girl outside my family: “I love you.” I waited to see how it would be received. The girl paused. Then smiled. Then looked at me and said, “What?” 
“I love you” I said.
She had never said to another male outside her family. But right there, in Santa Clarita, Ashley Smith—now Ashley Durso—told me she loved me too.
Did I know what it means to love? Do you know what it means to love? 
Now I’m not talking about the world’s view of love. Think of all the strange, wacky ways we talk about love:
· Two pre-teens hold hands, one whispers "I love you." Warm fuzzies abound.
· One dad, after leaving his wife and abandoning his family, goes on and on about how much he loves his kids. You wait for him to realize the absurdity of his statement. He doesn't.
· The abused girlfriend says, "But he loves me! He really loves me!" It breaks your heart.
· The young Christian couple has said I love you so many times it's not a big deal anymore, even while in secret moments they compromise their purity. Wait, let me get this straight: You love her, but you’re willing to violate her?
Today is Valentine’s Day, and many of us will be professing our undying love to someone. And so, in light of all this, I want us to think about what love really is. 
This morning I want to look at 3 paradigm shifting realities about true love.  
Love is our calling (vs. 7)
"Beloved, let us love one another"
Let's stop right there. It's helpful to consider this reality. You may never be called to preach. You may never teach a Sunday school. You may never go overseas on a mission trip, serve on ministry staff, facilitate a Bible study, or do premarital counseling. You may not be called to do any of those things. But are you have been called to love.
What a noble calling! Called to love. You bear the weight of this calling. You are called to love one another.
There are no caveats here. There is no fine print. There's no escape clause. This is the fundamental, inescapable calling for every soldier in Christ's army: love one another.
This call to love includes no reference to who. The call to love includes no reference to when. The call to love gives no reference to how long, or how often. It is a blanket calling: for all times, in all places, for all peoples call.
You may never preach, but you must love. You may never lead, but you must love. You may never hold office, but you must love. This is our collective calling. We don't make the terms, we accept them.
In this text, you're not called to be a theologian, you're called to love. You're not called to be in charge, you're called to love. No one in this room escapes this command. We ought to love one another. 
Of all the places in the world people go looking for love, the place where seekers should find love not only preached about, not only discussed, but demonstrated visibly in tangible action, is the church. Right here. “Let us love one another.” 
We are people who ought to volunteer to serve. We are people who ought to jump to meet needs. Shepherding groups are places where tangible expressions of love ought to be happening weekly. On Sunday mornings this place ought to be a placing humming with the sounds of love and care and conversation and joy and friendship and burden-bearing. Praise God, this is happening a lot here—excel still more!
Love has a Source (vs. 7-9)
Now, as soon as John establishes that love is our calling, he makes a statement that, when understood, is a little bit jarring. He writes, "for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God."
Here is one of those passages in Scripture where you are commanded to do something that is clearly outside of your ability to do. Sometimes we say, and with good intention, that God would never command us to do something that we cannot do. And that might be true, depending on what you mean. But it might not be true. It is not true to say that God would never command us to do things outside our ability to do. Exhibit A: Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God.
Right in our faces. You must love, but love does not originate with you. You must love, but love has a source outside yourself. You must love, but you do not have what it takes within you to love. Do you see how this devastates us? You are under obligation to love one another, but you do not have what it takes to do so. 
Many of us collect our resources, ready to use them in life, expecting to be pretty good at loving others. But John here, taking a jab at our pride, says, "Love doesn't originate with you. Love is from God. The only way anyone can ever truly love another human being is if he has been born of God and knows God."
There are two prerequisites for love mentioned here: True love flows from people who have been 1) Born of God, and 2) people who know God. 
One the John's favorite metaphors to describe what it takes for a person to be made right with God is the metaphor of the "new birth." He's using that metaphor here in verse 7: "whoever loves God has been born of God." 
So what does it mean to be "born of God"? Turn to John 3. 
Verse 3: "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God."
Jesus is saying to Nicodemus that there must be a new birth, a birth of water and Spirit. This is a reference to Ezekiel 36, where the New Covenant is described. Ezekiel 36:25-27 reads:
"I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleanness, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules."
With this in mind, Jesus is saying, "Look, Nicodemus. Something supernatural has to happen to you for you to get into the kingdom of God. You need to have your stoney heart removed. You need a heart of flesh. You need the life of God in you. You need him to "cause you" to obey him.
Back in John 3:6 "That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit."
Here's what we see in this. The Christian life is not natural, is supernatural. The Christian walk is "The Life of God in the Soul of Man." Christians becomes Christians because the wind of the Spirit blows, the power of the Spirit acts, and God in his amazing generosity and grace, takes a dead heart and makes it live; takes a stoney heart and makes it pulsate with the life of God. This is nothing we can manufacutre, this is nothing we can manipulate. This is a divine act of God's sovereign power upon a human soul.
Isn't this amazing? Salvation is not merely assenting to a list of facts. Salvation is not merely agreeing with certain points of doctrine. Salvation is not merely following a moral code. Salvation is a sovereign act of God where God produces new life in a once-dead soul. The new life is imbued with new affections, new longings, new desires, new abilities. Foremost among these new realities is the ability to love.
Now, back to 1 John 4. "Whoever loves has been born of God." Love is the result of being born again, by the Spirit, into God's family.
One friend of mine taught through 1 John and he called the series: "Like Dad." His point was this: If we are born again, we become like our heavenly father; we become, "Like Dad." 
Verse 8 is a negative statement of verse 7: "Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love." He's supporting his previous point here. If you have been born of God, if you have entered into God's family by the supernatural work of the Spirit, if the life of God has taken residence in your heart, you will love. Why? Because God is love.
What an amazing statement! Reverse it, and it's heresy. Love is not God. But what John is saying here is that God is the very essence of love. Everything he does is out of love. Everything he says it out of love. The God-head, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, are constantly, incessantly, and eternally overflowing in love toward one another. 
Jonathan Edwards: "There, in heaven, this infinite fountain of love- this eternal three in one- is set open without any obstacle to hinder access to it...There this glorious God is manifested and shines forth in full glory, in beams of love. And there this glorious fountain forever flows forth in streams, yes, rivers of love and delight, and these rivers swell, as it were, to an ocean of love, in which the souls of the ransomed may bathe with the sweetest enjoyment, and their hearts will be, as it were, deluged with love!"
God is love- and if this God has awakened the soul and taken residence within us, it is impossible for a Christian to not love.
1 John is written as a series of tests to give people assurance of salvation. There are tests in 1 John that help us determine whether our faith is real and saving or false and deceiving. One of the tests is the "Love Test." There might be some other "Love tests" you're taking on Valentine's Day, but we're not talking about those! John essentially says that one of the ways you will know if your faith is real and saving is if you love one another.
· 2:9 "Whoever says he is in the light and hates his brother is still in darkness."
· 3:14 "We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brothers. Whoever does not love abides in death."
· 4:16 "So we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him."
· 4:20 "If anyone says, "I love God," and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen."
· 5:1 "Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God, and everyone who loves the Father loves whoever has been born of him."
The ability to love only extends to those who are connected with the ever-flowing spring of love, God himself, who is love. 
Love has a source, and it's not you.
True love is not hard, it's impossible. Apart from the work of God, it is impossible for us to love. 
Doesn't this shape our approach to relationships dramatically? God says, "Husbands, love your wives--and you can't without me. Wives, love your husbands, and you can't without me. Love your church, but you don't have what it takes without me. Love your neighbor, but you can't without me."
Does this not make you desperate? Does this heighten your sense of need? Does this not increase your thirst for more grace? More help? More of God's power? 
My daughter recently collected a few pennies and brought them with her to the book store, expecting to be able to buy a book. She didn't know the cost. She wanted to book, but she realize the resources she had were not enough. What happens when she realizes this? “Daddy, can you buy it?”
This is why, friends, taking time to be in the Word and to be in prayer and to meditate on these things is partially discipline and partially desperation. If I'm not abiding in Love Incarnate, how can I ever expect to be a good husband or a good dad or a good worker or a good neighbor or a good friend? If I'm not daily confessing my inability and daily receiving the abundant resources from God himself, how will I ever love the lost enough to tell them about Christ? How will I ever love the unlovable?
Are there times when you're driving home from working, hoping a perfectly clean house, the smell of dinner wafting through the halls, all your kids are quietly sitting at the table awaiting the arrival of their father, and your wife has managed to clean the entire house so that it's spotless? Has that ever happened? 
Most of the time, we're coming home with those hopes and expectations only to find three wildlings we call children, tearing up and down the stairs, one's still in a daiper--probably stinky--dinner is not made, the table is not set, your wife has the look on her face, and you step on a Lego. In those moments, isn't it easy to let angry take over? Isn't it easy to not love the people we say we love most? How often do we justify our sinful response by pointing at the things around us?
But life is that way, isn't it? Life can be chaotic. And that's why we need to approach these moments saying, "Lord, I need to love my family. But I don't have what it takes. You do. I need you. Help me to love.” “Father, I don’t have the resources. You do. Help.”
We move forward in dependent obedience. Love has a source, and it’s not within you. “Look within!” is terrible advice!
This is Valntine's Day, where we talk big about love. It's a day famous for people professing their undying love one another. But what if we began this day, and every day, instead of professing our undying love, confessing our inability to love to God? And then trusting in him to supply our every need?
Love has a Model (vs. 10-11)
Now, we've established the inescapable call of love and that love has a source outside ourselves. Now, we come to the model of love. Love has a model.
And before we get into this, here's where a lot of us can go wrong, because we've had so many bad models, so many bad examples of what it means to love. We need to understand that our society is hostile to a biblical understanding of love. We are told that to love is to accept and approve of all things unconditionally. Movies often portray people in married relationships doing adulterous things in the name of love. Songs present varying definitions of love: love is all you need, love is a crazy little thing, love is more than a feeling, love is an open door. And if we're not careful, we can let the world define love for us.
And you can google "love" and get millions of hits. And you can read the philosophy books and you can dig into the dictionary and engage the encyclopedias- but you won't find an adequate definition of love there either. No amount of cultural research, no number of miles traveling around this globe, no study of human psychology will give you as good a definition of love as John gives right here in this passage.
· Verse 9: "In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him."
· Verse 10: "In this is love, not that we have loved God first but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins."
· Look at chapter 3:16 "By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers."
Whenever John wants to define love, he doesn't consult a dictionary, he describes an event. Here it is: The highest, most honorable, most worthy, most glorious Person becomes the lowest, most despised, most unappreciated person to experience the most horrendous, most painful, most terrifying death so that the worst, the most vile, most undeserving creatures can receive the highest, greatest, most joyous gifts imaginable.
This love knows no bounds. Want a picture of love? Listen to this imaginary conversation between the Father and the Son when they're considering the cost of redemption.
Father: "My Son, here is a company of poor miserable souls that have utterly undone themselves and now lie open to my justice. Justice demands satisfaction of for them, or will satisfy itself in the eternal ruin of them. What shall be done for these souls?"
Son: "O my Father, such is my love to and pity for them that rather than they perish eternally, I will be responsible for them as their Guarantee. Bring all your bills, that I may see what they owe you. Lord, bring them all in, that there may be no after-reckonings with them. At my hand you will require it. I would rather choose to suffer your wrath than they suffer it. Upon me, my Father, upon me be all their debt."
Father: "But my son, if you undertake for them, you must pay the last penny. Expect no discounts. If I spare them, I will not spare you."
Son: "I am willing, Father. Let it be so. Charge it all to me. I am able to pay their debt. And though it will undo me, though it will impoverish all my riches and empty all my accounts, yet I am content to undertake it."
Love is demonstrated by this, the infinitely glorious Son of God leaves the throne of heaven's praises to become a man and face death, the death that his people deserved. You are called to love like that.
This event is the event that enables hell-bound, wrath-endangered, condemned sinners to become children of God, forgiven and set free, destined for heaven. You are called to love like that.
Do you want a definition of love that cuts through the culture's idea of love? The Son of God, on a shameful cross, dying for his enemies, to bring them into eternal immeasurable riches.
Listen, everyone: This is your calling. Your love ought to take the shape of the cross. 
· It is a proactive love. A love that sees need and moves toward it, not away.
· It is a sacrificial love. A love that will pay whatever cost for the eternal good of the beloved.
· It is a selfless love. A love that expects nothing in return, but acts solely for the good of the beloved even if they cannot repay. 
You are called to love like that.
Do you tremble at your calling, Christian? Cross-shaped love is costly. Cross-shaped love can hurt. Cross-shaped love is not comfortable. How often do we choose how we will love like a shopper at the grocery store, picking only love that can return the favor, only a love that offers ease, only a love that is convenient?
We want a love that will fit into our schedules, we want a love that won't touch our wallets, we want a love that makes us feel good, and doesn't require sacrifice. 
But the greatest demonstration of love is this: Romans 5:8  "but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us." The greatest love is the love that acts for the glory of God and the good of people without any possibility of being paid back.
What did we do to earn that love? Nothing.
See, Christ gives his love freely, but what does your love cost? What do people need to do to earn your love? Do they need to act a certain way? Dress a certain way? Speak a certain way? Like certain things? Do they need to be smart enough? Cool enough? Spiritual enough? 
Husbands, what does your wife need to do to earn this kind of love from you? Wives, are you waiting for your husbands to do something good enough so they will finally be worthy of your love? Brothers and sisters in Christ, are there people in this room you are waiting for them to do something so that they are finally worthy of your love?
If that's so, rest assured your love is not from God, not supernatural.
Listen, if our love's model and example is Jesus Christ and his selfless sacrifice on the cross, for sinners who did not deserve it, then we ought to love this with without requiring in return.
Husbands, love your selfish wives. Wives, love your lazy husbands. Children, love your overbearing parents. Christians, love one another. No one deserves it, which is exactly why it magnifies the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Conclusion:
Robertson McQuilkin was the president of a Bible College and a Seminary. Under his leadership, both institutions were thriving. He and his wife were in their 50s and anticipating many more years of service to these institutions and were excited to see them flourish when Robertson's wife, Muriel, was diagnosed with Alzheimer's disease.
It started out hardly noticeable. Telling the same story twice in the same day. Losing her train of thought while in conversation. Struggling planning out family meals. But gradually it became noticeable. Dr. McQuilkin knew it was a matter of time before he would have to make the difficult decision-- would he stick with the ministry and the seminary, and leave his wife in the hands of other caretakers, or would he resign from his position as the president of these institutions to be take care of his wife full-time?
Over time, things got worse. Eventually, she lost her ability to converse with people. Her energy and happiness never went away, neither did her love for her husband, but she had become more and more like a child. The seminary arranged a companion to stay in her home so he could go to the office, but it became increasingly difficult to keep her home. As soon as he would head out to work, she would follow after him. The walk to the school was about a mile walk for her, and there were days when her feet had become bloody from making the walk so many times. She still loved her husband and longed for him to be around, even though she couldn't speak coherently or remember their marriage vows.
Finally, he had to make a decision. The doctor had said even if he is able to be full-time with her, it would not help her much. And yet, the decision was clear. He resigned. Reflecting on his decision to resign from his prominent position as a leader in a thriving ministry, he said, "When the time came, the decision was firm. It took no great calculation. It was a matter of integrity. Had I not promised, 42 years before, 'in sickness and in health...till death do us part'? She had, after all, cared for me for almost four decades with marvelous devotion; now it was my turn. And such a partner she was! If I took care of her for 40 years, I would not be out of her debt." And so, he willingly laid down prominence, status, a good job, a great team, and an influential ministry—to love his wife who could not love him back.
He writes, "She is such a delight to me. I don't have to care for her, I get to."
Herein is love. I don't share this story solely to motivate men to love their wives, but rather to demonstrate that this kind of one way love, love that expects nothing in return, love that serves without any recognition, love that sacrifices prominence and success and status to serve the lowly and undeserving, this is the kind of love that you are called to. 
Can you do it? No, not without God. With God? Yes, absolutely. You are abundantly provided for! Love is from God, and his lavishes it upon his children. We must love one another. We must humbly recognize our inability and come daily to God to meet our needs. And we must, toward one another, imitate the amazing, active, sacrificial love of Jesus Christ. 
Today is Valentine’s Day. Celebrate love. But understand your call to love, the source of love, and the example of love.
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