The Love of God

Unconditional Love

Stephen E. Robinson - There has been a great deal of discussion about God's "unconditional" love lately, and most of the discussion has not been very useful.  If God is love, and if the Prime Directive is to love as God loves, then is God's love "unconditional," and should mine also be "unconditional"?  That is a loaded question, for unconditional means different things to different people, and the core of the misunderstanding lies in those different definitions.  (Note that "unconditional love" is not a scriptural term, and I think it is not a very useful one.  It has been my experience that whenever people discuss the scriptures using nonscriptural terms, they usually get into trouble, like the Nicene fathers did with trinity …) (Following Christ: The Parable of the Divers and More Good News, p. 147 – 148)
As regards God’s love, here are possible interpretations –

1. God loves all of his children without regard to their hearts or their conduct.

2. God desires to have a loving relationship with all of us, without regard to our station in life.

Great love is used in sermons to teach us to look past each others’ blemishes in our fallen condition.  The ancient book The Testament of Joseph says, “Ye see, my children, what great things I endured that I should not put my brethren to shame [by not tattling on his brothers for selling him off and for not exposing the evil actions of Potiphar’s wife].  Do ye also love one another, and with long-suffering hide ye one another's faults.  For God delighteth in the unity of brethren, and in the purpose of a heart approved unto love.”  It is the love Jesus showed in associating with people deemed by society as unclean.

Neal A. Maxwell - Grandparents are often the strategic reserve who can overlook dirty clothes and untied shoelaces and sibling rivalries - not because they fail to see such, but rather, because their unconditional love for their grandchildren is so irrepressible.  (That My Family Should Partake, p. 101)
James E. Faust - "…For the heavens wept over him—he was Lucifer, a son of the morning.”  (D&C 76:26)  Does this not place some responsibility on the followers of Christ to show concern for loved ones who have lost their way and "are shut out from the presence of God"?  (Moses 6:49)  I know of no better way to do this than to show unconditional love and to help lost souls seek another path.  (Reach Up for the Light, p. 105)
Conditional Love

The term “unconditional love” is sometimes used to rationalize lax behavior and justification by rebellious or slothful souls to “procrastinate the day of [their] repentance.”  (Alma 13:27).  Parents for example may thus rationalize insufficiently disciplining their children as opposed to “reproving betimes with sharpness” (D&C 121:43) or through a perversion of love deprive them of the opportunity to learn by work.  
Marvin J. Ashton - Love for one's family is not the love of a martyr.  Think…about the practical sermon of [a] taxi driver: "I teach my children to work, but I let them know I care.  I do my part too.”  Our time, the listening ear, the understanding heart, and the unconditional love, even the opening of doors of opportunity at times, are some ways to serve those we love.  But if we deprive family members of opportunity for their own actions, if we use them to further our own ambitions, then we do not serve them well or love them prudently.  Wise love of family and people takes time.  (Ye Are My Friends, p. 13)
Not only do the scriptures not use the term “unconditional love”, they actually state the opposite -

1 Nephi 17:40 - And he loveth those who will have him to be their God.  Behold, he loved our fathers, and he covenanted with them, yea, even Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; and he remembered the covenants which he had made; wherefore, he did bring them out of the land of Egypt.

D&C 95:12 - If you keep not my commandments, the love of the Father shall not continue with you, therefore you shall walk in darkness.

Helaman 15:4 - But behold my brethren, the Lamanites hath he hated because their deeds have been evil continually, and this because of the iniquity of the tradition of their fathers.

Note that in all three verses love or hate was linked to obedience, in other words it was conditional.

Caution:  It is possible to go too far and say that God loves only those of his children who have entered into the gospel covenant and fully repented.  Yet the same divine love that causes the heavens to rejoice over the repentant and righteous, also causes them to weep over the rebellious and wicked.  (Moses 7:37)  God commands all men and women everywhere to repent and come to him (3 Nephi 11:32).  For example, President Hinckley said, “We don't downgrade any religion.  We recognize the good they all do.”  (USA’s National Press Club, 8 Mar.  2000)
Joseph B. Wirthlin - This leads us to the process of making covenants and participating in ordinances, which are sources of power as we realize the importance of the Lord's will in our lives and have faith in it.  Such faith turns us toward the Savior, his life, and his unconditional love for us.  As these truths sink into our hearts, we hear him requiring the sacrifice of a broken heart and contrite spirit.  We must give up the ways of the world and accept and do his way.  (Finding Peace in Our Lives, p. 177)
As stated, the word “unconditional” itself is not found in scripture - and it is even difficult to say anything meaningful about God without remembering the covenantal nature of our relationship with him.  Possibly the best path is to avoid the term “unconditional love” altogether.  A good alternative is to remember that God’s love is available to all.  Even further, the focus might be on our love for God, as manifested through our obedience.

Dallin H. Oaks - Some seem to value God’s love because of their hope that His love is so great and so unconditional that it will mercifully excuse them from obeying His laws.  In contrast, those who understand God’s plan for His children know that God’s laws are invariable, which is another great evidence of His love for His children.  Mercy cannot rob justice (see Alma 42:25), and those who obtain mercy are “they who have kept the covenant and observed the commandment” (D&C 54:6)…  God’s choicest blessings are clearly contingent upon obedience to God’s laws and commandments.  The key teaching is from modern revelation:

“There is a law, irrevocably decreed in heaven before the foundations of this world, upon which all blessings are predicated—And when we obtain any blessing from God, it is by obedience to that law upon which it is predicated” (D&C 130:20–21).

…If a person understands the teachings of Jesus, he or she cannot reasonably conclude that our loving Heavenly Father or His divine Son believes that Their love supersedes Their commandments…

The effect of God’s commandments and laws is not changed to accommodate popular behavior or desires.  If anyone thinks that godly or parental love for an individual grants the loved one license to disobey the law, he or she does not understand either love or law. (“Love and Law,” Ensign, Nov 2009, 26–29)
Deuteronomy 5:9-10 - Thou shalt not bow down thyself unto them, nor serve them: for I the LORD thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me, and shewing mercy unto thousands of them that love me and keep my commandments.

In the very first verse of the Book of Mormon Nephi states, “having been highly favored of the Lord in all my days”.  He became a favorite of the Lord through obedience, through fulfilling his covenants with God.

According to the King James Version of Luke 2:14, at Jesus’ birth the angels sang, "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.”  Inferred here is that peace and good will go to all people everywhere, much like an unconditional love.  Re-analysis of the ancient texts have yielded a surprising revision.  The New English Bible says:  "Glory to God in highest heaven, and on earth his peace for men on whom his favour rests.”  The Living Bible says: "...peace on earth for all those pleasing him.”  Clearly this peace and good will is not unconditional.

A Brief Survey of Passages on God’s Love

The Lord’s Prayer - The concepts of love and honor are within the first two phrases of The Lord’s Prayer: “Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name.”  (Luke 11:2-4) “Our Father” is from the Aramaic word Abba which means “daddy.”  The title invokes a God of love.  The prayer continues with the meaning, “May thy name be holy.”  This means that God is here called upon to demonstrate His own holiness by His saving action.  God is called upon to save because He is holy.

John 3:16 - For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.  (“Believeth” could properly be reinterpreted as “obey”.  The Amplified Bible renders it “trusts in, clings to, relies on”.)

John 10:14 - …Therefore doth my Father love me, because I lay down my life, that I might take it again…

John 14:21 - He that hath my commandments, and keepeth them, he it is that loveth me: and he that loveth me shall be loved of my Father, and I will love him, and will manifest myself to him.

John 17:23 - I in them, and thou in me [after being sanctified, cleansed from sin, v.17-19], that they may be made perfect in one; and that the world may know that thou hast sent me, and hast loved them, as thou hast loved me.

1 Nephi 1:15 - But behold, the Lord hath redeemed my soul from hell; I have beheld his glory, and I am encircled about eternally in the arms of his love.  [Here Lehi speaks of having God’s love after having fulfilled his covenants unto salvation.]

Mosiah 4:12 - And behold, I say unto you that if ye do this [repent, remain humble, pray, etc.] ye shall always rejoice, and be filled with the love of God, and always retain a remission of your sins; and ye shall grow in the knowledge of the glory of him that created you, or in the knowledge of that which is just and true.

2 Nephi 31:20 - Wherefore, ye must press forward with a steadfastness in Christ, having a perfect brightness of hope, and a love of God and of all men.  [God being the perfect exemplar loves all men too.  However we cautiously note that we are to forgive all men whereas “I, the Lord, will forgive whom I will forgive”.  (D&C 64:10)]

Moroni 7:47-48 - But charity is the pure love of Christ, …pray unto the Father with all the energy of heart, that ye may be filled with this love, which he hath bestowed upon all who are true followers of his Son, Jesus Christ; that ye may become the sons of God; that when he shall appear we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is; that we may have this hope; that we may be purified even as he is pure.  Amen.

D&C 29:26 - But, behold, verily I say unto you, before the earth shall pass away, Michael, mine archangel, shall sound his trump, and then shall all the dead awake, for their graves shall be opened, and they shall come forth—yea, even all.

[Some might argue that the universal resurrection is evidence of God’s love without conditions.  Every person will be resurrected regardless of his or her actions.  While this is true the resurrection depended upon a condition that was met before this life.  All who enter into mortality had to choose Heavenly Father’s plan.  Those who followed Lucifer will never be resurrected.] 

D&C 95:1 - Verily, thus saith the Lord unto you whom I love, and whom I love I also chasten that their sins may be forgiven, for with the chastisement I prepare a way for their deliverance in all things out of temptation, and I have loved you.

God’s Honor and Integrity

Forgetting our covenantal relationship with God can lead us to misread important messages from him.  A good example is the parable of the good shepherd.  Why does the shepherd go after the lost sheep in the first place?  The answer that the Christian tradition has almost universally given across the centuries is this:  He seeks the lost sheep because he loves it.  No doubt he does, but there is another surprising and overlooked reason.

Psalm 23:1-3 - The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.  He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.  He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.

Kenneth E. Bailey - The shepherd acts because he has standards he will not violate.  He will maintain his own sense of worth at any cost.  When he returns to the village there is celebration, which is an indication of his joy at the preservation of his integrity.  Here then the return of the lost sheep is an occasion for joy, not only for the shepherd, but also for the community.  The Pharisees, on the other hand, have transformed the return of lost souls into an occasion for complaints.  (Finding the Lost, p. 54-92)
Notice that in Ezekiel and 1st Nephi it is not primarily out of his love but out of honor that God will save Israel –

Ezekiel 36:22-23 - ..I do not this for your sakes, O house of Israel, but for mine holy name's sake, which ye have profaned among the heathen, whither ye went.  And I will sanctify my great name...

1 Nephi 20:9 - Nevertheless, for my name's sake will I defer mine anger, and for my praise will I refrain from thee, that I cut thee not off.

When children of Israel act honorably then the Lord loves them dearly –

Isaiah 43:3-4 - For I am the LORD thy God, the Holy One of Israel, thy Saviour… Since thou wast precious in my sight, thou hast been honourable, and I have loved thee: therefore will I give men for thee, and people for thy life.

Amplified Bible:  Because you are precious in My sight and honored, and because I love you, I will give men in return for you and peoples in exchange for your life.

Summary

Because of his honor we can always trust in God fully.  His love and forgiving grace are available to each of us.  He manifests his help and love for us through his son.  Our relationship with God is covenantal and also tied to obedience.  Our obedience gains us favor and increased love.  
Extra Material
Quiz for the beginning of class –

1. What is “unconditional love”?  What does it mean?

2. T/F - Unconditional love is a key part of the gospel.

3. T/F – God loves his children unconditionally.
4. T/F – God doesn’t hate any of his children.

5. T/F – When God rescues his children it’s always because he loves them.

Additional Quotes
Joseph Smith - I am a lover of the cause of Christ and of virtue, chastity, and an upright, steady course of conduct and a holy walk.  I despise a hypocrite or a covenant breaker.  I judge them not; God shall judge them according to their works.  I am a lover even of mine enemies, for an enemy seeketh to destroy openly.  I can pray for those who despitefully use and persecute me, but for all I cannot hope.  (The Personal Writings of Joseph Smith, p. 246)
Joseph Smith - Our heavenly Father is more liberal in His views, and boundless in His mercies and blessings, than we are ready to believe or receive; and, at the same time, is more terrible to the workers of iniquity, more awful in the executions of His punishments, and more ready to detect every false way, than we are apt to suppose Him to be.  (History of The Church, v. 5, p. 135-136)
Isaiah 10:5-6 - Assyrian, the rod of mine anger, and the staff in their hand is mine indignation.  I will send him against an hypocritical nation, and against the people of my wrath will I give him a charge, to take the spoil, and to take the prey, and to tread them down like the mire of the streets.
Hateth the Sin but Loveth the Sinner
These phrases do not exist in scripture or at lds.org –

Hate the sin

Hateth the sin

Love the sinner
Loveth the sinner

From Catholic.com - 

Question:  I read that Christ did not say, "Love the sinner, hate the sin."  Who did?

Answer:   It’s from St. Augustine. His Letter 211 (c. 424) contains the phrase Cum dilectione hominum et odio vitiorum, which translates roughly to "With love for mankind and hatred of sins."  The phrase has become more famous as "love the sinner but hate the sin" or "hate the sin and not the sinner" (the latter form appearing in Mohandas Gandhi’s 1929 autobiography).  (http://www.catholic.com/quickquestions/who-said-love-the-sinner-hate-the-sin)


