CHAPTER 1

The
Wof

LOVE

The starting point of effective outreach is not a
system, a program, or a specific presentation. It is
a heart deeply in love with God and with people.
Without love, no outreach strategy will work. With
God’s love, we can change the world.
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“‘Love the Lord your God with all your beart 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.”

— Matthew 22:37-40

“For God so loved the world that be gave his one and only
Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have
eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to
condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”

—John 3:16-17

One’s life is usually about as wide as one’s love.
— Philip Hallie

There is a careless streak in love. ... It is risky to put oneself
out for another, to go out of one’s way to help another per-
son—uwhen one is not sure of how to do it well. One may be
misunderstood, deceived, hurt. We could flub our overtures of
love and end up looking ridiculous. Moved by love, however,
we overpower our fear and take the risk.
— Lewis Smedes,
Love within Limits
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ometimes I fiddle around with my wedding ring. I used to play

with it more, but I have learned my lesson. For the most part.
I was in a movie theater watching a show with some friends. I had
taken my ring off. I wasn’t really thinking about what I was doing
as I moved the ring from finger to finger to thumb, using only one
hand. (Try it sometime; it’s not as easy as it sounds.)

At one point, while I was moving this precious circle of gold
from my pointer finger to my thumb, it popped off and hit the
floor. I heard cling, cling, and then silence. Then there was another
clinging sound, then another. As best as I could figure, the ring had
rolled two or three rows down from me.

Now understand, this is not an expensive ring. It has no dia-
monds. It’s a simple gold band. But it’s the ring my wife slipped
onto my finger on the day we said, “I do.” What it lacks in elegance
and monetary value, it makes up for in personal significance.

So I slipped out of my chair, in the dark, and moved stealthily
down three rows, beginning my search. Have you ever noticed that
the floors in movie theaters can be a bit sticky?

I got down on my knees and slowly slid my hands across the
floor. Inch by inch and foot by foot my palms slid across the area
under the chairs. After about five minutes my hands were stickier
than the floor and I still had not found my ring. I moved up a row
and started the process all over again.

Thankfully there were no people in the seats as I went through
the humbling process of ring searching. Again my hunt was fruit-
less. Then a thought flashed through my mind. Maybe the ring
had slipped into one of the cracks between chairs! I had avoided
these areas because they were even more repulsive than the floor.
But since my search up to this point was fruitless, I readied my
heart, prepared my hands, breathed through my mouth (and not
my nose), and upped the ante. I dug between the chairs with my
fingers.

I found all kinds of surprises, but no wedding ring.

Now you might wonder, “Why would you crawl on a theater
floor and search between the chairs and all the debris and slime
just for a ring?”
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The answer is simple. The object of my search was so valuable
to me that I would do whatever was needed to find it again. For me,
the real value of the ring was not in the gold but in its significance
as a sign of my love for my wife. That love mattered so much to me
that I willingly pressed my fingers into the goop between the legs
of the theater chairs.

L ove Demands a Search

Love brought God from heaven to earth. Love moved Jesus to
empty himself and take on human flesh. Love allowed nails to be
driven into the hands and feet of the perfect and pure Son of God.
God’s love for broken and sinful people is one of the most amaz-
ing truths revealed in the Bible. “You see, at just the right time,
when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very
rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man
someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own
love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us”
(Rom. 5:6-8).

God came searching for us, crawling on the slimy floors of this
world. By taking on our sin, he got his hands dirtier than we possi-
bly can know. For some mysterious reason, in God’s heart we were
worth the cost and humiliation of a search that led from glory to
the horror of a Roman cross.

The God who came to seek and save the lost (Luke 19:10) invites
us into this same mission. We are not called to make the conversion
of unbelievers a project to check off on our list of religious duties.
Instead, we are to love people with the love of God. When our
hearts beat with the heart of the Father and when a passion for lost
people rises up in us, we will be compelled to search and to do all
we can to reach out to those who are lost in their sin and are far
from God.

Understanding the Law of Love

What motivates us to do the work of evangelism and reach out to
spiritually disconnected people?
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The desire to carve another notch on our spiritual belts?

A deep sense of guilt or fear?

The need to fill up the seats in our worship center?

None of these are the right motivators.

Many things can drive us toward the work of outreach, but the
greatest motivator of all should be love—Ilove for God and love
for people. First, our love for God shapes our hearts and makes us
more like Jesus. The more we love God and see the world as Jesus
does, the more we will move out into the harvest fields. If we want
to see outreach become an authentic passion in our hearts, and
if we desire to be propelled forward in sharing God’s message of
life-changing grace, we need to learn to love people the way Jesus
does.

To those who asked him what matters most to God, 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 com-
mandments” (Matt. 22:37-40).

Loving God and loving others are the two big hooks on which
everything hangs. When we think of evangelism, love must be our
motivating factor. Jesus made it clear that love is our starting point
for everything. Before anything else, organic outreach must be
love-driven.

Do | Really Love This Person?

During the question-and-answer period at the end of a session [ was
leading at an evangelism conference, a man walked up to the micro-
phone and said, “I am trying to reach out to a guy in my neighbor-
hood, but I don’t have much in common with him. The truth is, I
don’t really get along with him all that well.” The man explained
the tenuous nature of his relationship with his neighbor.

As I listened, I started to feel uncomfortable. This man seemed
to see his neighbor as a project, a duty, another item on a spiritual
to-do list. But the man was sincere, and I could sense that he really
did want to make an impact on his neighbor, so when he finished
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painting a picture of their relationship, I asked if he would mind
answering a question before I responded, and he agreed.

When the question popped out of my mouth, it surprised me,
and I had the sense that it caught him off guard as well.

“Do you love him?”

I could tell that he wasn’t sure what I meant. So I rephrased the
question. “Do you really love your neighbor? Is that what motivates
you to reach out to him?”

After a few moments, he answered with humble honesty. “I'm
not sure.”

What came out of my mouth next did not sound very sensitive,
but I meant it with heartfelt sincerity: “I suggest you stay away
from him and let someone else reach out to him.” I explained that if
reaching out was nothing more than a religious homework assign-
ment to him, his neighbor would soon sense his lack of sincerity.
His efforts could become counterproductive if they weren’t moti-
vated by love.

Since that day, I have reflected deeply on what motivates us to
engage in evangelism. I recognize that our motives are never per-
fectly pure. I am also aware that God can use even wrong motives
to accomplish his work of bringing the gospel to the world (Phil.
1:15-18).% But the best and most effective driving force for evange-
lism is sincere love. When the love of God captures our hearts, we
are moved by the tender compassion of Jesus. When we see people as
lost sheep who need the Good Shepherd (Matt. 9:36), we will natu-
rally reach out to them with hearts that overflow with God’s love.

As we respond to the loving mercy and amazing grace of God,
outreach happens naturally. When we are loved by God and are
passionately in love with the Savior, we desire that others come to
know the grace we have experienced.

When we are motivated by guilt or a sense of religious duty,
or when lost people become our pet projects, something is wrong.
The very people we seek to reach can end up repelled and driven
away from the God who loves them. Loving people with God’s love
is magnetic, attracting people to Jesus. This is organic outreach:
evangelism that flows from the love of God.
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