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‘As grows a tree’
Session 7
 ‘Setting love in order’
 ‘Love God and do as you please’ 

Augustine
2 Corinthians 5:1 7 NASB

‘17 Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new things have come.’
All things have become new, not some...all.
None of us got up one morning and thought ‘I think I’ll get saved today’. 

God sought us, found us bought us and brought us - to Himself. 

He is the author and finisher of our faith. 

Before we were born again we did not spend our lives considering what He would think about what we were doing with them...Now we are under new management – the old has gone, the new has come, but just how much of our life is lived in the old, familiar way? 

One of the primary ways in which we can determine whether or not we are now living from a new, higher place, is the way we love and what we love. 
We are new creations living in a new order of priorities and purpose.
All the great movements in the history of the church have always begun when two things occur:

1. God is put first in believers’ lives; and
2. They live in the light of His word. 

The Westminster Catechism put it like this:
Question 1: What is the chief end of man?
Answer: Man's chief end is to glorify God, (a) and to enjoy him forever. (b)
(a) Psalm 86:9; Isaiah 60:21; Romans 11:36; I Corinthians 6:20; 10:31; Revelation 4:11 (b) Psalm 16:5-11; 144:15; Isaiah 12:2; Luke 2:10; Philippians 4:4; Revelation 21:3-4 
Question 2: What rule has God given to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy him?
Answer: The Word of God, which is contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments (a) is the only rule to direct us how we may glorify and enjoy him. (b)
(a)Matthew 19:4-5 and Genesis 2:24; Luke 24:27, 44; I Corinthians 2:13; 14:37; 2 Peter 1:20-21; 3:2, 15-16. (b) Deuteronomy 4:2; Psalm 19:7-11; Isaiah 18:20; John 15:11; 20:30-31; Acts 17:11; 2 Timothy 3:15-17; I John 1:4. 
The psalmist said:

Psalm 119:97 NKJV
‘Oh, how I love Your law!
It is my meditation all the day.’
In keeping the first commandment - loving Him first, and as a result of this loving others - God’s original order is restored; in living in and by His word, we become as He intended, we are restored, and can, as Augustine said, ‘love God and do as we please...’
It is a journey; not an experience or a bible study, but a journey into the heart of God during which we will grow in our knowledge and love for Him. 
‘God is easy to please’, said George Macdonald, ‘but difficult to satisfy.’ 

And no matter what we may think, we have not arrived. He is difficult to satisfy because He is always calling us up to a higher place...Like Peter, as we will see later, we ‘phileo’ God on our way to ‘agapao’ Him...
In the early stage of ‘phileo’ love we think He is great until the pressure comes and then all we want is a quick way out... ‘I'm a Christian, get me out of here.’
If we do not understand we have a journey to make from loving and admiring Him for what He can give us (self-centred love), to loving and admiring Him for Who He is (God-centred love), sooner or later, our love will grow cold. We will be disillusioned and fall away and like the Ephesian church, honeymoon love will have deteriorated into mundane married life and our heart will stray to other loves...
Like the maiden in the ‘Song of Songs’, we must ‘catch us the little foxes, the little foxes that spoil the vine...’ 
This little fox is love that is growing from the wrong tree; the tree in the centre of the Garden – self love; a man-centred, self-centred interpretation of the Gospel – ‘come to Jesus and get your needs met...come to Jesus and find your identity; come to Jesus and fulfil your dream’...all of which is true, but upside down for we and our needs and aspirations are placed at the top and what He desires first is at the bottom...
If you do not believe that this is the case, watch carefully your own reaction when He asks you to give something up.

The pronouns ‘me’ and ‘mine’ look innocent enough in print, but their constant and universal use is very significant and they belie the fact that we are living and loving from the new creation; a higher place; a heavenly mindset; and most clearly display we are still living from the old nature, our fruit is growing from the wrong tree...Jesus is simply a means to an end...
James 4: 1 - 5 The Voice

‘Where do you think your fighting and endless conflict come from? Don’t you think that they originate in the constant pursuit of gratification that rages inside each of you like an uncontrolled militia? 2 You crave something that you do not possess, so you murder to get it. You desire the things you cannot earn, so you sue others and fight for what you want. You do not have because you have chosen not to ask. 3 And when you do ask, you still do not get what you want because your motives are all wrong—because you continually focus on self-indulgence. 4 You are adulterers. Don’t you know that making friends with this corrupt world order is open aggression toward God? So anyone who aligns with this bogus world system is declaring war against the one true God. 5 Do you think it is empty rhetoric when the Scriptures say, “The spirit that lives in us is addicted to envy and jealousy”?’ 
The truth when it first comes is almost always negative.

If we are to grow and bear good fruit, fruit that will last, we must set love in order.  

We must take some time to understand and appreciate the difference between our fallen, natural, love inherited from Adam, and the heavenly love of God which comes to us when we are born again from above and by which we are transformed into the new creation. 
Once we have done this everything falls into place; we understand that what we have called love is simply a highly refined self-love and self-centred demandingness; we loved God only when He did what we wanted or gave us what we needed...
The difficult circumstances into which we are thrust highlight our inbuilt need for prayer to be answered in the way we desire...
If we are to set our love in order and grow up in all things in Christ, we must do as Jesus Himself did and put the first commandment first.
Keep the main thing the main thing.

We have one message.

Love.

Jesus is the King of Love.
He requires the undivided affection of our heart; our unshared love because that is the way He loves us; with all His heart, soul, mind and strength and we love, because He first loved us...
Everything we are and have comes from Him; we cannot love Him unless we has loved us first for we will love from our earthly, fallen love which is centred on ourselves.  

When He commands us to love Him first this is not the voice of a megalomaniac with delusions of power who demands our allegiance and worship – but the loving commandment of a Creator who seeks to restore order to His creation. 

We were created for love by a Lover who has set His love upon us, and is jealous over us...
We can no longer say ‘God and’, but ‘God alone’.
And the love of God, made manifest in and through us, will turn the world upside down as it did through the early believers – 

Acts 17: 6 -7 NKJV

“These who have turned the world upside down have come here too. 7 Jason has harboured them, and these are all acting contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying there is another king—Jesus.”
When the King comes to town He always causes trouble! 

There is another King who will not share the love of your heart and He has come to –
Set your love in order

And it starts with restoring the Creator/created relationship; He is the Lord, we are His people.

If your abiding aim in life is not to be a lover, first and foremost of God, and then others, He won’t love you any the less; but if the Bride is to be ready for her Groom she must develop the ability to love Him in the way He loves her...and then love everybody else in the same way - 
1 Corinthians 13 The Message

The Way of Love
‘1If I speak with human eloquence and angelic ecstasy but don’t love, I’m nothing but the creaking of a rusty gate...
2 If I speak God’s Word with power, revealing all his mysteries and making everything plain as day, and if I have faith that says to a mountain, “Jump,” and it jumps, but I don’t love, I’m nothing.
3-7 If I give everything I own to the poor and even go to the stake to be burned as a martyr, but I don’t love, I’ve gotten nowhere. So, no matter what I say, what I believe, and what I do, I’m bankrupt without love.
Love never gives up.
Love cares more for others than for self.
Love doesn’t want what it doesn’t have.
Love doesn’t strut,
Doesn’t have a swelled head,
Doesn’t force itself on others,
Isn’t always “me first,”
Doesn’t fly off the handle,
Doesn’t keep score of the sins of others,
Doesn’t revel when others grovel,
Takes pleasure in the flowering of truth,
Puts up with anything,
Trusts God always,
Always looks for the best,
Never looks back,
But keeps going to the end.
8-10 Love never dies. Inspired speech will be over some day; praying in tongues will end; understanding will reach its limit. We know only a portion of the truth, and what we say about God is always incomplete. But when the Complete arrives, our incompletes will be cancelled.
11 When I was an infant at my mother’s breast, I gurgled and cooed like any infant. When I grew up, I left those infant ways for good.
12 We don’t yet see things clearly. We’re squinting in a fog, peering through a mist. But it won’t be long before the weather clears and the sun shines bright! We’ll see it all then, see it all as clearly as God sees us, knowing him directly just as he knows us!
13 But for right now, until that completeness, we have three things to do to lead us toward that consummation: Trust steadily in God, hope unswervingly, love extravagantly. And the best of the three is love.’
Love is the greatest thing.

We have one word to describe our love for strawberries, chocolate, the dog and God Himself...we say we love all of these...
The love revealed in the bible is the agape of God. A love which is only known by its actions; it is not a love founded in the excellency of the object of its love but instead, in the exercise of the Divine will in deliberate choice, the only cause for which lies in the nature of God Himself. 
Such love had its perfect expression in the Man Christ Jesus; it is not an impulse of the feelings, but a long obedience in the same direction; He –
Philippians 2:8 NASB

‘8... humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.’
Agapao is the love of choice. 
It is not based on the attractiveness of the object or its feelings, but upon a decision – 

Deuteronomy 7:7 NKJV

7 ‘ The Lord did not set His love on you nor choose you because you were more in number than any other people, for you were the least of all peoples; 8 but because the Lord loves you.’

When God commands us to love Him with all we are and have, our response is not based on how we feel – initially it is an act of the will, which involves the emotions as we move towards deeper intimacy with Him. 
‘So let us begin with God. Behind all, before all, above all, is God; first in sequential order, above in rank and station; exalted in dignity and honour...Every soul belongs to God and exists by His pleasure...the only thinkable relation between us is one of full lordship on His part and complete submission on ours.’ 1
We must restore the Creator-Creature relationship; we must set our love in order. While we take to ourselves the place that is His, the whole course of our lives is out of joint. Nothing can or will change until our hearts make the great decision, God first and only.

He is to be exalted above all.

You cannot know Him and not love Him...

God is irresistible!
If you do not love Him, you do not know Him...

One of the most striking characteristics of the ‘agapao’ love of God is its magnetism; its appeal, its attractiveness. It draws us and its charm is pure and uncorrupted; it is singular - it seeks us out one by one, one heart at a time; the solitary, the lost, the abused and marginalised. It is not a crowd it is after but the heart of each individual believer; it is compassionate and gracious, full of tender mercy and comfort and intensely - personal... 
Jesus was not a Man who sought big meetings, fame or notoriety...He came seeking that which was bruised, broken and lost; His compassion matchless, His love eternal, His forgiveness unequalled. 

He came, He saw, He conquered our hearts...
God doesn’t have a split personality.

God was not a God of wrath in the Old Testament and a God of love in the New...If that is our understanding; if that is what we have been taught; we do not know Him. 
Jesus in the New Testament is the fulfilment of the Old; He came to fulfil the Royal Law not eradicate it...
We must set things in order. 

His order...
And we start by putting Him first.

Taking a look at the Ten Commandments we discover that the first four are towards God and the remaining six towards our fellow man. 
‘Charity’, an old adage had it, ‘begins at home’. In practice, however, sometimes we find those whom we declare we love are the very ones we find the hardest not to censure.
In this we see how the moral declension of the Fall included the complete dislocation of our love.  From being complete in His love for us and our love for and identity in Him, the desire for position, possession and power entered our hearts...The need to be first, best and right. Jealousy, self-consciousness and pride became our inheritance. We took on the very nature of the adversary and our ability to love as He loved moved from being God-centred, to being self-centred. Covetousness and idolatry filled His space –

‘Our woes began when God was forced out of His central shrine and things were allowed to enter. There is a fibrous root of fallen life in the human heart whose nature is to possess, always to possess...’ 2
A large part of our restoration to wholeness is letting go of anything and everything that has filled our hearts and prevented us from putting God first in our affections. 

If we are born again from above, but continue to live from our lower nature...we are idolaters.
The definition of idolatry is anything which has taken the place of God in our affections - 

Jeremiah 2:12 NIV

“My people have committed two sins:
They have forsaken me,
    the spring of living water,
and have dug their own cisterns,
    broken cisterns that cannot hold water.

He has to decentre us before He recentres us; He must cause us to re-relate to the things which bind us as we come to understand that we have nothing that was not first given to us; we are stewards not owners...loss of all things is in order to gain Him. 

‘He is no fool who gives that which he cannot keep for that which he cannot lose.’ Jim Elliott.

 He desires that we do not share our love with anyone or anything else; thus Augustine could say - 
‘Love God and do as you please. For the soul trained in love to God will do nothing to offend the One who is Beloved.’
Everything will fall into place from setting love in order.
When love is set in order, we have no enemy but one; we honour and respect all men; it is not difficult to love the unlovely; to forgive, prefer and esteem others more than ourselves...and to love without ceasing. We will do everything with our whole heart, without care of success or failure... Indifferent to the opinion of others, we are satisfied in Him, and He in us...
If we desire to attain this our first task is to settle two issues:

· the goodness of God and 
· His ownership of us.

We are not our own, we were bought at a great price. 

If we have not understood the depth of the grace of God and the fullness of the exchange at the Cross, we will struggle to release ourselves fully into His loving Sovereignty over our lives and will still seek to retain some control...

Throughout the Old Testament, God portrayed Himself as a Husband to the nation of Israel indicating the intimacy of the relationship He desired with His people.  Jesus comes as Bridegroom to His church; the parallel is obvious, this is not sexual love, but a deep spiritual union He desires, based on a Covenant - 

Hebrews 8:10 NKJV

‘10 For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put My laws in their mind and write them on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people.’

‘I will, I will, I will and they shall...’ three promises of God, and their response.
In this passage we see three elements:

1. He is our God. 

2. We are His people.

3. We agree with His plan for our lives. 

‘From Him we come; in Him we are enfolded; to Him we return...3
Hear A W Tozer -
“We are saved by accepting Christ as our Saviour; we are sanctified by accepting Christ as our Lord; we may do the first without doing the second!" 4
The fact that we are loved beyond belief is without question but there is another step we must take. 

We must now settle the issue of Lordship if we are to come into alignment and union with God.

We no longer belong to ourselves; we are a Bride bought at a price and our ‘bride price’ was the death of Jesus.5
So when Jesus as our Bridegroom, looks on our hearts He searches for just one thing; the quality of our love towards Him - 

Revelation 2: 2 – 5 NASB
The Church at Ephesus:
2 ‘I know your deeds and your toil and perseverance, and that you cannot tolerate evil men, and you put to the test those who call themselves apostles, and they are not, and you found them to be false; 3 and you have perseverance and have endured for My name’s sake, and have not grown weary. 
4 But I have this against you, that you have left your first love. 5 Therefore remember from where you have fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at first; or else I am coming to you and will remove your lampstand out of its place—unless you repent.’

Ephesus, a hard working church is first commended, but correction follows.  She has left her first love. Honeymoon love has turned into the monotony of married life and her love has gone cold.
God is always more interested in the heart of the worker than the work, and the church at Ephesus is exhorted to change its thinking or He will remove their prophetic revelation; the light which they need to live... 
God measures our love for Him by our obedience – ‘if you love (agapao) Me, you will keep My commandments.’  

Love such as this is not a feeling, but an act of the will. It is not a warm, self-centred, ‘fuzzy’, but a long obedience in the same direction; a setting of the sail of our lives to the wind of His Spirit; independent from circumstances be they good bad or ugly. No matter what, our total loyalty is to that One Master. 
Only by consistently following after and abiding in Him will our love be perfected and the fruit of His Spirit become evident in our lives, for such love issues from obedience. 

If that obedience calls for the supreme sacrifice, the laying down of our lives, then that will be the most loving thing we can possibly do for there is nothing greater we can give. Any sacrifice of our lives outside of love is wood, hay and stubble - 

1 Corinthians 13: 3 - 7 The Message
‘3-7 If I give everything I own to the poor and even go to the stake to be burned as a martyr, but I don’t love, I’ve gotten nowhere. So, no matter what I say, what I believe, and what I do, I’m bankrupt without love.’

The Lord looks on the heart, the motive for what we do and we do what He asks us to do from an obedient heart of love. 
Anything done from love of self and the ‘feel good’ factor is profitless...
Jesus demands both exclusiveness and inclusiveness of our love over every other influence in life. 

It has priority. 
Not works, not gift, not ambition, position or power. 
Love. 

First. 

Foremost. 

Greatest.

1 Corinthians 13: 1 – 3 AMP

‘1If I [can] speak in the tongues of men and [even] of angels, but have not love (that reasoning, intentional, spiritual devotion such as is inspired by God’s love for and in us), I am only a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.
2 And if I have prophetic powers (the gift of interpreting the divine will and purpose), and understand all the secret truths and mysteries and possess all knowledge, and if I have [sufficient] faith so that I can remove mountains, but have not love (God’s love in me) I am nothing (a useless nobody).
3 Even if I dole out all that I have [to the poor in providing] food, and if I surrender my body to be burned or in order that I may glory, but have not love (God’s love in me), I gain nothing.’
Zilch, nada, no thing. It could not be clearer.

Love.
Usually we are happy enough to receive it; often less able to give it...

1 John 4: 7 – 8 NASB

‘7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. 8 The one who does not love does not know God, for God is love.’
John tells us unequivocally if we do not love, we do not know Him...

The soul wanders in affections, the body in appetites, as we have seen already.
So, it is time to set love in order - God’s order. 

Love (agapao) is His priority. 
And He doesn’t ask for it. 
He commands it.

It was His last and most important instruction before He went to the Cross.

‘Love one another’.

John 15:12 NASB
Disciples’ Relation to Each Other
12 “This is My commandment, that you love (agapao) one another, just as I have loved you.”

Not go forth and work miracles, or preach to thousands, or give everything you have to feed the poor, but beloved, love one another as I have loved you.
And Jesus uses the word – agapao - to distinguish it from any other kind of love. A once little-used word becomes the Church’s major weapon against sin and Satan.
Jesus elevates that which the world ignores.
All the disciples will go on to desert Jesus in His hour of need but following His resurrection He meets them for breakfast. Jesus has not forgotten His last instruction and He engages a crestfallen Peter in an interesting dialogue. Indicating to Peter’s companions, He asks him ‘Do you love Me more than these?’  
John 21: 15 - 19 The Message

‘Do You Love Me?’
‘15 After breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you love (agapao) me more than these?”
“Yes, Master, you know I love (phileo) you.”
Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.”
16 He then asked a second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love (agapao) me?”
“Yes, Master, you know I love (phileo) you.”
Jesus said, “Shepherd my sheep.”
17-19 Then he said it a third time: “Simon, son of John, do you love (phileo) me?”
Peter was upset that he asked for the third time, “Do you love (phileo) me?” so he answered, “Master, you know everything there is to know. You’ve got to know that I love (phileo) you.”
The resurrected Jesus asks Peter if He loves Him with an unshared, undivided love; the singular agape of God. Peter in reply says – ‘You know I love you as a friend, even a brother Lord, I think You are just great to be around....’ 
Peter’s understanding of love was limited. He had only experienced love between brothers – phileo love; the good natured joshing and jockeying for position. The arguments about who was going to be the greatest sort of love; the rough and tumble of the lads together of whom Jesus was one (albeit their Teacher). 
‘You know I phileo You...’
But Jesus was speaking of something higher; of a selfless and undivided love; the ‘agapao’ of God and of which at this point, Peter had no experience.
So the third time Jesus speaks, He comes down to Peter’s level and gives him his final instruction: ‘Shepherd My sheep.’
Big fisherman Peter, bemused at the command, would have puzzled over these words; he would subsequently undergo a complete metamorphosis, a transformation, by the Spirit of God. He would go from being a coward, to being courageous; from being arrogant, to being humble; from being brash, to being wise; from being ignorant to being enlightened; from being proud to being submissive; from being boastful to only boasting of Christ; from being timid and afraid, to being fearless; dying for his faith. Foot-in-mouth Peter was to be a changed man and it was this Peter who years later would write – 

1 Peter 1: 22 NASB
22 Since you have in obedience to the truth purified your souls for a sincere love of the brethren, fervently love (agapao) one another from the heart...’’

Now he knows what Jesus was talking about...
2 Peter 1: 5 – 7 NASB
‘5 Now for this very reason also, applying all diligence, in your faith supply moral excellence, and in your moral excellence, knowledge, 6 and in your knowledge, self-control, and in yourself-control, perseverance, and in your perseverance, godliness, 7 and in your godliness, brotherly kindness, and in your brotherly kindness, love (agapao).’
The Peter, whose end was martyrdom in AD64, was not the Peter who responded to Jesus with brotherly love, but a Peter whose heart was, like His Master, filled with the love of God, and ready to die for love of Him...To lose his life that he may gain Christ as Paul would later say.
Peter had travelled the same road about which he wrote - the end of which is love from a pure heart.

Like Peter, the love of God meets us in the place where we missed it – we were all sinners – and restores us. 
Like Peter, our restoration takes a long time and we travel an appointed road.  We go from faith, to restoration of moral excellence; from moral excellence to knowledge; from knowledge to self-control. We add to our self-control, perseverance and to perseverance godliness; to brotherly kindness (phileo) love - agapao. 

But sometimes, like the unforgiving servant in the parable, we do not recognise nor do we pass on to others, the forgiveness and mercy God has shown us. Happy enough to receive it, we are not so swift to show the same mercy and forgiveness to others.
Another dialogue between Jesus and Peter -

Matthew 18:21 - 35 The Message

A Story About Forgiveness
‘21 At that point Peter got up the nerve to ask, “Master, how many times do I forgive a brother or sister who hurts me? Seven?”
22 Jesus replied, “Seven! Hardly. Try seventy times seven.
23-25 “The kingdom of God is like a king who decided to square accounts with his servants. As he got under way, one servant was brought before him who had run up a debt of a hundred thousand dollars. He couldn’t pay up, so the king ordered the man, along with his wife, children, and goods, to be auctioned off at the slave market.
26-27 “The poor wretch threw himself at the king’s feet and begged, ‘Give me a chance and I’ll pay it all back.’ Touched by his plea, the king let him off, erasing the debt.
28 “The servant was no sooner out of the room when he came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him ten dollars. He seized him by the throat and demanded, ‘Pay up. Now!’
29-31 “The poor wretch threw himself down and begged, ‘Give me a chance and I’ll pay it all back.’ But he wouldn’t do it. He had him arrested and put in jail until the debt was paid. When the other servants saw this going on, they were outraged and brought a detailed report to the king.
32-35 “The king summoned the man and said, ‘You evil servant! I forgave your entire debt when you begged me for mercy. Shouldn’t you be compelled to be merciful to your fellow servant who asked for mercy?’ The king was furious and put the screws to the man until he paid back his entire debt. And that’s exactly what my Father in heaven is going to do to each one of you who doesn’t forgive unconditionally anyone who asks for mercy.”
To love is to forgive as we have been forgiven; again it is a command, not an optional extra.

Living a life of love (agapao) will cost you all you have. You will need to learn to bless those who curse you; pray for those who despitefully use you and take from you; and allow the spoiling of your goods; in so doing, you will heap coals of fire on the head of your enemy and mess with the head of the enemy himself...
‘You have heard it said, but I say to you’ -
Matthew 5: 43 – 48 NASB

43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’44 But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. 46 For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? 47 If you greet only your brothers, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? 48 Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

Jesus issues us with a fail safe way of living which is ultimately a call to maturity. ‘Be perfect.’ This is not sinless perfection, but maturity; lacking nothing, just as your heavenly Father is perfect...Be just like My Father and I. 

When we are reviled, we bless...
Respond in the opposite spirit to what is coming against you; here it is again - death on the instalment plan – the ego must go. He must increase, we must decrease.
From Genesis to Revelation the instruction is the same – ‘if you love Me, you will do it My way’...No doubt about it...you will do as I ask you for you were created in His image for love; a love relationship with your Creator and those around you. 

In these days we need to set our love in order.

We are in the world, but not of it.

The soul wanders in affections, the body in appetites – so there is a decision to be made -
Colossians 3: 2 AMP
‘2 set your minds and keep them set on what is above (the higher things), not on the things that are on the earth.’
A setting of the mind and keeping it set, is required to get our love in order. 

Putting first things first.
In the gospel according to Mark, a scribe comes to Jesus asking what commandment they must put first, and Jesus answers with what is universally known as ‘the Shema’ – ‘Hear, O Israel’. 
Hear with a view to obedience -

Mark 12:28 – 34 NASB

28 One of the scribes came and heard them arguing, and recognizing that He had answered them well, asked Him, “What commandment is the foremost of all?” 29 Jesus answered, 
“The foremost is, ‘Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is one Lord; 30 and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ 31 The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” 
32 The scribe said to Him, “Right, Teacher; You have truly stated that He is One, and there is no one else besides Him; 33 and to love Him with all the heart and with all the understanding and with all the strength, and to love one’s neighbour as himself, is much more than all burnt offerings and sacrifices.” 34 When Jesus saw that he had answered intelligently, He said to him, “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” 
‘Doing this’, the scribe recognises, ‘is greater than all burnt offerings and sacrifices’...
Here is an Old Testament Jew who practised all the commandments in burnt offerings and sacrifices but he says that to love God first is greater than of all that.  

He got the point – and Jesus commends him - 

‘Indeed, in obeying the law of loving God first, and from that everyone else, you are not far from salvation and the manifestation of the Kingdom of God in your life...’ 
You have understanding of the Royal Law of Love...
John 15:10 NASB
‘10 If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love (agape); just as I have kept My Father’s commandments and abide in His love (agape).’

Keeping the first commandment first is linked to staying in the place of abiding, the place of continuous connection with our Head, the place of intimacy, fellowship, and revelation. It is the Christian’s secret of a happy life.

1 Corinthians 13 NASB

The Excellence of Love
1 ‘If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but do not have love, I have become a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy, and know all mysteries and all knowledge; and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. 3 And if I give all my possessions to feed the poor, and if I surrender my body to be burned, but do not have love, it profits me nothing.
4 Love is patient, love is kind and is not jealous; love does not brag and is not arrogant, 5 does not act unbecomingly; it does not seek its own, is not provoked, does not take into account a wrong suffered, 6 does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but rejoices with the truth; 7 bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
8 Love never fails; but if there are gifts of prophecy, they will be done away; if there are tongues, they will cease; if there is knowledge, it will be done away. 9 For we know in part and we prophesy in part; 10 but when the perfect comes, the partial will be done away. 11 When I was a child, I used to speak like a child, think like a child, reason like a child; when I became a man, I did away with childish things. 12 For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known. 
13 But now faith, hope, love, abide these three; but the greatest of these is love.’

All of this, but the greatest is love. 
Everything God is and does stems from this one great attribute of love. Love covers, love protects, love is just, love is holy, love is gracious, love is jealous, and love is without dissimulation. It doesn’t disguise or hide its true feelings, thoughts or intentions. Love rebukes and chastens. 

Love never fails...
The key to the Christian life is -

LOVE

Without it we are a ‘noisy gong or a clanging cymbal’. 
Have we missed something then?
It is never going to be our missions; our door knocking; not by our meetings;  our prophecies; our teaching; our preaching or even by our worship, that we will be known or recognised by the world around us. 

It will be by our love. 
John 13: 34 – 36 NASB
“34 A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another. 35 By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”
William Barclay described it this way –

‘No matter what any man does to me, I will never seek to do harm to him; I will never set out for revenge; I will always seek nothing but his highest good.”

No revenge, no pay back, no ‘pound of flesh’, no piece of your mind no matter how you have been wronged...

Such love is not emotion. It is a conviction of the mind which results in a rule of life through which everything is pressed...
Such love always acts for the greatest good towards the object which is loved.

Such love does no harm to its neighbour; it only ever seeks their highest good...
‘If a man loves God’ said Henry Drummond ‘You will not need to tell him to have no other gods before Him.’ 5
 Jesus came to give us a failsafe way of living and He demonstrated it in order that we would be in no doubt about what He requires of us – ‘love Me first as I love the Father and the Father loves Me, and everything else will fall into place.’
Hmmmm...

Philippians 2: 1 – 8 The Message
He Took on the Status of a Slave
‘ 1-4 If you’ve gotten anything at all out of following Christ, if his love has made any difference in your life, if being in a community of the Spirit means anything to you, if you have a heart, if you care— then do me a favour: Agree with each other, love each other, be deep-spirited friends. Don’t push your way to the front; don’t sweet-talk your way to the top. Put yourself aside, and help others get ahead. Don’t be obsessed with getting your own advantage. Forget yourselves long enough to lend a helping hand.
5-8 Think of yourselves the way Christ Jesus thought of himself. He had equal status with God but didn’t think so much of himself that he had to cling to the advantages of that status no matter what. Not at all. When the time came, he set aside the privileges of deity and took on the status of a slave, became human! Having become human, he stayed human. It was an incredibly humbling process. He didn’t claim special privileges. Instead, he lived a selfless, obedient life and then died a selfless, obedient death—and the worst kind of death at that—a crucifixion.’
Jesus stands before the Father, clothed in the filthy, sweaty, rags of Adam’s flesh, eager to perform the will of His Father in the redemption of mankind...

‘I saw a stately lord, seated in his regal chamber, before him stood a lowly manservant – respectful and waiting to do his lord’s will. The servant waited a long time and it was clear that he felt nothing but love for his lord...Oddly he was dressed in clothes that were scanty, and worn almost to rags, filthy with grime and sweat...and then the lord leaned forward and spoke something private to the servant and the servant rushed from the lord’s presence as fast as he could run...’6
Let’s pray shall we -
 ‘Father thank You. Thank you that there are two calls on my life and the first is to put You first in my affections and then to love others with the love with which You love me. I say with Julian of Norwich: ‘God of Your goodness, give me Yourself for You are sufficient for me. I cannot properly ask anything less, to be worthy of You. If I were to ask less, I would always be in want. In You alone do I have all.’
Amen.’
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