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One of the things we learned during the Covid-19 lockdowns and social justice riots of 2020 was that there are 
many experts when it comes to defining the true meaning of love. Signs proclaiming “Love Is Love” appeared 
everywhere from street protests to storefront windows to front yards to merchandise branding. Government 
officials latched onto the term as incontestable justification for their move toward totalitarian policies. When 
asked why abortion clinics and liquor stores must remain open while Christians could not gather to worship 
Christ, the common answer was, “Thou shalt love thy neighbor!”  
 

One of the most notable new theologians on love was California governor, Gavin Newsom. Angered by recent 
restrictions placed on the murder of preborn children in several states across the US, Newsom ordered the 
display of pro-abortion billboards in those states, inviting pregnant women to come to California to terminate 
the lives of their babies—at taxpayer expense. To show how much love was involved in the initiative, Newsom 
added to the billboards, “Love your neighbor as yourself. There is no greater commandment than these.” 
 

Newsom’s love proclamation encapsulates well the spirit of the age. It’s all about self and nothing about true 
love—God Himself. Not only did Newsom put up the billboards in an effort to advance his own political career, 
but he also appealed to the basest, most narcissistic desires of human sinfulness in his promotion of abortion. 
John MacArthur’s summary of Newsom’s effort states it well:  
 

In mid-September, you revealed to the entire nation how thoroughly rebellious against God you are when you 
sponsored billboards across America promoting the slaughter of children, whom He creates in the womb (Psalm 
139:13–16; Isaiah 45:9–12). You further compounded the wickedness of that murderous campaign with a 
reprehensible act of gross blasphemy, quoting the very words of Jesus from Mark 12:31 as if you could 
somehow twist His meaning and arrogate His name in favor of butchering unborn infants. You used the name 
and the words of Christ to promote the credo of Molech (Leviticus 20:1–5). It would be hard to imagine a 
greater sacrilege. (“An Open Letter to Governor Newsom,” September 28, 2022; www.gty.org).  

 

In response to the propaganda of the culture and the narcissism of our own flesh, we must look intently to 
love’s perfect source if we are to understand it rightly. We must look to the one true God, who “is love” (1 
John 4:16). 
 

  

A. What love means. 
 

The love of God refers to His self-giving affection toward those He has made in His image. 
 

God’s love is a particular expression of His goodness, wherein He not only determines to act on behalf of 
His creatures’ well-being, but He does so by giving of Himself. He determines to love not on the basis of 
the worthiness of the thing loved, but on the basis of His own perfection.  
 

God’s love is His disposition to communicate—at His own cost—His blessedness to those whom He has 
determined to love. He does this not under the compulsion of some impersonal universal law, and not 
because He is forced to by the object itself. Neither does He love out of need, as if His loving would make 
Him more glorious. Rather, God’s love is purely free and unforced. Mark Jones 
states it well: “His love is best described as an affection, a love that arises 
inwardly and extends outward. His love is not a passion, as if something 
causes God to love. His love to others is caused by himself” (God Is, 127). 
 
God’s love can be further defined by at least seven characteristics: 

 

“We have come to know and have believed the love which God has for us. God is love, and the one who abides 
in love abides in God, and God abides in him.” —1 John 4:16 (NASB) 

.” —Psalm 119:68 (NASB) 

I.  Definition of “Divine Love” 

LOVE: 
God’s self-giving 

nature 

http://www.gty.org/
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1) God’s love is an active love—one that manifests itself in actions taken on behalf of the beloved. 
Scripture frequently connects God’s love to historical, redemptive actions He takes on behalf of those 
whom He weeks to bless. God’s love for us never just remains a thought in His mind. 
 

• Romans 5:8 (“demonstrates”); 1 John 4:9 (“manifests”) 
 

As Jerry Bridges explains, God has proven His love: “If we want proof of God’s love for us, then we 
must look first at the cross where God offered up His Son as a sacrifice for our sins. Calvary is the one 
objective, absolute, irrefutable proof of God’s love for us” (Trusting God, 138).  
 

2) God’s love is a sacrificial love—one that is willing to pay the ultimate price: oneself. Front and center 
in the great displays of God’s love are His gracious acts of condescension to meet the needs of those 
He loves. He does this not by sacrificing those things that are of little inherent value. He does this not 
by sacrificing things He has created. He does this by giving of Himself. Such sacrifice is ultimately 
pictured in the incarnation of the Son and His mission to atone for our sin. 
 

• John 10:11; 15:13; Romans 8:32; Philippians 2:5–11  
 

3) God’s love is an unmerited love—one that it is not determined by the worthiness of the object loved, 
but by the perfection of the One who loves. God is perfect, the greatest and highest good who is 
completely sufficient in and of Himself. Anything outside of God, including man, can only possess a 
goodness that is derivative from God. With the introduction of sin, these God-given qualities—
summarized as the image of God—have become corrupted. Thus, God’s desire to give of Himself to 
man for man’s good will never be love that is deserved, for man falls far short of such glory.  
 

• 1 John 3:1; Ephesians 2:1–5  
 

4) God’s love is an everlasting love—one that does not wax or wane, but remains immutably as fresh, 
intense, and vibrant as ever. It never diminishes over time. As A. W. Pink states, “How tranquilizing for 
the heart: since God’s love toward me had no beginning, it can have no ending! Since it is true that 
‘from everlasting to everlasting’ He is God, and since God is ‘love,’ then it is equally true that ‘from 
everlasting to everlasting’ He loves his people” (The Attributes of God, 100–101). 

 

• Psalm 136; Lamentations 3:21–23 
 

5) God’s love is a covenantal love—one that is not threatened by circumstances or outside forces, or 
even the fickleness of the object loved, but fastened securely to His word. The Hebrew term 
“lovingkindness” ( ֶחֶסד, ḥesed) especially emphasizes this truth, as it includes the characteristics of 
loyalty, faithfulness, and steadfastness. Thus, when God makes a covenant to love, He always keeps it.  

 

• Isaiah 54:10; Romans 8:35–39  
 

6) God’s love is a sovereign love—one that is not determined by some external law of fairness, nor one 
that is rendered imperfect if it is not equally distributed, but one that is based freely on God’s perfect 
choice. To be perfectly loving does not obligate God to love all His image-bearers equally. 

 

• Deuteronomy 7:7–8 (the nation of Israel); Ephesians 1:4–5 (believers in Christ) 
 

As John Murray notes, “It was of the free and sovereign good pleasure of his will, a good pleasure that 
emanated from the depths of his own goodness, that he chose a people to be heirs of God and joint-
heirs with Christ. The reason resides wholly in himself and proceeds from determinations that are 
peculiarly his as the ‘I AM that I AM’” (Redemption: Accomplished and Applied, 10).  
 

7) God’s love is an incomprehensible love—one that can be known and experienced truly, but never 
exhaustively. Its height and depth and breadth are beyond what the human mind’s eye will ever see. 
Its intensity and vibrancy are as incomprehensible as God Himself. e.g., Ephesians 3:19). 

 

• Romans 8:38–39; Ephesians 3:19 
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B. What God’s love does not mean. 
 

As the grandest theme of Scripture, it is to be expected that the doctrine of God’s love has become the 
focus of the most sinister efforts to obscure and twist it. The concept of “love” is constantly under attack. 
Several deadly errors stand out: 
 

1) God’s love is defined according to man’s experience or expectation of love. As such, love is defined 
from the bottom up, beginning with man as the center, and then attempting to project onto God what 
man believes and feels is love. 
 

2) God’s love is defined according to a supposed external standard of “fairness.” A logical or 
philosophical notion of love is determined apart from God’s revelation of Himself in His word, and 
then that notion is used to determine what is “appropriate” if God is to be perfectly loving.  
 

3) God’s love is defined apart from or in distinction from His other perfections. Love is considered 
incompatible with wrath or jealousy. A truly loving God cannot condemn sinners to hell. Although 
statements in Scripture extolling God for His love are taken literally, statements about His judgment 
are dismissed as accommodation to the uneducated naiveté of ancient times.  

 

 

Scripture testifies to God’s love in four fundamental ways: 
 

A. God’s love is expressed eternally between the persons of the Godhead.  
 

The Father loves the Son and the Spirit; the Son loves the Father and the Spirit; the 
Spirit loves the Father and the Son. John Frame states, “God’s love is first of all 
directed toward himself, but even his self-love is self-giving. In divine self-love, each 
person of the Trinity embraces the others and glorifies the others” (Doctrine of God, 
416). 

 

• Matthew 3:16–17; John 3:35; 5:30; 14:31; 15:9–10; 17:23–26 
 

B. God’s love is expressed universally to all mankind. 
 

• Ezekiel 18:23; 33:11; Matthew 5:43–48; Luke 6:35–36; John 3:16 
 

 

“The marvel which the text [John 3:16] brings before us is just that marvel above all other marvels in this marvelous 
world of ours—the marvel of God’s love for sinners. And this is the measure by which we are invited to measure the 
greatness of the love of God. It is not that it is so great that it is able to extend over the whole of a big world: it is so 
great that it is able to prevail over the Holy God’s hatred and abhorrence of sin. For herein is love, that God could 
love the world—the world that lies in the evil one: that God who is all-holy and just and good, could so love this 

world that He gave His only begotten Son for it,—that He might not judge it, but that it might be saved.” 
—B. B. Warfield, “God’s Immeasurable Love,” 515–516 

 

 

C. God’s love is expressed redemptively to His elect. 
 

• His choice of the nation of Israel: Deuteronomy 4:37–38; 7:6–8; 10:14–15; Jeremiah 31:2–3 

• His choice of those who would believe in Christ: John 1:12–13; Romans 5:8; Galatians 2:20; Ephesians 
1:3–6; 2:4–5; 1 Thessalonians 1:2–4; 2 Thessalonians 2:13; 1 John 3:1; 4:9–10  

 

D.  God’s love is expressed experientially to believers. 
 

• Psalm 23:1, 5; John 15:9–11; Romans 5:1–5; 2 Corinthians 1:3–4; Ephesians 3:14–19; 2 Thessalonians 
3:5; Hebrews 12:6–11   

II.  Biblical Testimony to God’s Love 
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A. That God is love enables us to love Him. Our great purpose in life is summarized by Jesus in Matthew 
22:36–38, “YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR 

MIND.’ This is the great and foremost commandment.” Yet in light of man’s sinfulness, how can he? The 
answer is given in 1 John 4:10, 19, “In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His 
Son to be the propitiation for our sins. . . . We love, because He first loved us.” 

 

• 1 John 4:18; 5:3 
 

B. That God is love enables us to love each other. Only those who have come to know God and His love 
redemptively can truly understand love and express it truly to others, particularly through acts of 
forgiveness. When they do, a powerful proof is provided to the gospel of God’s love. 

 

• John 13:34–35; 15:12–13; Galatians 5:22; Ephesians 5:1–2; 1 Thessalonians 4:9–10.  
 

C. That God is love enables us to love our neighbors. A “neighbor” is anyone who comes across our path in 
life, and those who have been redemptively loved by God are able to love such people, even when they 
enemies. Such love is maximally expressed in the effort to communicate the gospel. 

 

• Romans 13:8–10; Matthew 5:43–48   
 

D. That God is love enables us to love our wives. The Apostle Paul points husbands (and future husbands) to a 
crucial implication of God’s demonstration of love in Christ Jesus: “Husbands, love your wives, just as 
Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her” (Ephesians 5:25). Should not those who have 
come to know God’s redemptive love be the best husbands in the world? 
 

E. That God is love enables us to find rest for our souls. As Charles Spurgeon stated, “Nothing binds me to my 
Lord like a strong belief in His changeless love.” The biggest lesson to draw from God’s love is not that we 
must strive to imitate it (though we should), but that we must acknowledge and enjoy it. This is the 
believer’s blessedness—not our loving of Him and others, but in His loving of us. To rest in this active, 
sacrificial, unmerited, everlasting, covenantal, sovereign, and incomprehensible love is what we have been 
created and recreated to do. In this we find rest for our souls. And in this God is glorified. 

 

Memorize: Romans 5:8; 1 John 4:8                    Sing: “Here Is Love” (Hymns of Grace #185) 
        

Pray:  Pray that, “being rooted and grounded in love, [you] may be able to comprehend with all the saints what 
is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ which surpasses 
knowledge” (Eph 3:19). 

 

Discuss: 
1) In your own words, define God’s “love.” What amazes you most about God’s love? 
2) How prone are you to define “true love” according to your own experience and expectation? How can you 

counter this harmful tendency?  
3) In discussions of God’s communicable attributes (those that His image-bearers can partly reflect), the 

emphasis can quickly move to the “imperatives”—to what we must do to reflect such an attribute. This 
same tendency is true about God’s love. How can we keep from rushing to quickly to discuss our 
responsibility without simply adoring God for who He is and making much of Him? 

4) What does God’s love teach you about forgiveness? Are there people in your life whom you have not 
forgiven? Before our next meeting, go to those individuals and extend this forgiveness to them.  

5) What are practical disciplines we can cultivate to “abide” in God’s love? 
 

Audio, video, and handouts for this session: gracechurch.org/motw  
Next meeting: 7pm, March 22, “Wisdom” (livestream at 8pm) 

III.  What God’s Love Demands from Us 

For Further Study 


