Our Obligation to the Next Generation #3

“Teach Them about Love”

selected Scriptures

Back in the late 1970s through the 1980s, the rock band Foreigner was one of my favorites. With hit songs like “Feels Like the First Time,” “Cold As Ice,” and “Hot Blooded,” they were one of the most popular bands at the time. Yet their biggest hit to date was not one of their signature rock songs, but rather a ballad called, “I Want to Know What Love Is.” The song hit number one in both the United Kingdom and the United States and remains one of the band’s best-known songs and most enduring radio hits. The song is listed as one of Rolling Stone magazine’s greatest songs of all time and is featured in a number of films.

The song featured backing vocals from the New Jersey Mass Choir affiliated with the Gospel Music Workshop of America. Foreigner founder and songwriter Mick Jones recalled later, “We did a few takes, and it was good, but it was still a bit tentative. So then they all got round in a circle, held hands and said The Lord’s Prayer. And it seemed to inspire them, because after that they did it in one take. I was in tears, because my mum and dad were in the studio too, and it was so emotional.”

The song spent five weeks at number one in Australia and also hit the top of the charts in Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, Norway and Sweden, while peaking at number two in Switzerland and South Africa. It was ranked as the number four Billboard Hot 100 single of 1985. It was the band’s third platinum single in the US and their first and only gold single in the UK. It was certified platinum in the UK in 2020. 

The song’s powerful chorus goes, “I wanna know what love is—I want you to show me; I wanna feel what love is—I know you can show me.” Jones has rated it as one of his 11 favorite Foreigner songs. He later confessed, 

I always worked late at night, when everybody left and the phone stopped ringing. “I Want to Know What Love Is” came up at three in the morning sometime in 1984. I don’t know where it came from. I consider it a gift that was sent through me. I think there was something bigger than me behind it. I’d say it was probably written entirely by a higher force.

I don’t know if Mick Jones ever encountered that “higher force,” but lead singer Lou Gramm became a born again Christian in 1992, after having completed a stint in drug rehabilitation.
 He personally came to know what love is.

I mention this because I believe this could be the anthem of the next generation—really of every generation of young people as they mature. They want to know what love is—true love, real love. They read and hear about love a lot from a variety of sources.

I believe our obligation to the next generation is to teach them about love.
What Love Isn’t

I begin with what love isn’t. As I mentioned, young people read and hear about love from a variety of sources, but those sources are not reliable. As the Christian group dcTalk put it, “L-O-V-E ain’t all that junk that you see on TV.” Or movies. Or novels. Or the Internet. Or the classroom. Let’s take a look at what love isn’t.

Love isn’t social approval

Love isn’t social approval. Young people have always wanted to be accepted by their peers—I mean, who didn’t want to be thought of as “cool,” right? In our digital world, many youth measure love by how many fans, likes, and followers they have on social media. But the Bible warns us in 1 John 2:15-17,

Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For everything in the world—the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does—comes not from the Father but from the world. The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.

“Now, wait a minute!” some of you may be thinking. “Doesn’t John 3:16 say, ‘For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life’? Yes, it does. But the word “world” means different things in each passage. When John 3:16 speaks of “world” it refers to the people of the world; in 1 John 2, “world” speaks of the world system, its way of thinking and behaving. We are to love the people of the world but not the pattern of the world.

Jesus warned in Luke 6:26, “Woe to you when all men speak well of you, for that is how their fathers treated the false prophets.” He went on to say in John 15:18-20,

If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember the words I spoke to you: ‘No servant is greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also. If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also.

John concludes in 1 John 3:13, “Do not be surprised, my brothers, if the world hates you.” If you are truly following Jesus, the unbelieving world will not appreciate or accept you. Love is not social approval.

Love is not sexual attraction

Love is also not sexual attraction. This is probably the biggest lie produced from the entertainment industry—books, movies, television shows, and songs all equate love with infatuation, which is the defined as “an immature emotional response to a person of the opposite sex based on superficial or idealized characteristics rather than the whole person…. built on physical attraction and sexual gratification.”

Feelings of infatuation can be intense, but they can also be fickle. Consider the tragic story recorded in 2 Samuel 13. King David’s son Amnon fell in love with his half-sister Tamar. Verse 2 describes the intense infatuation: “Amnon became frustrated to the point of illness on account of his sister Tamar, for she was a virgin, and it seemed impossible for him to do anything to her.” Sound familiar?

One of Amnon’s friends devised a plan for Amnon to have his way with Tamar, and in the succeeding verses we read how that was carried out. In the end, Amnon raped Tamar, or as the world would put it, “he expressed his unquenchable desire for her.” You might think they lived happily ever after. Not hardly. Verse 15 records that after the rape, “Then Amnon hated her with intense hatred. In fact, he hated her more than he had loved her. Amnon said to her, ‘Get up and get out!’” Before Amnon couldn’t get close enough to Tamar; after he had his way with her he couldn’t get her far enough away. And this tragic tale has replayed itself over and over in the centuries that followed.

The Bible is not anti-sex, and neither am I. God created sex to be enjoyed by a husband and wife in the marriage relationship, where it is a beautiful, fulfilling thing. But to equate love with sex is not only inaccurate but is dangerous as well.

Love is not selfish ambition

Love is also not selfish ambition. We saw that in the story of Amnon and Tamar, but selfish ambition can mean more than sexual gratification. There are many ways one person can “love” another person for selfish reasons, but at that point it ceases to be love. In fact, while many claim the opposite of love is hatred, I believe the opposite of love is selfishness. When Paul defines love in 1 Corinthians 13 he writes in verse 5, “it is not self-seeking.” I like how The Message paraphrases this: “[Love] doesn't force itself on others, isn't always ‘me first.’” Love always puts the other person ahead of itself.

We must teach the next generation what love isn’t: It isn't social acceptance; it isn't sexual attraction; and it isn’t selfish ambition. It “ain’t all that junk that you see on TV” or everywhere else in our culture.

What Love Is

We cannot stop by only teaching what love isn’t; we must teach what love is. Too often we fall short by only harping on what’s wrong; we have to supplement that by talking about what's right.

Love is humble service 

Love is humble service. Jesus said about Himself in Mark 10:45, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” He illustrated this on the night before His death as recorded in John 13:1, “Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love.” He proceeded to wash His disciples’ feet.

Love is not something you feel or say but something you do. We read in 1 John 3:18, “Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” So much of what is called “love” in our culture is nothing than words and emotions without substance beyond that. True love does—it gives, it serves, it helps. As the title of the dcTalk song I referenced earlier puts it, “Love is a Verb.”

Love is honest sharing

Love is also honest sharing. Love is based on trust, and trust is based on truth. When Paul defined love in 1 Corinthians 13 he wrote in verses 6-7, “Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.” Communication is key to any relationship, described in Ephesians 4:13 as “speaking the truth in love.” 

Truth and love need to be balanced. Larry Crabb writes, “A great deal of thoroughly self-centered conversation has occurred under the banner of honest sharing of feelings.”
 He goes on to explain, 
There are times when telling you what’s on my mind has nothing whatsoever to do with concern for your well-being. In the development of a relationship, much needs to be left unsaid. Love will restrain me from saying what I judge may hurt you needlessly. Sharing must be limited not by self-protection but by sensitive love.

Honesty is the best policy, but don’t use truth as a sledgehammer to bludgeon other people. As 1 Corinthians 16:14 says, “Do everything in love.”
Love is holy sacrifice

Love is also holy sacrifice. Paul writes in Ephesians 5:25, “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.” J. B. Phillips put it this way: “The husband must give his wife the same sort of love that Christ gave to the Church, when he sacrificed himself for her,” while Eugene Peterson paraphrased it in The Message: “Husbands, go all out in your love for your wives, exactly as Christ did for the church—a love marked by giving, not getting.” I think that says it all—a love marked by giving, not getting. There is nothing selfish about love.

But what does this mean really? I mean, we can’t go around dying for those we love—we could only do that once! John puts this in practical terms in 1 John 3:16-17,

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? 

Sacrifice doesn’t only mean sacrificing one’s life; it can mean sacrificing one’s time, or sacrificing one’s money and possessions, sacrificing one’s prerogative to allow another to go ahead of us. 

Love is humble service, something we do more than something we feel or say. Love is honest sharing, balancing truth with love and being open with one another. Love is holy sacrifice, being willing to put others before ourselves even to the point that it costs us something.

What Love Looks Like

Finally we need to teach the next generation what love looks like in the way we live. Here the lessons are not so much taught as they are caught. Instead of telling the next generation what love looks like, we need to show them by our actions.

Love is Unmerited

First we need to show that love is unmerited. We don’t love others because of what they can do for us; we love them because of who they are—souls created in the image of God for whom Christ died. This is the kind of love God showed us, as seen in Romans 5:6, 8, “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly…. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us”; and in Ephesians 2:8-9, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” John writes in 1 John 4:7-12,

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.

Children don’t have to earn their parents’ love—at least they shouldn’t have to—and this is what true love looks like. True love is unmerited.

Love is Unconditional

Second, love is unconditional. We don’t love them because they act right or until they do something wrong. Love sets boundaries, and love enforces those boundaries, but love does not diminish or disappear because of disappointment. Think of it this way:

Nothing you can do could make God love you more.

Nothing you can do could make God love you less.

Richard Halverson, chaplain of the U. S. Senate, observes,

Love is never wasted. It may not get the results or the reaction expected. But it is never wasted. In fact, love that expects positive reaction or results is something less than love. Love never makes any demands. Love only gives, and it does not cease giving when there is no reciprocity. The true lover does not require the beloved to meet any conditions. True love is unconditional. The perfect Lover devoted Himself totally to others…and they crucified Him.

Psalm 103:8-14 puts it this way,

The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love. He will not always accuse, nor will he harbor his anger forever; he does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us. As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him; for he knows how we are formed, he remembers that we are dust.

Aren’t you glad that God does not treat us as our sins deserve? I know I am! Whenever someone says, “God’s not fair!” I always reply, “And I’m thankful!” If God were fair, we would be toast! 

You see, God doesn’t gauge His love on the basis of conditions. With God it is not “If you perform, I will love you” or “If you fail, I will reject you.” Hardly! His love is unconditional.

According to Jeremiah 31:3, the Lord says, “I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you with loving-kindness.” The Lord says that He has loved His people with “an everlasting love.” His love is unconditional, and it cannot cease. Some people resist the notion of such a love because they have never known unconditional love. Tragically, some of you don’t remember your parents ever telling you that they loved you.

That kind of love is hard to comprehend, and nearly impossible to fathom if never experienced personally. If we want the next generation to accept God’s unmerited, unconditional love, we need to show them what such love looks like…

· even when he wrecks the car

· even when she fails the exam

· even when he gets cut from the team

· even when she gets pregnant

· even when he comes out as gay or transgender

· even when she does nothing but argue with you and roll her eyes at you

As I said at the outset of this message, I believe the song, “I Want to Know What Love Is” could be the anthem of the next generation. They want to know what love is—true love, real love. They read and hear about love a lot from a variety of sources, many of which have it all wrong. 

We need to teach them that love isn’t social approval or sexual attraction or selfish ambition. True love isn’t about me at all. Rather, true love is humble service, honest sharing, and holy sacrifice. They need to see (as well as hear) that true love is unmerited and unconditional.

I believe our obligation to the next generation is to teach them about love.
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