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How God meets your deepest needs:

God’s love has your name on it

(Jehovah Roi – Genesis 48:15)

Introduction

It was a new year’s party…a Chinese new year’s party.

50 orphaned children were the guests of honor.

After eating, these children were entertained,


not by Santa Claus…but by a tiger

For almost an hour, 

a man -- dressed as a tiger – played with the kids and gave them gifts.

And, for almost an hour, 

a little boy – no more than 4 years old – clung to the tiger.

With his little arms wrapped around the tiger’s leg, 

he went wherever the tiger went.

My wife, herself an orphan, watched the little boy,


and – through tears – told me: “I know how that boy feels”.

I think we all do.

For deep within each of us, 

there is a little voice crying: “Love me…love me”.

Unfortunately, our desperate need for love


is often coupled with a tragic misunderstanding.

Oh! we may not grab a tiger’s leg in our lust for love,


but – like that little orphaned boy – we often look for love in all the wrong places. 

We seek acceptance from people.

We look for affirmation because of our position, performance and possessions.

We try to find affection in pleasure.

And, sometimes, we even hope to get attention with our problems;


we stir up trouble so people notice us.

These “potions” that we concoct to satisfy our need for love –

they work for a while…but they don’t last, do they?
They provide only temporary relief 

-- temporary acceptance…temporary affirmation…temporary appreciation --
and then we need another fix.

Today, God invites you and me to look to him for the love that we need.

He reminds us he “is love” [1 John 4:16 NIV].
He also tells us that his love lasts.

“I have loved you with an everlasting love,” [Jeremiah 31:3 NIV]
he says to people like you and me.

The lasting love of God…

When speaking on this subject, it is easy for me to become poetic…

and you may find it to be inspirational.

But today I pray that my message will be personal, not poetic…
 and you will find it transformational, not inspirational.
In other words, I pray that – when this worship service ends –


each one of us will be a changed person.

My prayer today is no different than that of a pastor long ago:

I pray…you will be able to feel and understand how long, how wide, how deep and how high (God’s) love really is; and to experience this love for yourself.

[Ephesians 3:17-19 LB]
It doesn’t matter where you are on your spiritual journey…

it doesn’t matter if you’re a seeker, struggler or saint.

It doesn’t if you are still seeking answers…


it doesn’t matter if you’ve turned to Jesus for the answer but are still struggling…



it doesn’t matter if you think you’re a saint with all the answers…




I pray that – when you leave the church this morning –





you will know that God’s love has your name on it.

Let’s take our cue from a shepherd who lived long ago.

He, first of all, understood that God makes his love personal…


that Jehovah Roi – this God who shepherds his people – 



shows his love by the way he takes care of individuals.

The shepherd, however, also understood that he needed to make God’s love personal too.

This he did when he said, “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.” [Psalm 23:1 KJV]
That’s what we’ll do this morning.

We’ll, first of all, see how God makes his love personal to meet our need.

Then we’ll see how we can make God’s love personal too.

God makes his love personal and meets our needs…

1) as he graces us
God makes his love personal as he graces us.

Graces us?

What does that mean?

It is said that


justice is getting what we deserve;


mercy is getting what we don’t deserve; but…


grace is getting the opposite of what we deserve

Does this mean that God shows his love to us 

by giving us the opposite of what we deserve?

Let’s see…

If God sees himself as a shepherd,


then he must see you and me as sheep, right?
Have you ever wondered why God sees us as sheep?

I think we can find the answer at the circus and on the farm.

If you go to the circus, you’ll see a variety of animals performing a variety of tricks.

But you won’t find any sheep at the circus;


you won’t see them standing on their hind legs or jumping through hoops.

Why? because you can’t teach an old sheep a new trick.

In fact, you can’t teach a sheep any trick.

They may be able to do a stunt once, but they can’t repeat it.

Is this, perhaps, why God sees us as sheep?


because we aren’t very consistent in doing what he says?

If you go to a farm – a sheep farm – you will see sheep.

There you can also see how sheep run;


they do it with very stiff legs.

Sheep have knees…but it seems that they don’t know how to use them.

What a waste!

Is this, too, why God sees us as sheep?


because we don’t properly use what God gives us?

It seems to me that God could get along very well – thank you –


without the likes of you and me.

We, after all, appear to be liabilities rather than assets.

But the truth is that God would rather die than live without you…or me.

Come to think of it…


he did die so that we could live with him.

No wonder he tells us:


“I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd is willing to die for the sheep.” 

[John 10:11 TEV]

Talk about grace…


talk about getting the opposite of what we deserve.

It was love, of course, that prompted God to come and die for the whole wide world;


but that love also prompted God to keep his eye on the individual.

We are told that “God so loved the world”

But then we are told that God loved the world 

so that you…me…”whoever” can believe and benefit from his love. [John 3:16 NIV]
God makes his love personal as he graces you…me…”whoever”.

He also makes his love personal as he guides us.

2) as he guides us

God reveals himself as Jehovah Roi – 

a God who shepherds his people…personally takes care of his people.

This, by the way, is not the God of our fathers…


the fathers who founded this country.

Most of them were deists.

Most of them believed that God set this world a-spinning…


and then turned his attention to other matters.

Most of our founding fathers believed 
that it was up to them, then, to make this world work.

A simple shepherd of long ago, however, 

knew that God was at work, not only in the world, but also in his life.

His voice still speaks to us today as he tells us:


“(The Lord) guides me in the right paths, as he has promised.” [Psalm 23:4 TEV]

God was intimately involved in the world 2000 years ago.

His crib, the cross and an empty crypt point to his presence on planet earth in the past.

But this God is with us yet.

Listen…and you will still hear his voice today.

Look…and you will see him making arrangements for the way you should go.

I personally can attest to this.

For much of my life I was more of a deist than the child of a loving Father in heaven.

I believed that God gave me life – even a new life in Christ –


but I also believed that it was largely up to me to make it work.

But the God who got through to the shepherd so long ago also got through to me.

He managed to “show and tell”…


show and tell me how my life would work best.

In the 70’s – as folks fled the cities for the suburbs –


I thought I was best suited to plant an inner-city mission;



but God sent me to an established  church in the suburbs.

I then vowed that I would never serve overseas;


but God sent me to China for 26 years.

When I left the ministry with the intention of teaching in a university,


God made me a training manager in the world’s second largest bank.

When Karen and I planned to have a baby, then adopt a baby,


God gave us Carmen, a 5 year old bundle of joy and jabbering.

Today, I just shudder to think of who, what, where I would be


if – as Frank Sinatra once suggested – “I did it my way”.

To each of us, Jehovah Roi 

– this “God who shepherds his people”…this “hands-on manager of our lives” – says:

“I know the plans I have for you…plans to prosper you…plans to give you hope and a future.” [Jeremiah 31:3 NIV]
Isn’t it good that God has plans for us…that he wants to guide us?

Never forget that we are like sheep…

sheep that like to go our own way…go astray.

So, stop, look and listen.

Stop…stop what you are doing.

Listen…and you will hear God telling you the way to go.

Look…and you will see him showing you the way.

God makes his love very personal 

as he personally guides you along the right path.

He also makes his love personal as he guards you.

3) as he guards you

Sheep – as you might expect – are very vulnerable.

So are we.

No matter how well we seem to manage in life,


there come times when we find ourselves in over our heads.

We find the school or job unsuitable,


the relationship uncomfortable,



the situation untenable…




what do we do?

Listen to what that shepherd of long ago says:


“My only hope is in your love…for my problems are too big for me to solve.” 

[Psalm 40:11-12 LB]

When the going got tough for the shepherd,


he turned to another shepherd…

a tough – and loving – shepherd who was going with him.

He also said this:
“I will not be afraid, for you are with me.  Your shepherd’s rod and staff protect me.” [Psalm 23:4 TEV]

Whenever the going gets tough for you,


remember that you, too, have a tough God going with you.

Doug Fields learned this truth in a Los Angeles traffic jam.

Doug is the youth pastor at a Baptist church in southern California.

One day, on his way to church, 

he found himself stuck beside an SUV with a 4 year old boy at the window.

Doug smiled at the lad;


the lad responded by making faces and sticking out his tongue at Doug.

When the boy continued to mock Doug,


Doug shook his head and his finger in an attempt to get the boy to stop.

This time, the boy responded with screams and an obscene gesture.

Doug was about to get out of his car when he noticed who was sitting beside the boy.

I’ll let Doug describe what he saw:

“Neanderthal Man was driving the car!  The guy had a tank top, huge muscles and the tattoo of a pit pull.  He was nasty looking.  No wonder the kid felt free to mock a pencil-neck pastor.”

Whoever goes with us in life can determine what we do in life.

With you and me goes the “maker of heaven and earth”…even the Neanderthal man.

With you and me goes “God the Father almighty”…

the God who marshals all of his might just to keep us safe;

He uses his powers to change the situations we face…


or to change us so that we can face the situations.

He insists on doing this because he insists on loving us.

Do you get the picture?

Are you beginning to see how this God – who loves the world – 
makes his love personal for you?

It might help to think of God as a doting father…

a doting father armed with a video camera.

“All the world’s a stage”, said Shakespeare…


but as God sees everyone playing their part on the world’s stage,



he takes out a VDO camera…and zooms in on you.

In spite of your missed cues, missteps and mistakes, he can’t take his eyes off you.

Why? because he’s your father…and he loves you.

I think it was Max Lucado who first said:


“If God had a refrigerator, your picture would be on it.


If he had a tattoo, it would bear your name.”

I used to think those two statements were sentimental exaggerations…


until I remembered two statements 

that God made through a spokesman named Isaiah.
He said:


“I’ll never forget you…never.” [Isaiah 49:15 MSG] 


“I have written your name on the palms of my hands.” [Isaiah 49:16 TEV]
Jehovah Roi – this God who shepherds you and me –


makes his love for us personal and practical.

How can we respond?

The 3 R’s, my friend, the 3 R’s.

I make God’s love personal by…

1)  receiving it

We make God’s love personal by receiving it

Many of us here today became members of God’s family through baptism as infants.

Then, with the onset of acne, 

we also admitted that we were members of his family in a rite we call confirmation.

But have we ever taken the time to personally receive God’s gift of love?

I mean…

Have you ever taken the time to come before the Father…


slowly unwrap his gift 

and explore with him what a song-writer calls “the many wonders of his love”?

Have you ever taken the time to talk with the Father…

to tell him that you certainly don’t deserve such a gift…



and then thank him – profusely – for giving it to you anyway?

Have you ever taken the time to show your appreciation to the Father…

to thank him – profusely – for giving you could never earn and don’t deserve?\

If you’ve never done this in your entire life,


isn’t it about time that you did? 

“To all who receive him”, writes a man named John…

“to all who receive him (and his love, God) gives the right to become children of God.” [John 1:12 NIV]
We make God’s love personal by receiving it,


then by refilling.

2)  refilling it
At the training center where I worked,

we often spoke of the “dipper and the bucket”

We recognized that our “emotional buckets” could run low 

if we had a few too many “bad hair days”.

We also realized that, whenever that happened,


we needed someone else to use his or her “dipper”

to give us a few positive strokes…and refill our bucket.

I also know that you and me – as children of God – need to have our buckets re-filled.
We do something that is unacceptable…


we feel that we’re unreliable…



and we conclude that we’re unlovable.

We need God to remind us that he still loves us.

We need God to use his dipper and refill our “emotional bucket”.
How does this happen?

If you’re an audio learner,


you can listen to songs that speak of the “love that will not let you go”.

If you’re a visual learner,


you can picture yourself at the foot of the cross,



looking at the One whom God gave so he could get you…




listening to that One say, “Father, forgive”.
If you’re any kind of a learner, you can always count on the Teacher telling you:


“I have loved you even as the Father has loved me.  Live in my love.” [John 15:9 LB]
Make God’s love personal by receiving it, by refilling it, and – finally –

by reflecting it.
3) reflecting it

An old song claims “what the world needs now is love”.

A new book is entitled “All you need is love”

Obviously, people of all ages want to be loved.

If God has given you his love, give it away.
Hug the child who has disappointed you.

Forgive the parent who has mistreated you.

Offer to help the relative who ignores you.

Accept the neighbor who doesn’t look like you…or live like you.

Isn’t this, after all, the love that God has shown to you…to me?
Jesus says:

“I am giving a new commandment to you now – love each other just as much as I love you.” [John 13:34-35 LB]

Conclusion

We have explored how God makes his love personal…


and what we can do to make it personal too. 

There is one question, though, we haven’t answered.
It begins with the words “what if..”

It’s a question my staff at the bank asked during appraisal time:

What if I improve my technical skills, will you give me a higher rating?

It’s a question my daughter asks me as she tests the boundaries:


What if I don’t do my homework tonight, will you cut my allowance?

It’s a question we all ask God:


What if I act like a jerk, God?


What if I drink too much beer?


What if my business takes me where I have no business going?


What if I cross the line…drift too far…slip too much?

I don’t answer “what if” questions…

but God does…and even before we ask.

It was that pastor named Paul who dared to ask the question that is on everyone’s mind:


Can anything separate us from the love of God? [Romans 8:35]
And this is God’s answer:

“Nothing,” he says…

Nothing…in the whole world will ever be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus.” [Romans 8-39 NIV]
There is nothing you can do to make God love you less.

There also is nothing you can do to make God love you more.

He loves you now as much as he always has and always will.

You and I, of course, have the option to reject his love;


but I think we would be absolute fools to exercise that option.

For his is a love we can take seriously…

and we must take personally.

	On 27 June 2004, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050th 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651 770-3618).
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