What Are True Characteristics of God’s Love?
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I Corinthians 13:1-13
1 If I speak in human or angelic tongues, But the greatest of these is love. [Today’s New International Version] 13 And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. then we shall see face to face. behind me. 12 For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; what is in part disappears. 11 When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood and we prophesy in part, 10 but when completeness comes, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9 For we know in part they will cease; where there are tongues, 8 Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, 7 It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. but rejoices with the truth. 6 Love does not delight in evil it keeps no record of wrongs. it is not easily angered, 5 It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. but do not have love, I gain nothing. 4 Love is patient, and give over my body [to hardship] that I may boast, but do not have love, I am nothing. 3 If I give all I possess to the poor that can move mountains, and if I have a faith and all knowledge, and can fathom all mysteries but do not have love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy
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Introduction

All I write about seems to revolve around the theme of what is God really like. That is why the name of my blog is What Is God Really Like – Misbeliefs About God. Growing up I was taught certain characteristics about God that I have come to believe otherwise. What I was learning about God did not make rational or relational sense. Also, I had a hard time explaining supposed characteristics of God to others. It was almost as if God couldn’t be explained to the common senses. I write in case there are others who struggle with certain images of God. God may not be your problem after all. What we understand about God’s love, and thus His character, can greatly influence our relationship and intimacy with our Creator.
We all believe and say God is love but sometimes portray God’s actions as the opposite of love. The best way I know to capture what God is really like is to describe God as the incredible Parent! When I read the story of the prodigal child in Luke’s gospel, I think it is more about the story of the incredible Parent. I envision God as the perfect Parent. However we think a parent should act, that is God. I believe Scriptures teach God is not a representation of our earthly parents but the perfection of the human parents we have always desired
We are quite capably of understanding God as our heavenly Parent, because we are made in His image. God’s ways are similar to our expectations of perfect parents here on earth. Our hearts tell us what true love is. How might we understand God’s request to glorify Him? Did God really put us here to remind Him and others how great He is or we can go to Hell? Can you imagine respecting a human parent with the same attitude? God’s glorification must be understood in a relational context and not be separated from human benefit, glory, purpose, and delight. God desires we glorify Him so that all can share in the many blessings resulting from such unselfish actions. To love God is to love others to the fullest. Parents advise their children to honor them because they have their best interest in mind. 
Parents don’t have children so they can grow up to worship the ground we walk on. Do we only have children for purely selfish reasons rather than so they might enjoy life? God didn’t create us just so we can worship Him. God doesn’t want us to praise Him out of obligation. God wants us to love Him because we want to not because we have to, and we will once we understand who God truly is. Kids who have great parents understand wanting to follow, not having to follow. God created us for mutual pleasure. God didn’t create us to make Himself complete but creating us somehow added to His pleasure as children do a parent’s life. 

Characteristics of love are mentioned in I Corinthians 13. Love is patient and kind. It turns out God’s love is also. Love is not proud or self-seeking. It turns out God’s love isn’t either. Many of us may need to unlearn the things we believe about God. Those beliefs may keep us from knowing who God truly is, thus enjoying Him and life to the fullest. What is God like? Think of what you desire for your children if you are a parent or what you desired from your parents as you look back growing up. Think of God not as a reflection of your parents but the perfection of parents you always desired or wanted to be. This is God. We are made in His image! I hope the below descriptions of God’s love will allow the reader’s imagination to wonder as God reveals His true self to you. 
God’s Love Is Patient Not Controlling  
God is love but we all know true love is patient and not controlling. It matters we understand controlling is the opposite of patience. In difficult times you may be tempted to blame God for evil or at least question why He doesn’t interfere more. Asking God to control all our circumstances is to ask God to negate or control freedom. The truth is evildoers, not God, are responsible for suffering in the world. God obviously can control if He were not patient. 

Who spoke into existence light, water, land, vegetation, animals, and humans? Since not observed faith is required to believe in a Creator or that stuff just evolved somehow from nothing. After observing the birth of my children, it is easier for me to believe there was a Beginner. Then, God showed Himself in mighty ways to the Israelites through the plagues, the miracle of manna in their bellies while wandering in the wilderness, and crossing the Red Sea onto dry ground. In the New Testament we read about the mother of all miracles. The Tomb was empty! The Romans were not about to let the body be stolen after Jesus’ claims. 

God’s patience in allowing freedom, rather than controlling, must be for a reason. God knew what humans parents know. Genuine relationships are only possible if one is free to love or hate. If you love something you must set it free. If it comes back it is yours. If it doesn't, it was never yours in the first place. Besides, who desires forced love? No amount of good resulting from evil justifies the evil actions of others, but God’s risk in allowing freedom was necessary to obtain the highest good in relationships. 

God doesn’t magically change forces of nature to benefit His children. God doesn’t interfere with the freedom of others to inflict suffering. God didn’t even protect his own Son from suffering. God doesn’t promise us physical protection. God promises instead that the grave doesn’t have to be our final destination. Evil people can destroy our physical bodies but never our souls, even in death. God can and does promise the protection of our hearts. 
Romans 8:28 says: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” This passage is often read to mean God control circumstances. I believe the passage is best read “God works for good to those who love Him.” God didn’t protect Paul from suffering. Instead, he gave Paul hope in spite of his circumstances. No one can touch our hearts. When people open their hearts to God, good can always come from evil.
One may argue God is controlling because He can’t wait to send us to Hell if we don’t obey or choose Him. If God was so anxious to get rid of us, do we really think He would be as patience as He has been? We have God and hell all wrong. God doesn’t threaten us with Hell as if such fear would encourage a genuine relationship. Hell is a chosen destiny for those who do not wish to spend eternity with God. God will not force Himself on others. Jesus spoke of Hell to the religious pretenders, whose self-righteous actions served themselves and not others. Religion suggests God’s love is about rules than a relationship.
Our need for an all-powerful, invulnerable God comes at the expense of a patient God. When evil was chosen suffering became part of God’s story to lead us of our own volition to a paradise appropriate for free beings. Instant healing or richness leaves us wanting to be healthier or richer. Dependence on God than circumstances changes us for the better. Also, many are only influenced by the suffering of others. Martin Luther King removed the scales from the eyes of many that tolerated bigotry. Jesus' sufferings, not His miracles, really changed hearts. God’s respect for freedom can be for personal benefit as well as empowerment to serve others. God does not destroy or annihilate people at the first sign of opposition. God is hopeful and patient!
God’s Love Is Kind Not Manipulative

God is love but we all know true love is kind and not manipulative. One may think God is manipulative because He can’t wait to send us to hell if we don’t trust Him. We have God and hell all wrong. Hell is not a threat but warning to avoid a path of self-destruction. Hell is not God sadistically burning people forever but metaphoric. God’s wish for trust is not for His gain but our benefit. Similarly, parents encourage children to not worship false gods such as materialism or selfishness out of kindness, not to manipulate them. Parents invite a child’s trust for their benefit. God’s love is not about manipulating us into doing things His way for His benefit as if that is what true lovers do. 

God’s motive for loving others is important as many of use wish to follow His example. We must be sure our acts of kindness do not have some hidden or selfish agenda. When Jesus spoke to the woman at the well caught in adultery, she didn’t get a canned evangelistic spiel. Jesus encouraged her to go and leave her life of sin for her benefit, not God’s benefit. Did Jesus wash one’s feet with a selfish agenda to get people to do what He wanted them to do?  Was Jesus motivation to love others to trick them into a relationship with Him so he could have more worshippers?  Surely, Jesus’ motivation was to simply love others because that is who He was. He only hoped others loved God back for to do so is to love oneself and others to the fullest. 

If God has an agenda in loving us unconditionally, it is only in hopes of breaking through to humans how things can be for them. Unselfish parents love their children in hope they will see that their desires for them are always in their best interest. Unselfish parents don’t demand obedience or allegiance to control or manipulate their children. Unselfish love is purely for the benefit of others. If anything God only hopes we are inspired to also love others as He does, for God only treats us in ways we wished we treated others.
In the past sometimes I was kind to people to get them to attend church or view God as I do. This seems to be more about manipulation than kindness.  Isn’t it more authentic to reach out to others to just be kind and without any hidden agenda? I may strike up a relationship to gain an edge for a promotion, thus not engaging with others that may not be able to give me an advantage in some way.  God does not have a self-seeking motive behind what He does. We often wonder why someone is being kind to us. Don’t we want their motives to be as God’s, which is to love and serve others because it is just what true love is? If they see God in our actions so be it. 
God surely hopes His love will be returned, as parents do, but that does not take away from His true kindness. I imagine God’s motive for loving is a one way street – He loves because that is who He is and not what He might get in return. If God wanted one’s devotion only, then wouldn’t He stop being kind at some point. He doesn’t though. Deep down God only wants what is best for someone so it is not self serving love.  God doesn’t have hidden motives but unselfish motives. Let our motives only be for the advantage of others and not what we might gain in return. Such is true kindness and how we wish for others to relate to us. 
Credit: The Misunderstood God by Darin Hufford. I receive some insight on this issue of kindness and manipulation in his chapter on The Divine Manipulator

God’s Love Is Not Proud But Vulnerable

God is love but we all know true love is not proud but vulnerable.  We sometimes portray God as the “Clint Eastwood” type. Did God really put us here to remind Him and others how great He is or we can go to Hell? We speak of God’s sovereignty as if that excludes God from being vulnerable. One writer said: “God did not need to create you, but he chose to create you for his own enjoyment. You exist for his benefit, his glory, his purpose, and his delight.” Do we respect human parents with the same attitude? God’s glorification must be understood in a relational context and not be separated from human benefit, glory, purpose, and delight. 

God wanted to share His wonderful creation with others, not be an individualist. God is not possessive of His glory. “He called you to this through our gospel, that you might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ.” (2 Thes 2:14)  God was not seeking to be along in the glory and splendor of His creation. God was not seeking credit above His children. Loving parents don’t insist they receive credit first before their children do. Love doesn’t care as long as it leads to good things. God’s love really has always been other-directed not self-consumed.
God’s love is clearly vulnerable. God set the example of how to have deep, meaningful relationships. He put Himself spread eagle on the Cross. God became human to have an authentic relationship. Jesus didn’t wash feet so we would feel forced to love Him. Jesus washed feet because He loves us. God longs that we love Him in the same way He loves us.   The Parable of the Prodigal Son is really the Story of the Incredible Parent. God loves us unconditionally but respects our freedom. God waits and hopes. His love is unlike any human’s love we may experience.
God was not so proud to avoid staking His reputation on us. God created us in His image. People get to know God through how we treat them. If God wanted to go it alone He could have. He could have proven who He was and His love by Himself. But God choose to reach others through His creations. We speak as if our relationship with God is a one-way street. We like to say God doesn’t need us, we only need Him. God obviously doesn’t need us to be whole anymore than men or women need each other to be human. But relationships bring great joy to God and humans, and God is not so proud to deny this. 
God made Himself vulnerable by allowing and respecting individual freedom. God desired a mutually edifying relationship with those created in His image. God will not force His love on others, but He wants as many as possible to experience His love in a chaotic world. If there is to be genuine freedom, there must be the opportunity to love as well as to hate. God respects and works with the freedom He has given us rather than manipulates or overrides it. Not even God can create a free world and eliminate the possibility of evil and suffering. 
God’s Love Is Not Self-Seeking But Unselfish
God is love but we all know true love is not self-seeking but unselfish. Did God really put us here to remind Him how great He is or we can go to Hell? God didn’t create us to just worship the ground He walks on. God was not seeking mindless slaves. Meaningful worship only happens in the context of an advantageous relationship for God and those created in His image. Do we have children only for our own pleasure or to bring them joy as well? Are we really less selfish than our Creator? God’s love as a Parent is other-directed not self-consumed.
A woman or man doesn’t need a partner to be whole, but many find greater joy being together than apart. God didn’t create us to make Himself complete but creating us somehow added to His pleasure as children do a parent’s life. God didn’t create us because He was bored or we were an experiment. God desired a love relationship with those created in His image. This doesn’t mean God didn’t have everything He needed to be sufficient. God wanted to share Himself with others. God became vulnerable so we might fall in love with Him. God doesn’t want humans to think we “need” to have a relationship with Him only. God desires a mutually, satisfying relationship

One writer said: “God did not need to create you, but he chose to create you for his own enjoyment. You exist for his benefit, his glory, his purpose, and his delight.” Can you imagine respecting a human parent with the same attitude? God’s glorification must be understood in a relational context and not be separated from human benefit, glory, purpose, and delight. Meaningful relationships lead to meaningful worship. Worship is for God as well as humans just as honoring parents is for the pleasure of both parties. 
I Corinthians 10:31 says: “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  God is not obsessed with His glory for only His benefit. God desires we glorify Him so that all can share in the many blessings resulting from such actions. God’s glory is not self-infatuation. To love God is to love others to the fullest. Parents, who are unselfish, advise their children to honor them because they have their best interest in mind. A parent asking for the right kind of respect is asking a child to love others as they want to be loved. 
God is not a glory hog! When others delight in our kids, do we try to deflect that praise off them and take it all for ourselves? Do we think “how dare people give my children glory and not me as the parent?” Does God really want us to see ourselves as lowly beings and to reflect all credit back to Him? Do I want credit rather than children? Do I have to answer that question? It doesn’t enter my mind that I should get credit first and foremost. I don’t somehow separate my credit from their credit. Is God any different as a Parent? 
God wanted to share His wonderful creation with others and to enjoy mutual intimacy forever. God will not force His love on others, but He wants as many as possible to experience His love in such a chaotic world. God is not possessive of His glory. God created us to be partakers of His Glory. “He called you to this through our gospel, that you might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ.” (2 Tim. 2:14)  God is not self-centered, self-absorbed, or self-seeking! 
God’s Love Is Not Easily Angered But Merciful
God is love but we all know true love is not easily angered but merciful. God is angry as human parents should be when in the best interests of their children. God is not indifferent to ways that lead to self-destruction and the destruction of others. God is not quick tempered. Stories in the Bible about God’s anger reveal God never acts hastily, impulsively, or revengefully. God punishes with a heavy heart and not without giving time to change from evil ways. God know punishment only leads to temporary change, not lifelong transformation. God is always hoping people will turn from evil so He doesn't have to respond. God is extremely patient, forgiving, and merciful.
Anger is not necessary in a perfect world. In the Old Testament we read of God’s anger against the Israelites because of their rebellious ways.  Hosea is one of many prophets that records the Israelite’s ways and God’s anger toward them. “Like a bear robbed of her cubs, I will attack them and rip them open, like a lion I will devour them - a wild animal will tear them apart.” (13:8) The Israelites behaviors were atrocious. They offered human sacrifices like the other pagan nations to their supposed gods (13:2); they provoked their daughters unto prostitution with their harlot ways. (4:14) Hosea language is clearly metaphoric, as God does not rip open humans when angry. 

Fear is not necessary in a perfect world. A survey of the times “fear of God” is used in the Bible suggests fearing God was synonymous with fearing evil. God’s wrath is against godlessness and wickedness in hopes to restore. The fear of God acts as a restraint for those hell-bent on committing evil, as God’s wrath may be the only deterrent for evildoers. God hates the sin, not the sinner, because sin leads to destruction in the end.  God’s wrath is not an inherent part of His nature but a reaction because of His love when confronted with sin. Fear was for evil folks in the Bible, not those seeking selfless lives. God is Love not Wrath. (I Jn 4:8) 
Jesus didn’t have to persuade God from stop being angry and start forgiving. God doesn’t delight in sacrifice but a broken and contrite heart. (Ps. 51:16-17) The purpose of judgment is to provoke repentance, not to pay some penalty. There is not one Bible verse that says God’s wrath sent people to hell. God’s wrath and punishment is a part of God’s love in hopes to stop destruction. God does not want us to fear Him or we can go straight to Hell. Can you imagine respecting a human parent with the same attitude? True friendships do not develop under such a grave threat. Does God not understand what we know?

One may think that the threat of Hell is necessary to motivate people to do right, but a trusting relationship with God is one’s path to freedom. Anger or fear doesn’t inspire. No gloomy uncertainty as to God's favor can conquer our battle against self-centeredness. Jesus died not to change God’s attitude but our attitude toward God. Understanding God’s unconditional love inspires us best to love others as we want to be loved. God is always waiting with open, loving arms for those who desire to be loved and encouraged. We can start each day feeling accepted rather than rejected. God's love and His mercy is our necessary nourishment. 
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