
The writer and scholar A.W. Tozer famously wrote, “What comes 
into our minds when we think about God is the most impor-
tant thing about us.” Some of you, when you think about God, 
good things come to mind—joy, hope, love, and patience. But 
others of you have a very different perspective of God. You’re 
concerned about the image of God. You wouldn’t want to sit in 
that quiet because what comes to mind when you think about 
God may be something opposite of God is love. 

But we are not left alone to construct this image of God. There’s 
this scene at the end of the Gospel of John in which Jerusalem 
is a buzz with energy. The Passover is approaching, and families 
are gathering around tables, and final preparations are being 
made for the meal. I would guess it would feel a bit like this past 
Thanksgiving. Jesus is in the upper room with his disciples; they’d 
secured a space for their little community to also celebrate the 
Passover, and the disciples settle in. Something felt a little bit dif-
ferent about this Passover than the other Passovers.

All week, Jesus had been speaking strangely to his disciples, 
hinting that the “hour had come.” He was talking of suffering, 
talking of leaving. There was uncertainty among the 12 as to 
what Jesus meant. There was triumph filling the city about this 
Passover celebration, but up in that upper room, there was ten-
sion settling around the table. Jesus startles them all as they 
sit around that table by rising and filling a basin of water, and 
one by one, Jesus washes the disciples’ feet. Many of them were 
shocked at this. 

It’s a startling act on its own right, but maybe even more so from 
our perspective. Looking at the whole narrative, unbeknownst to 
the 12 at the time, it would end up being Jesus’ final meal with 
the disciples. In a few short hours, Jesus would walk out of that 
meal into a garden to pray. The religious and political officials of 
the time had conspired against Jesus. They would arrest him and 
crucify him in a matter of a few short hours. I would imagine the 
mix of the water filling the basin, and the anticipation of what 
Jesus had been sharing, would create tension in the air.

Jesus sat down and had this meal, and after they shared part of 
it and he spoke, we read this in John 13, it says, “After he had said 
this, Jesus was troubled in spirit and testified, ‘Very truly I tell you, 
one of you is going to betray me.’ His disciples stared at one another, at 
a loss to know which of them he meant” (John 13:21-22). I imagine 
in this moment, the disciples’ eyes start darting back and forth. 
“Is it you? I won’t do it. Is it you?” The tension is rising, and whis-
pers are going up and down the table.

The questions are fierce, the confusion swirling. But read what 
John records in verse 23. “One of them, the disciple whom Jesus 
loved, was reclining next to him. Simon Peter motioned to this disciple 
and said, ‘Ask him which one he means’” (vv. 23-24). I love Peter. 
He is like, I don’t want to ask him. You ask him. “Leaning back 
against Jesus, he asked him, ‘Lord, who is it?’” (v. 25). Now we 
can jump from this right into all of the betrayal, the arrest, and 
everything that the narrative is offering. But what I want to do 
is not focus there. 

I want to look at the posture of John the disciple whom Jesus 
loved. John recorded this decades after the event. He’s reflecting 
back on the story and remembering that there was something 
inside him that was relaxed. There was a posture in which all of 
that tension is there, and it says that he is reclining against Jesus. 
He’s resting amongst all of that. 

It’s easy to breeze past this scene and immediately jump to the 
betrayal and arrest. Of course, it’s important that we do at some 
point. We’ll talk through those things on another Sunday, but 
don’t miss the posture. I wonder what comes to mind when John 
thinks about God. Because what we learn here is that he’s not 
intimidated. He’s not afraid. There is all sorts of drama in the 
scene, but we notice that posture of leaning back against Jesus. 

Brennan Manning, in his beautiful book, Abba’s Child, makes the 
point that we should not reduce this scene to historical memory, 
but rather this moment invites us into a different understanding 
of God. An understanding, not shaped by fear or distance, but 
by intimacy and nearness. Brennan Manny makes the point later 
on in the book that John, when he leans against Jesus, is hearing 
the very heartbeat of God. As his head rests gently against the 
chest of Jesus, what he hears again is the heartbeat of the One, 
of Jesus, the God incarnate, the One who the Council of Nicaea, 
centuries ago said that Jesus was co-equal and consubstantial 
with the Father. God from God. Light from Light, true God from 
true God. It is not just the heartbeat of his rabbi, it’s the heart-
beat of God himself, incarnate, present right there at the table 
with him. 

Let me ask you a question. Put yourself in John’s shoes. Put 
yourself in his position. You are at the table; the tension is thick. 
You are near Jesus. You lean close to him. What do you hear? 
What do you experience? What comes to mind when you think 
about God? Because that is the most important thing about 
you. Because we become like that which we think about of our 
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ultimate understanding of God. What do you expect to hear? 
What rises in your heart when you picture that nearness of God? 

Is the image of God when you lean against that heartbeat of 
Jesus, an image of a litigious God who’s gracious to you when 
you’re good, but he punishes you relentlessly when you’re bad? 
Maybe it’s the image of an angry God. Eager to punish, angry 
with everything you’ve done or not done. Maybe it’s a God who’s 
aloof that you’re just saying, “God, are you there?” He seems de-
tached and removed from the harsh realities of your life. A God 
wholly uninterested in your life. What comes to mind when you 
think about God?

Advent is a season where we lean in, where we think about God. 
It becomes the water we swim in. You’re forced to think through 
what it means to celebrate Christmas. Whether you’re a believer 
or an unbeliever, you are here, and Christmas just runs into you, 
and you have to consider what you think about when you think 
about God.

I want to point out that Tozer is right. What comes to mind in 
that moment is the most important thing about you, because we 
always move towards or away from the image of God we experi-
ence. What’s beautiful about this scene is that we don’t have to 
speculate as to what John thought of or what he experienced 
when he leaned against Jesus. Decades later, he would not only 
write this gospel, but he would go on to pen a few letters. 

In one of those letters, the one that we just read, John distills 
this whole experience down to these three words. God is love. 
This was John’s experience in the midst of all of the tension, in 
the midst of the betrayal, the arrest, and the coming crucifixion. 
John’s experience when he leans against the very heartbeat of 
God is that God is love. I don’t think it’s too much preacher’s 
hyperbole to suggest that there may be no more beautiful state-
ment than that. When taken with all of its rich meaning, all of 
its texture and beauty, it’s nothing short of revolutionary. There 
may be no other statement when understood through the lens 
of the scriptures that could do more to profoundly transform 
you and me, and the entire world, than God is love. 

But let’s also be honest. If there was ever a cultural statement 
that could jive with the world around us, God is love is it. Like 
slap that on a bumper sticker, head down to Whole Foods, and 
you’re fitting right in. It just seems to be there. However, it does 
beg the question, what love does God espouse? Because often 
we bring all of the importance of our culture around us, and we 
bring all of our understanding of that, and we project it onto this 
idea that God is love, and we fail to allow God to define love on 
his own terms.

So, the question we must ask is what love is John talking about? 
What was the love that John experienced, and how might that 
flow back into our lives and give shape to our experience of God? 
Well, flipping your Bibles to 1 John 4, we’re picking up in the 

middle of a letter that John wrote, and it’s got all sorts of things 
going on. But what he homes in on in this little section is both 
the source of love and the model of love. So, as we ask this ques-
tion, what love did John experience, we go straight to John’s own 
words. 

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes 
from God. Everyone who loves has been born of 
God and knows God. Whoever does not love does 
not know God, because God is love. 1 John 4:7-8

Now, notice the two central statements that he begins with in 
these first two chapters. Love comes from God. So it’s something 
that seems to flow right from his being, not something he does, 
but rather something that just exudes from him. If you were to 
cut God open, love falls out. It just flows right from him.

Then also notice there’s something to the effect of how God’s 
love flowing from his being is also the way in which we interact 
with God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows 
God, meaning that the way in which we experience and express 
love is wrapped up with God, who is love himself.

So love comes from God. But then John goes on to name it even 
more blatantly at the very end of verse 8. God is love. And again, 
this doesn’t mean God is loving, which we are more comfortable 
with. God is love actually feels a little bit like bad grammar, but 
I assure you, it’s very good theology. God is love, meaning the 
core, the essence, the very center of who he is, in fact, is love. 
Hold onto that thought. We’ll come back to it in a few minutes. 
Keep reading in verse 9. Here comes the description in verse 10.

This is how God showed his love among us: He sent 
his one and only Son into the world that we might 
live through him. This is love: not that we loved 
God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an 
atoning sacrifice for our sins. 1 John 4:9-10

See the love that is God at the very core of his being is perpetually 
self-giving, perpetually sacrificial, perpetually other-centered. 
John describes the love that God is by defining the story that we 
all know that was about to take place after that meal. That God 
had sent his Son to move closer to us and not only to us, but for 
us on our behalf, towards that death on the cross, the atoning 
sacrifice, which is a fancy way of saying that the death that cor-
rects the relationship between God and us. It heals our souls. It 
liberates us from our debt of sin. This is his love.

Notice the order as well. It’s not that we loved God. But that he 
loved us. What comes to mind when you think about God, and 
if that is the image of love, it’s because of nothing that you have 
done, but rather it’s because that is the being of who God is that 
is flowing towards us. And Christmas is a beautiful example of 
that. Advent’s what we anticipate. It’s the fact that this God, this 
Jesus, is, in fact, born in this world. Love came down in the midst 
of the world, as John would describe at the beginning of his 
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gospel, of a world that would not receive him, that tried to deny 
him, and yet this love persists. God came down, love came down. 

But let’s get back to that question, because he mentions it a few 
times. You should be asking how God is love. How is he, in his 
being, love? How does that operate? Well, I’d suggest this God is 
love because God is Trinity. But I’m guessing as you read that, it’s 
about as poetic as an algebra equation. It doesn’t do much to stir 
your heart. So let’s unpack it a little bit more. 

God is love because God is Trinity, because love to be other-
centered means there must be others around. So God is love 
because he is Trinity, because the very core of the Christian faith 
is this idea that God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy 
Spirit are three beings, but in community as one God.

God, three persons, one God, not three different gods, but rather 
three in one. We will not understand this. This is one of the para-
doxes at the core of our human faith, so I really won’t try to de-
scribe it. I’m going to presuppose that as a truth. I’m just going 
to take that God is Trinity: God, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
yet one God.

What I would rather focus on is what does that mean for us? God 
is love because God is Trinity. That means that the very essence 
of God is, in fact, a community. Meaning the core of the essence 
of God, the reason God is love, not God is loving, (of course he 
is), but the reason that God is love is because he is this com-
munal relationship at the essence of his being. He is, in fact, love. 

In Mere Christianity, a classic book by C.S. Lewis, he talks about 
the idea of the Trinity. I’m going to read a rather long section of 
it, but it’s helpful because I want you to understand a little bit of 
how Lewis unpacks this concept of Trinity, but even more so the 
implications for us. So this is Lewis speaking again in his book, 
Mere Christianity. 

God is not a static thing, but a dynamic, pulsating 
activity, a life, almost a kind of drama. Almost, if 
you will not think me irreverent, a kind of dance. 
The union between the Father and the Son is such 
a living, concrete thing that the union itself is a 
Person. I know this is almost inconceivable, but 
look at it thus. You know that among human be-
ings, when they get together in a family, or a club, 
or a trade union, people talk about the “spirit” 
of that family, or club, or trade union. They talk 
about its “spirit” because the individual members, 
when they are together, do really develop par-
ticular ways of talking and behaving which they 
would not have if they were apart. It is as if a sort 
of communal personality came into existence. Of 
course, it’s not a real person: it is only rather like 
a person. But that is just one of the differences 
between God and us. What grows out of the joint 
life of the Father and Son is a real Person, is in fact 
the Third of the three Persons who are God. Lewis, 
Mere Christianity

See, Louis says this dynamic nature of God is something akin to 
a dance, something that is constantly moving, constantly loving. 
One to the other. The Father loving the Son, the Son loving the 
Father, and he says there is within that bond between God and 
Jesus, the Father and the Son, that there’s a Spirit about it. And 
he says, this is the third person of the Trinity. It is in fact Love be-
cause as the Father is constantly loving the Son, the Son is loving 
the Father, the Spirit that holds that together in some sense is 
the Holy Spirit, which also is love. And what I love about this 
imagery that Lewis suggests is that this dance, this rhythm, this 
heartbeat that is at the core of God is not just distant and aloof, 
but it’s actually one in which we are invited into. Read the way 
Lewis goes on, he says this,

The whole dance, or drama, or pattern of this 
three-Personal life is to be played out in each one 
of us: or (putting it the other way round) each one 
of us has got to enter that pattern, take his place in 
that dance. There is no other way to the happiness 
for which we were made. Good things as well as 
bad, you know, are caught by a kind of infection. 
If you want to get warm you must stand near the 
fire: if you want to be wet you must get into the 
water. If you want joy, power, peace, eternal life, 
you must get close to, or even into, the thing that 
has them. They’re not a sort of prize which God 
could, if He chose, just hand out to anyone. They 
are a great fountain of energy and beauty spurting 
up at the very centre of reality. If you are close to it, 
the spray will wet you: if you are not, you’ll remain 
dry. Once a man is united to God, how could he not 
live forever? Once a man is separated from God, 
what can he do but wither and die? Lewis, Mere 
Christianity

God is love because God is Trinity, which means the experience 
that John had in that upper room that night was one in which 
he was getting close to the fire and felt its warmth. He was near 
the fountain, and he was being sprayed by the love that is God. 
Church, Advent is a season where we draw close to God. To put it 
differently, if you want to know love, you must draw near to the 
God who is love. If you want life, you must enter into the life of 
the Trinity. If you want to be changed, you must lean like John, 
against the heartbeat of Jesus.

That’s what John meant in verse 9 of that text in 1 John, in which 
he said he sent his one and only Son into the world. That’s him 
drawing close, doing what it takes to restore that relationship. 
But then John has this one line, “That we might live through 
him.” 

There is a life that is on offer for each and every one of us. A 
life that I would suggest is the life you are longing for. So much 
of Advent stirs up within us this season. Stirs and awakens the 
pains, the hurts, the aches, the longings, the love, and the joy. 
Everything that we’ve suppressed for 11 months just comes to 
the surface. Could it be that all of that comes to the surface 
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because you’re seeking the life that is truly life? And here John 
says that you can have that. It’s available to you. Lean up against 
the heartbeat of Jesus. 

What would it look like for us, this Advent, to take the stun-
ning, provocative reality of the Christian Gospel, that God is love, 
and enter into that very life, to move toward the fire, to feel the 
flame, to move toward the fountain, and feel the spray of the 
very love of God.

This is what love does. This is what incarnation does. This is what 
Advent does. It’s what love looks like with skin and bone on. It 
moves to us. Advent reminds us that love comes close, that love 
draws near, that love has a name, that love took a body. That love 
is a heartbeat. That love is right there around that table.

Now, how do we then lean in? We’re not sitting at that table 
of 12; we are, in fact, here now. We can’t see God. But how do 
we go about leaning in to listen to that? In a word, it’s prayer. 
Prayer is difficult this time of year because we have a lot going 
on. Prayer is difficult for a lot of different reasons. But for us, 
it would look like us dedicating the Advent season to that time 
of anticipation and expectation, and somehow fraught with all 
the widest emotions from fear and anxiety to stress and joy and 
hope and confusion, that somehow in the midst of all that, we 
would cultivate spaces to lean in to rest our head against the 
chest of Jesus, and listen to the very heartbeat of love.

Read what Paul says in Ephesians 3. He has this wonderful text. 
You’ve probably heard it before if you’re familiar with church life, 
but it’s this beautiful prayer in the middle of this wonderful text 
in which he says,

For this reason I kneel before the Father, from 
whom every family in heaven and on earth derives 
its name. I pray that out of his glorious riches he 
may strengthen you with power through his Spirit 
in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in 
your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, 
being rooted and established in love, may have 
power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to 
grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the 
love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses 
knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure 
of all the fullness of God. Ephesians 3:14-19

I love this prayer that Paul has because he’s praying for the 
strength to comprehend the experience that John had at that 
table. Again, what comes to mind when you think about God is 
the most important thing about you. And often we come to this 
season with all sorts of images of God, things that we need, the 
power that Paul describes to see God rightly. 

What comes to mind when you think about God? If it is those 
negative images, my guess is they come from very real places 
of pain and hurt. Often, we bring that in because we’re expe-
riencing circumstances that are very genuine, and they have 

shaped and formed us into a vision of God that may or may not 
match reality. So I wonder if this Advent, you could just offer this 
prayer before the Lord. “Lord, would you heal the images I have 
of you? I like John, want to lean in and have that experience that 
God is love. But so much of the pain and the hurt is there, and 
it’s real.” 

I don’t want to dismiss that in any way, but I would want to 
nudge us that Jesus would love to heal that the pain you carry 
of these images of God, the pain you carry into these seasons. 
Could it be that the reason they bubble up this time of year is so 
that the Lord can help you and work with you on healing those 
in this season, because it’s the God of love who’s drawing you 
closer?

In verse 17 of that text in Ephesians, Paul says, “So that Christ 
may dwell in your hearts.” And then he goes on to talk about 
how the reason we want Christ to dwell in our hearts is so that 
we can understand how wide, how long, how high, how deep 
is the love of God. And then one of my favorite lines in all the 
scriptures, “and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—”

I stood up here, and I’ve said God has loved numerous times. 
Every single person here would probably say, “Yeah, I know that.” 
But the knowledge that Paul’s suggesting, the knowledge that 
John had, was not just intellectual knowledge. It was a type of 
knowing that surpasses knowledge. He’s not speaking about the 
explicit knowledge. We can know a lot of things. If it were all 
about life in the explicit realm, I could just read the text, walk 
off, and you would all understand it and then go live it. But the 
reality is we have to move beyond knowledge in our heads, and 
into our very bones and guts.

The experience John had in the upper room that night was not 
just intellectual knowledge. He leaned against the heart of Jesus 
in the midst of that tension, and knew God is love at the core of 
his being. That reshaped the trajectory of his life in such a way 
that decades later, he was still writing that God is love.

The love that we’re trying to understand in Advent is a love that 
surpasses knowledge. There’s nothing I can tell you to let you 
know that knowledge. The only way we get to that knowledge 
that surpasses knowledge is through experience. It’s through this 
concept of prayer.

Beholding the Love of God
I want to offer two ways in which I would nudge us as a com-
munity to pray this Advent season. The first is that we need to 
focus on beholding the God of love. Now we don’t use that word 
beholding often. It’s an old word, but it’s a good one. To behold 
God is to have a lasting look at God. It’s not just to see God but 
behold him. The fundamental posture of prayer is beholding. 
Prayer is this fixed gaze through our inner being at God because 
this slowly begins to change us. 
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Think of Lewis’ example. You go near the fire to feel its warmth. 
To behold God is to gaze at the God of love and allow that love to 
splash back against us. Because the truth of what it means to be 
human is that you become like what you behold. Whatever you 
hold in your mind, that holds your attention, whatever you are 
beholding, you become. Let me give you an example.

I remember Christmas years ago, my oldest daughter, Maddie, 
was four years old, and after Thanksgiving, it was our tradition 
to go out and get a tree. We purchased it, cut the tree, put it in 
our living room, and set it up. Then we saw our little four-year-
old Maddie just looking at the tree. She kept saying, “I love it. I 
love it, I love it, I love it.” And she just would stare at that tree. 
It was the first Christmas when she could understand what was 
happening, but she also understood enough to anticipate what 
was to come. So she would just say that first day, “I love it. I love 
it, I love it.” 

But then all through Advent from that day forward, she would sit 
in the living room and stare. She would behold the tree. I’d go up 
to her and say, “Maddie, what are you doing?” And she’d go, “I’m 
just watching the tree.” She was so fixed on that tree. She was 
beholding the tree. But more than that, she was beholding all 
that the tree meant. That tree meant cookies. It meant presents. 
It meant hot chocolate. It meant joy. And slowly, what you see in 
her face is that she was becoming the joy of Christmas she was 
beholding.

You are what you behold. Whatever you hold at the forefront 
of your mind, you will become. Tozer said it differently. “What 
you think about when you think about God is the most impor-
tant part about you because you’ll become like that image.” Faith 
is not a once and done act. It’s a continuous gaze of the heart 
towards the triune God. Whatever you behold, whether it’s the 
beauty of God or something lesser, you will become. 

There’s another side to this that we all recognize as well. If you’re 
constantly beholding political news, you’ll become anxious and 
stressed. You’ll become full of vitriol if you’re beholding social 
media, constantly scrolling. You will become anxious and inse-
cure. If you behold violence, you’ll become angry and tense. If 
you behold TV that you probably shouldn’t be watching, you’ll 
become lustful, compulsive, and addictive. You become like what 
you behold. 

It’s very important that we learn to behold the triune God of 
love. It is not a mystery as to how you become a loving person. 
You simply learn to fix your gaze on the God who is love. And 
over time, the experience of God’s love back into your life has 
a formative impact in which, over time, you become like that 
which you behold. The first step for us this Advent is we must 
behold the God of love.

Rest in the God of Love

The second, and this one may be even more challenging, is that 
we must focus on resting in the God of love. In our modern 
world, especially in the Bay Area, we live with a chronic sense of 
fatigue. Because of the performance-oriented culture around us, 
we are constantly on edge, angling, working, promoting, trying 
to get the next leg up. But resting in the God of love is a love, 
much like little Maddie, who’s just in the living room enjoying 
the moment that is Christmas. 

So much of our lives are spent striving, seeking, and working. But 
the image of Paul and Ephesians was that we must allow Christ 
to dwell in our hearts. We must learn to rest in the God of love 
in the midst of a season that isn’t privy to rest. Often, rest is dif-
ficult to come by at the end of the year. But what would it look 
like for you to not only behold, but to slow down enough to just 
linger over that cup of coffee in the morning, to cultivate a space 
where, instead of cramming it full of yet another thing, another 
show, another this, or that, you just create margin to rest in the 
presence of God?

We are chronically running, chronically tired, chronically over-
loaded with things and commitments. But the invitation is just 
like the posture of John, to recline at the table. I know I can say it 
this way, and it sounds almost ridiculous, like there is no way be-
cause of what December looks like, and that’s okay, but you will 
miss out on the invitation to rest in the presence of Jesus. Find 
little times. It doesn’t have to be more than you think. Just start 
where you are. What’s a few moments in your rhythm of life? 

First Obstacle is Distraction
There are three obstacles that we’ll face in this. The first obstacle 
to beholding and resting in God is distraction. Inevitably, our 
minds race. That’s how our minds have been created, to jump 
from one thing to the next. Often in my prayer times in the 
morning, I’ll sit on my green chair and try to focus on the triune 
God of love, and the next thought is, “I forgot to take the laundry 
out of the dryer.” Or, “I forgot to do the dishes.” Our minds race 
because that’s what they’ve been trained to do by every other 
time in our lives, and we often beat ourselves up with that. 

I would just suggest that distraction is a normal part of what it 
means to be human. Distraction in prayer does not mean you 
are bad at prayer. It means you’re human. There’s an author who 
once said, if you are distracted a thousand times in 10 minutes 
of prayer, that’s a thousand opportunities to come back to God. 
And when you come back to God, you will experience, because 
of who he is, love. He’s not there to shame you. He’s not angry 
at you. He is ready and willing to welcome you back a thousand 
times in 10 minutes. 

In times of stress, our minds constantly scan and search for 
threats, and so they tend to be on high alert. In Advent, which is 
typically a season of stress, our minds will be flooded with dis-
tractions, but the key to distraction is just to allow that to come 
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and not think of it again. Let it flow outward and redirect your 
mind to God.

What would it look like to take those distractions, and rather 
than beating yourself up over them, use them as the trigger to 
say, “I want to come back to the God of love.” Allow it to trigger 
your mind to come back to God.

The Second Obstacle is Busyness
The second, which I’ve already talked about, will be busyness. It’s 
challenging at the end of the year, but we have to confront our 
busyness. It will mean, if we confront our busyness, that we also 
have to confront our impatience and discomfort with boredom. 
But the reality of life and prayer is that it is a slow process in 
which you slow down to the pace of God, sit in his presence, 
and allow that long, lingering meal that I imagine that Passover 
dinner was. 

We often fill our calendars and over-commit, but I wonder if we 
fill our calendars because we’re just uncomfortable with what 
we find when we slow down. Looking at our busyness will force 
us to confront the god of productivity that most of us build 
our lives on. But productivity is not the chief concern of God. 
Cultivating a life of communion with God will mean slowing 
down and being inefficient. This is the way of living and praying 
with God. That is not quick. It is not productive. But I’d also sug-
gest it’s a glimpse of eternity in time where we brush up against 
the very presence of God. 

The Third Obstacle is Distress
You will have to overcome the obstacle of distress. We, for most 
of the year, shove all of the pain and hurt down, and we fill it 
with things. The reason we’re uncomfortable with silence is be-
cause all of that just floats to the surface. Most of us often don’t 
want to approach that because we don’t want to deal with the 
pain that’s down there. But Jesus, the God who is love, would 
welcome all of that, and say, “I can heal the pain that you’re 
hiding down there.” Could it be that all of what is rushing to the 
surface is an opportunity to bring it before God, discharge it to 
God in prayer, so that the God of love can slowly bring healing to 
the deep parts of our hearts? 

When we stop and pray and attempt to allow God to dwell in 
our hearts, the first thing we will experience, maybe some of 
these, but the first thing God experiences is love toward you. The 
obstacle of distress is a very real one, but it’s there, and it’s there 
so that God can work with you and meet you in that pain. 

Whatever it is that comes to mind when you think about God’s 
the most important thing about you. So for the next few weeks, 

we’re going to be focusing on a different aspect of God’s love. 
What does it mean that God is love? Today, we’re just trying to 
hear the heartbeat of love. But going forward in the next weeks, 
we want to look at God’s inseparable love. God’s humble love, 
God’s sacrificial love, and God’s pursuing love. Because we be-
come like what we behold. 

So could we co-opt this season of Advent to remember what the 
true heart of it was, that love came down so that you can have 
that same experience as John? Six decades after the resurrection 
of Jesus, and after that moment in the upper room, John was 
still so profoundly moved by the intimacy and encounter with 
Jesus that all throughout his gospel, he doesn’t use his name to 
reference himself.

Did you catch it? At the beginning of that text in John 13, he 
doesn’t use his name. He says the disciple whom Jesus loved. If 
you were to ask John, the writer of much of the New Testament, 
who he is at his core, he would respond with, “Well, I’m the dis-
ciple whom Jesus loved.”

The invitation, Church, is for us to experience that too. To learn 
that the core of our identity is not what we do for a living. It’s not 
the things we accomplish. It’s not all the things and the accolades 
that we like to put around our name to project. What our hearts 
long for is rest in the fact that you are the disciple whom Jesus 
loved. That’s the invitation of Advent. It’s the invitation for all of 
us this season. 


