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Preface

I am over seventy years old, and it has been sixty years since I walked down the church aisle, professed Jesus as my Savior and Lord, repeated the sinner’s prayer, and was baptized. Later in life, I realized that I was not saved. I came to understand that following Jesus as Lord involves more than a moment—it is a life of surrender. I had made an emotional response and acknowledged Jesus—but I did not begin the journey to die to my flesh: my opinions, ideas, and feelings—to purposefully and sacrificially submit to Jesus as my Lord, the one in charge.

In following God, leading to preparing this study, I realized that there was much more to God’s love and His command to love than I had submitted to. Sometimes love is hard and does not always lead to the “warm and fuzzies.”

There are several purposes of this study:

•	 First, to fully examine the full extent of God’s first commandment to love.

•	 Second, to evaluate the attitudes and behaviors that are in direct defiance of God’s commandment to love.

•	 Third, to walk through a personal evaluation—submitting to the sanctification process of acknowledging sinful behaviors, repenting, and dying to those flesh-centered behaviors.

•	 Lastly, to understand and acknowledge the spiritual fruits of dying to flesh.

This book will challenge you to examine your understanding of love, confront areas of hidden sin, and guide you into a deeper, transformational relationship with God. My prayer is that this study has not only enriched my own understanding of God’s love and deepened my submission to it but will also assist others on their journey.

With Love,

Wanda Bailey Clark


Part 1: Recognizing God’s Love

[image: Part 1: Recognizing God’s Love]

Chapter One

What Is Love?
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From the beginning to the end of Scripture, there is one consistent commandment: the commandment to love God, love our neighbors, love our enemies. Love is not a suggestion or a recommendation—it is a commandment. To ignore or disobey a commandment is sin. There are blessings for obedience and consequences for disobedience.

But what does love really look like in everyday life? It seems like a simple question but is surprisingly difficult to articulate. Without realizing it, all of us have many internal definitions of what love means to us. We “love” our spouse, our children, our family, our friends—even our pets. We love places, experiences, and simple pleasures—like the beach, movies, or even ice cream. As we meditate on love, we can become very emotional just thinking about all we hold so dear.

There are fourteen Greek words that are translated as “love” in English—four of which are used in Scripture. The Greek word used in Scripture for the commandment to love is agape.

Agape is the highest form of love. It is unconditional and sacrificial; transcends and persists regardless of circumstance. This kind of love shows up most clearly when nothing in you wants to give it—when you choose patience instead of reaction, or kindness instead of withdrawal.

Although agape love may stir emotions, it is ultimately a choice— one that often goes against our natural thoughts and feelings. For example, you may feel justified in holding a grudge—but agape calls you to release it anyway.

When we understand agape more fully, God’s command to love takes on a much deeper meaning.

Exercise:

Here are some scriptures with the expanded meaning of love to include the characteristics of agape love: unconditional, sacrificial, transcending, persistent.  As we previously discussed, when we say or read the word love, we all have an internal definition of what love means to us.  To help us transition our reading of scriptures from our internal love definition to the message of Agape, re-write each of the scriptures in this exercise to expand the word love using words that represent the fullness of Agape love.

Deuteronomy 6:5 “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.”


Re-write Example: Purposefully choose to unconditionally, sacrificially, regardless of circumstances or personal ideas or feelings to love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and with all your strength.

What is Love? John 14:15  “If you love Me, keep My commands.”

Exercise: Continue to expand the following scriptures. John 15:12  “My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you.”

John 15:17 “This is my command: Love each other.”

Joshua 23:11 “So be very careful to love the Lord your God.”


Chapter Two

Agape Love Is Law
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God commands us to agape love. To love the Lord with all our heart, all our soul, and all our might—and to love others as ourselves—is God’s FIRST commandment. When we do not love, we are in disobedience to God. Sin is not always obvious rebellion—sometimes it looks like small justifications, silent judgment, or withholding love.

There are many factors that lead us out of love and into sin, many of which we may feel justified in based on circumstances, actions against us, or the influence of our emotions. We are born with a sin nature. Ideas or influences from society or other people that do not align with God’s word may appeal to our emotions and our intellect, giving us an inner conviction that something is right when in God’s eyes it is sin.

It is Satan’s strategy to appeal to circumstances and emotions to lead us into defiance of God’s laws. It can be easy to let emotions

or circumstances shape our thinking in ways that drift from God’s truth. Satan distorts the truth. He understands how powerful emotions are and often uses them to sway our thinking, making it easier to justify what God calls sin.

The enemy takes advantage of our circumstances and emotions, using them to influence our thinking and lead us away from God’s truth. In this way, what feels right to us can still be out of alignment with what God has said. This is why discernment is so important—not everything that feels compassionate aligns with God’s truth.

Splagchnizomai is a Greek word meaning “to be moved with compassion,” describing a deep emotional response. While this kind of compassion is important, it is different from agape love, which is expressed through intentional obedience to God. Understanding this distinction also helps us see the purpose of God’s law—to reveal His character, define sin, guide us in holiness, and ultimately point us to our need for Christ.

The written law was first given to God’s chosen people through the Ten Commandments. God wrote these on stone tablets and presented them to Moses. Further detailed laws and penalties were presented through the priests (Levites) and are documented in the book of Leviticus.

Scripture warns us to discern teachings carefully—not everything that sounds compassionate is rooted in truth.

The new covenant was established through Jesus and fulfilled the law with a new pathway to redemption. The new covenant does not change the definition of sin that is documented in the Old Testament. God is the same yesterday, today, and forever. If it was sin in the Old Testament, it is sin today.  The new covenant through Jesus fulfilled the law and provided a pathway to redemption, but it did not redefine sin. God does not change, and His standards remain consistent. This understanding is not meant to lead us to judge others, but to help us remain aware of and honest about our own sin.

Scriptures References

Luke 10:25–28 “On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. ‘Teacher,’ he asked, ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ ‘What is written in the Law?’He replied. ‘How do you read it?’  He answered, ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’; and ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ ‘You have answered correctly,’ Jesus replied. ‘Do this and you will live.’”


Matthew 22:35–40 “One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: ‘Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?’ Jesus replied: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.’”


Romans 10:4 “Christ is the culmination of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.”


Matthew 5:17 “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.”


Galatians 5:14 “For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”


Romans 13:8 “Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for whoever loves others has fulfilled the law.”


Romans 13:10 “Love does no harm to a neighbor. Therefore, love is the fulfillment of the law.”


1 Peter 4:8 “Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.”


Proverbs 10:12 “Hatred stirs up conflict, but love covers over all wrongs.”
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