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God Loves Us
The third whole-Bible message we shall consider is 
this: “Beneath all else, God loves us!” Hebrew and 
Greek words translated into English as “love” occur 
more than fi ve hundred times in the Bible, in nearly all 
sixty-six books. Genesis 1:27 implies very strongly that 
love originates in the being of God, that it is a capac-
ity shared with humans when we were made “in his 
image.” The remainder of the Bible refl ects this belief. 
You and I know profound love because we know God, 
its source. The Bible’s dominant ethic is “Do what God 
has done!” Love stands in the center of that admoni-
tion: “Just as I have loved you, you also should love one 
another” (John 13:34).

There are predominantly two other ways God might 
have been perceived. One is angry! God could have 
been a demanding tyrant who gets extremely upset 
whenever you and I transgress the rules of righteous-
ness, which is most of the time. God might have 
required of us moral and spiritual purity, with no room 
for error! God might have castigated us for every small 
lapse and terrorized us over every offense. God might 
have kept an enormous moral account book in the sky, 
noting our failures to determine whether we deserve 
afterlife rewards or not. Christianity has at times turned 
the biblical God into this god, mostly to manipulate and 
control believers. Fear is a very effective manipulator.

Or, God might have been perceived as detached, 
removed, not really caring much about life on earth but 
occupied with matters in the spirit world. This is how a 
great many of the gods of ancient times were portrayed, 

as set apart and largely uncaring, even though their 
spirit-world actions had great consequences in events 
here on earth.

The Bible paints an entirely different picture from 
both of these. The biblical God possesses a passion for 
human beings and for our good. God wishes for rela-
tionship with us, accompanies us and walks with us, 
hunts for us when we are lost, rejoices with us in vic-
tory, treasures us at all times, and blesses us in ways we 
don’t deserve. Some have said that the Bible is the story 
of our search for God. Far more, the Bible is the story of 
God’s search for us. It is hard sometimes to know why 
God wants us, given the people we are and the ways we 
act, but the answer lies in the incomprehensible depths 
of God’s being. God loves us! Nothing is more affi rmed 
across the Bible’s pages.

There are two ancient words translated as “love” in 
En glish to which special attention needs to be given. Hesed, 
a Hebrew word, is often translated “steadfast love” and 
describes God’s love that does not fail, a love that reaches 
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into dire situations, across great distances, through many 
generations, to perform its good, a love that never forgets 
and remains always dependable—if oftentimes mysteri-
ous. Agape, a Greek word, speaks of self-sacrifi cial love, 
the love of a king who willingly becomes a servant, God’s 
most profound love, ultimate love. 

The best way to see clearly God’s love for us is through 
a succession of biblical texts. 

Psalms 107 and 136; 
Romans 8:35–40
Psalm 107 is a celebration of the glories of God’s stead-
fast love (hesed) amid the dangers and travails of human 
life. It begins with a call to give thanks and ends with 
an invitation to “consider,” to ponder in our hearts, this 
wondrous quality of God. 

In between are repeated instances where God’s love 
saved people from great distress. “Some wandered in 
desert wastes, fi nding no way to an inhabited town; 
hungry and thirsty, their souls fainted within them” 
(vv. 4–5). “Some sat in darkness and in gloom, pris-
oners in misery and in irons” (v. 10). “Some were sick 
through their sinful ways, and because of their iniqui-
ties endured affl iction; they loathed any kind of food, 
and they drew near to the gates of death” (vv. 17–18). 
“Some went down to the sea in ships. . . . [Caught in 
great storms] they mounted up to heaven, they went 
down to the depths; their courage melted away in their 
calamity; they reeled and staggered like drunkards” 
(vv. 23, 26–27). In all cases, they cried to the Lord for 
help, and God answered them in steadfast love. 

The point of the psalm is that there is no extremity, 
no calamity, no distance, no interval, no height, no 
depth, no event in the entire human experience that the 
steadfast love of God cannot penetrate to save us. The 
psalm’s admonition is for us to be thankful, to carry 
thankfulness forever in our hearts, to live our whole 
lives engulfed in thankfulness for the great and marvel-
ous steadfast love that is God’s foremost attribute.

Psalm 136 speaks of God’s steadfast love in a different 
way. Verse by verse, it tells Israel’s story from the cre-
ation of the world to God’s gift of the promised land. 
God “made the heavens” (v. 5). God “spread out the 
earth on the waters” (v. 6). God “struck Egypt through 
their fi rstborn” (v. 10). God “brought Israel out from 

among them” (v. 11). God “divided the Red Sea in 
two” (v. 13). God “made Israel pass through the midst of 
it” (v. 14). God “led his people through the wilderness” 
(v. 16). God “gave their land as a heritage” (v. 21). The 
second line of each verse is a refrain, a constant refrain 
always the same: “[God’s] steadfast love endures for-
ever.” The point of the litany is that Israel’s whole his-
tory—from the spreading of dry land over the waters 
and the placement of lights in the heavens to the gift 
of the land and whatever the future may bring thereaf-
ter—has been and will be unfailingly undergirded by 
the most dependable power in history: God’s steadfast 
love. It is a powerful testimony.

The reader of the psalm is once again bidden, at begin-
ning and end, to praise and thanksgiving.

Romans 8:35–40, Paul’s conclusion of the magnifi cent 
chapter 8 of his Letter to the Romans, is a litany inter-
pretation of both these psalms: 

Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will 
hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 
nakedness, or peril, or sword? . . . No, in all these 
things we are more than conquerors through him 
who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, 
nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor 
things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor 
anything else in all creation, will be able to separate 
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Such are the all-reaching, magnifi cent contours of God’s 
compassion.

Hosea 11:1–9; Luke 15:11–24; 
Luke 15:1–10
A very clear portrait of God’s love emerges from these 
verses. In Hosea 11:1–9, God is in inner turmoil, wres-
tling profoundly over how to relate to a stubborn and 
rebellious child. Israel is that child. When the child was 
young, God loved it dearly. God taught the child to 
walk, took the Israelites in loving arms, healed their dis-
eases when they were sick. God “led them with cords of 
human kindness, with bands of love” (v. 4). God lifted 
infant Israel to kiss them, bent down to feed them. All 
of this compassion, the compassion of a devoted par-
ent, poured out. But what did Israel do? 

The more I called them, the more they went from 
me; they kept sacrifi cing to the Baals, and offering 
incense to idols. (v. 2) 
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“What shall I do with my rebellious child?” God asked. 
“How shall I love this one who refuses to love me?”

“They shall return to . . . Egypt, and Assyria shall be 
their king, because they have refused to return to me. 
The sword rages in their cities, it consumes their  oracle-
priests, and devours because of their schemes. My peo-
ple are bent on turning away from me.” (vv. 5–7) 

But then God, whose inmost nature is love and whose 
heart is deep compassion, is not able to execute this 
fi erce judgment:

How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand 
you over, O Israel? . . . My heart recoils within me; 
my compassion grows warm and tender. I will not 
execute my fi erce anger; I will not again destroy 
Ephraim; for I am God and no mortal, the Holy One 
in your midst, and I will not come in wrath. (vv. 8–9) 

The waywardness of a stubborn and rebellious child, 
painful and agonizing as it is, is not enough to set aside 
God’s deep love. 

The well-known tale of the Prodigal Son in Luke 15:11–
24 tells much the same story. Note that it is a commen-
tary on Deuteronomy 21:18–21, establishing a new norm 
for faithful behavior.

Luke 15:1–10 tells two parables of how God’s love 
searches diligently for what is lost, a sheep and a coin. 
The word love is never used, but there is no doubt what 
motivates the searches.

Psalm 36; 1 Corinthians 13; 
John 15:12–13
Psalm 36 begins with a graphic description of the wiles 
of “the wicked”: “The words of their mouths are mis-
chief and deceit” (v. 3); “they are set on a way that is 
not good” (v. 4); “they fl atter themselves in their own 
eyes” (v. 2).

In total contrast, verses 5–9 extol the magnifi cence of 
God’s steadfast love: 

Your steadfast love, O Lord, extends to the heavens, 
your faithfulness to the clouds. . . . You save humans 
and animals alike. . . . How precious is your stead-
fast love, O God! All people may take refuge in the 
shadow of your wings. They feast on the abundance 
of your house, and you give them drink from the 
river of your delights. For with you is the fountain of 
life; in your light we see light.

The Bible’s great exposition on love is found in 1 Corin-
thians 13, paraphrased here. “I may be the fi nest orator 
on earth,” the passage says, “able to move hearts and 
stir souls with my words, but unless I have love, I am 
nothing. I may excel in clairvoyance, understanding all 
the mysteries of life and being able to predict the future 
with pinpoint accuracy, but if I do not love, I am worth 
nothing. I may abound in good works, feeding the poor 
and giving all my goods to worthy causes, but without 
love, I gain nothing.

“Love is patient; it does not get upset at people less 
competent. Love is kind; it does not lash out in dismay. 
Love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude; it 
is happy and content with itself. It does not insist on 
its own way; it understands that there many ways to 
do anything that is good; it leaves broad boundaries. It 
is not irritable or resentful; it is not hard to get along 
with. It does not rejoice in wrongdoing but rejoices in 
the truth; its celebrations are over our victories, not just 
my victories. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes 
all things, endures all things; love is able to put up with 
a lot, knowing that better is to come.

“Love never ends; it endures as long as the sun and the 
moon. Right now, I know love only in part, through a 
glass dimly, as a child knows the ways of adults. Then 
I will know love fully, for I shall know fully the Source 
of love, even as I am now fully known by that Source. 
Three things there are that do not pass away: faith, hope, 
and love, and the greatest of these is love.”

The Gospel writer John issues the ultimate statement: 
“‘No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s 
life for one’s friends” (15:13). This is the love manifested 
in Jesus Christ who poured himself out so that those 
who follow him shall have life, and have it abundantly! 
And John couples this with the Bible’s chief ethic (15:12): 
“‘This is my commandment, that you love one another 
as I have loved you.’” 

God searches
 diligently for 
what is lost.
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These are sample glimpses of God’s love across the 
Bible.

Abdul-Amir
I fi rst reported this story in my book Sundays Down 
South, published by the University Press of Mississippi.

Abdul-Amir was a refugee from southern Iraq. A Shiite 
Muslim, he had been a civil engineer in Iraq, special-
izing in building bridges and roadways. He and hun-
dreds of other young men had fl ed Iraq and the Sunni 
government of Saddam Hussein after the fi rst Gulf War. 
He had lived in a holding area in Saudi Arabia for two 
years before his resettlement in the United States. He 
had come off the airplane carrying a single duffel bag, 
everything he had brought from his former life.

Abdul-Amir, along with eleven Shiite refugee friends, 
was sponsored by my church. Various church members 
took up relating to particular young men; my wife and I 
related to Abdul-Amir.

I was surprised that, for a person who had been through 
all he had, he was not more confl icted and angry. He 
told his story with great regret. He genuinely missed his 
family and home; he would much prefer to be still in 
Basra. But he was not wallowing in his loss. He knew 
that he had faced a choice, between becoming a refugee 
and being put to death as a traitor, and he harbored no 
second thoughts over his decision. The day might come 
when he would return to Iraq, but he was not planning 
his life around that day. He bore within himself a quiet 
determination to succeed in America.

Nancy and I invited Abdul-Amir and three of his friends 
to our house for Christmas Eve dinner. After dinner, we 
played a very slow game of Scrabble. We competed, 
poked fun, laughed, and rejoiced in Arabic and in 
En glish. Late in the evening, we took them back to their 
apartment complex, letting them out on the sidewalk. 
We thought Christmas Eve was over.

Just before midnight, the phone rang. It was Abdul-
Amir. He was in the emergency room at University 

Hospital. When he had walked into his apartment after 
dinner, one of his three apartment mates, Itti, had met 
him with a knife. Itti, who was having a much harder 
time with the transition than Abdul-Amir and who 
tended to be volatile, had taken one look at Abdul-Amir 
and had slashed him across the face and body with a 
kitchen knife, leaving several nasty gashes. Abdul-Amir 
had managed to escape and call for help, but not before 
he had been turned into a bloody mess.

Nancy and I went to the hospital immediately. Three or 
four slash marks traveled from Abdul-Amir’s shoulders 
to his waist, and another divided his face. 

The police had arrested Itti and jailed him for assault 
with a deadly weapon. As Abdul-Amir lay on the emer-
gency room table resembling a large, sewed-up rag doll, 
I almost could not believe what he said to me: “Itti is 
not a bad man. He is my friend. He has had a very hard 
time coming here. He cannot be with his family. He has 
no good job. He is having a very hard time learning 
En glish. He is depressed about his home and his future. 
He has always been a person of strong and sometimes 
volatile emotions. 

“All of us could be Itti. It just happens that the rest of 
us were made differently from him and have adjusted 
better to the diffi culty. I do not want to take vengeance 
against Itti. I do not want to put him in prison. Let him 
just calm down, and we will go back to living the way 
we have been. That is all I want.”

There in that hospital room, a bruised, broken, bloody 
Shiite Muslim was saying exactly what a bruised, bro-
ken, bloody Jesus had said from a cross two thousand 
years earlier: “Forgive them, for they know not what 
they do.” I was sure that on that Christmas Eve, I had 
glimpsed the love of God.

About the Writer
James O. Chatham is pastor emeritus of Highland Presbyterian 
Church in Louisville, Kentucky, and a regular teacher in the Lou-
isville Presbyterian Seminary Lay Institute.
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