
Demand #2 

REPENT 

From that time Jesus began to preach, saying, “Repent, for the king-

dom of heaven is at hand.”—Matt. 4:17 

I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repen-

tance.—Luke 5:32 

The men of Nineveh will  rise up at the judgment with this  

generation and condemn it,  for they repented at the preaching 

of Jonah, and behold,  something greater than Jonah is  

here.—Matt. 12:41 

Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.—Luke 13:3, 5 

The first demand of Jesus’ public ministry was, “Repent.” He 
spoke this command indiscriminately to all who would listen. 

It was a call for radical inward change toward God and man. 

What Is Repentance? 

Two things show us that repentance is an internal change of mind 
and heart rather than mere sorrow for sin or mere improvement of 
behavior. First, the meaning of the Greek word behind the English 
“repent” (metanoewv , metanoeø) points in this direction. It has two 
parts: meta and noeø. The second part (noeø) refers to the mind 
and its thoughts and perceptions and dispositions and purposes. The 
first part (meta) is a prefix that regularly means movement or change. 
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In view of the way this prefix regularly functions,1 we may infer 
that the basic meaning of repent is to experience a change of the 
mind’s perceptions and dispositions and purposes. 

The other factor that points to this meaning of repent is the way 
Luke 3:8 describes the relationship between repentance and new 
behavior. It says, “Bear fruits in keeping with repentance.” Then it 
gives examples of the fruits: “Whoever has two tunics is to share with 
him who has none, and whoever has food is to do likewise” (Luke 
3:11). This means that repenting is what happens inside of us. Then 
this change leads to the fruits of new behavior. Repentance is not 
the new deeds, but the inward change that bears the fruit of new 
deeds. Jesus is demanding that we experience this inward change. 

Sin: An Assault on God 

Why? His answer is that we are sinners. “I have not come to call the 
righteous but sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:32). What was Jesus’ 
view of sin? In the parable of the prodigal son, Jesus describes the son’s 
sin like this: “He squandered his property in reckless living . . . [and] 
devoured [it] with prostitutes” (Luke 15:13, 30). But when the prodi-
gal repents he says, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 
you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son” (Luke 15:21). 
Therefore, throwing your life away on reckless living and prostitutes 
is not just humanly hurtful; it is an offense against heaven—that is, 
against God. That’s the essential nature of sin. It’s an assault on God. 

We see this again in the way Jesus taught his disciples to pray. He 
said that they should pray, “Forgive us our sins, for we ourselves for-
give everyone who is indebted to us” (Luke 11:4). In other words, 
sins that God forgives are compared to the ones people commit 
against us, and those are called debts. Therefore, Jesus’ view of sin 
is that it dishonors God and puts us in debt to restore the divine 

1 For example, meta is used as a prefix in the words metabainø (transfer or change from one place 
to another), metaballø (change one’s way of thinking), metagø (lead or move from one place 
to another), metatith!mi (convey from one place to another, put in another place, transfer), 
metamorphoø (change in a manner visible to others, be transfigured), metastrephø (cause a 
change in state or condition, change, alter), and metaschematizø (change the form of something, 
transform, change), etc. 
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honor we had defamed by our God-belittling behavior or attitudes. 
Later we will see how that debt gets paid by Jesus himself (Mark 
10:45). But for us to enjoy that gift he says we must repent. 

Repenting means experiencing a change of mind so that we can 
see God as true and beautiful and worthy of all our praise and all our 
obedience. This change of mind also embraces Jesus in the same way. 
We know this because Jesus said, “If God were your Father, you 
would love me, for I came from God” (John 8:42). Seeing God with 
a new mind includes seeing Jesus with a new mind. 

The Universal Need for Repentance 

No one is excluded from Jesus’ demand to repent. He made this clear 
when a group of people came to him with news of two calamities. 
Innocent people had been killed by Pilate’s massacre and by the fall 
of the tower of Siloam (Luke 13:1-4). Jesus took the occasion to 
warn even the bearers of the news: “Unless you repent, you will all 
likewise perish” (Luke 13:5). In other words, don’t think calamities 
mean that some people are sinners in need of repentance and others 
aren’t. All need repentance. Just as all need to be born again (John 
3:7), so all must repent because all are sinners. 

When Jesus said, “I have not come to call the righteous but sin-
ners to repentance” (Luke 5:32), he did not mean that some per-
sons are good enough not to need repentance. He meant some think 
they are (Luke 18:9), and others have already repented and have 
been set right with God. For example, the rich young ruler desired 
“to justify himself” (Luke 10:29), while “the tax collector . . . beat 
his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ [and he] went 
down to his house justified [by God!]” (Luke 18:13-14). (For more 
on Luke 18:9-15, see Demand #20.) 

There Is an Urgency to This Demand Because 
Judgment Is Coming 

Therefore, none is excluded. All need repentance. And the need is 
urgent. Jesus said, “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” 
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What did he mean by perish? He meant that the final judgment of 
God will fall on those who don’t repent. “The men of Nineveh will 
rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they 
repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater 
than Jonah is here” (Matt. 12:41). Jesus, the Son of God, is warn-
ing people of the judgment to come and is offering escape if we will 
repent. If we will not repent, Jesus has one message for us: “Woe to 
you” (Matt. 11:21). 

This is why his demand for repentance is part of his central 
message concerning the kingdom of God. He preached that the long-
awaited kingdom of God is present in his ministry. “The time is ful-
filled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the 
gospel” (Mark 1:15). The gospel—the good news—is that the rule of 
God has arrived in Jesus to save sinners before the kingdom arrives 
at his second coming in judgment. So the demand to repent is based 
on the gracious offer that is present to forgive and on the gracious 
warning that someday those who refuse the offer will perish in God’s 
judgment. 

To All Nations Beginning from Jerusalem 
After he had risen from the dead, Jesus made sure that his apostles 
would continue the call for repentance throughout the world. He 
said, “Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the 
third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness 
of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning 
from Jerusalem” (Luke 24:46-47). So the demand of Jesus to repent 
goes to all the nations. It comes to us, whoever we are and wher-
ever we are, and lays claim on us. This is the demand of Jesus to 
every soul: Repent. Be changed deep within. Replace all God-
dishonoring, Christ-belittling perceptions and dispositions and 
purposes with God-treasuring, Christ-exalting ones. 



Demand #9 

LOVE GOD WITH ALL 
YOUR HEART, SOUL, MIND, 

AND STRENGTH 

Jesus answered, “The most important [commandment] is, ‘Hear, O 
Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 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.’”—Mark 12:29-30 

Woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe mint and rue and every herb, 
and neglect justice and the love of God. These you ought to have 
done, without neglecting the others.—Luke 11:42 

But I know that you do not have the love of God within you. I have 
come in my Father ’s name, and you do not receive me. If another 
comes in his own name, you will receive him.—John 5:42-43 

Jesus came to restore human beings to the kind of relationship 
with God and each other that we were created for. The most 

important thing he has to say about that restored relationship with 
God is that we were meant to love God with all our heart and soul 
and mind and strength. Jesus assumes that loving God means lov-
ing him for who he really is, and so his vision of who God is per-
meates all that he says. 

Know God, and Love Him for All That He Is 
God is the Creator. He created human beings (Matt. 19:4) and all the 
universe (Mark 13:19). He sustains all he made, governing its small-
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est details of birds and lilies. “Are not two sparrows sold for a 
penny? And not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your 
Father” (Matt. 10:29; cf. 6:30). He is a God of wisdom (Luke 11:49) 
and righteousness (Matt. 6:33) and power (Matt. 22:29) and wrath 
(John 3:36) and compassion (Luke 15:20) and love (John 3:16). He 
is a person, not a mere force, and can be known as a Father who 
loves us as his children (John 1:12; 16:27). Jesus demands of us, 
“Love this God. Love him with all that you are for all that he is.” 

To love God we must know him. God would not be honored 
by groundless love. In fact, there is no such thing. If we do not 
know anything about God, there is nothing in our mind to awaken 
love. If love does not come from knowing God, there is no point in 
calling it love for God. There may be some vague attraction in our 
heart or some unfocused gratitude in our souls, but if they do not 
arise from knowing God, they are not love for God. 

Jesus: Revelation of God, Litmus Test of 
Our Love for God 

Therefore, Jesus came into the world to make God known, that he 
might be truly loved. Jesus said to his disciples: 

“If you had known me, you would have known my Father also. 
From now on you do know him and have seen him.” Philip said 
to him, “Lord, show us the Father, and it is enough for us.” Jesus 
said to him, “Have I been with you so long, and you still do not 
know me, Philip? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. How 
can you say, ‘Show us the Father’?” (John 14:7-9) 

Jesus so deeply reveals God that receiving Jesus becomes the test of 
loving God and having him as our Father. “If God were your Father, 
you would love me” (John 8:42). If we won’t have Jesus, we don’t 
have God. He made himself the measure of our knowing and lov-
ing God. “I know that you do not have the love of God within you. 
I have come in my Father’s name, and you do not receive me. If 
another comes in his own name, you will receive him. How can 
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you believe, when you receive glory from one another and do not 
seek the glory that comes from the only God?” (John 5:42-44). 

In other words, Jesus is so fully God-reflecting and God-exalt-
ing that denying him means denying God. Jesus knows that his adver-
saries “do not have the love of God within [them]” because they do 
not receive him. “The one who rejects me rejects him who sent me” 
(Luke 10:16). If they loved God, they would love him. He makes God 
known more clearly and more fully than any other revelation. 
Therefore, it cannot be that one has love for God but rejects Jesus. 

“I Made Known to Them Your Name” 

Therefore, if we are to love God, we must know him as he is revealed 
in Jesus. Before Jesus came, God awakened love by the revelation of 
himself in his word—which always pointed toward Jesus. “You search 
the Scriptures,” Jesus said, “because you think that in them you have 
eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me” (John 5:39). 
But now that Jesus has come, it is the revelation of Jesus himself that 
awakens love to God. “No one knows the Father except the Son and 
anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Matt. 11:27). 

This is what Jesus did for his disciples. He made God known. 
In Jesus’ prayer in John 17, he says, “I made known to them your 
name, and I will continue to make it known” (v. 26). This is the long-
awaited fulfillment of the prophecy in the Law of Moses: “The LORD 

your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, 
so that you will love the LORD your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul, that you may live” (Deut. 30:6). Jesus is the fulfill-
ment of that prophecy. Therefore, we cannot love God apart from 
the revelation of Jesus who changes our hearts to know God so 
that we see him as compellingly beautiful. 

Seeing and Savoring God as Compellingly 
Beautiful 

The reason I use the phrase “compellingly beautiful” is to stress two 
things. One is that loving God is not a mere decision. You cannot 
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merely decide to love classical music or country western music, much less 
God. The music must become compelling. If you don’t love it, something 
must change inside you. That change makes it possible for the mind to 
experience the music with a compelling sense of its attractiveness. So it 
is with God. You do not merely decide to love him. Something changes 
inside you, and as a result he becomes compellingly attractive. His 
glory—his beauty—compels your admiration and delight. 

The other thing I am emphasizing in the phrase “compellingly 
beautiful” is that love for God is not essentially behavior but affec-
tion—not deeds but delight. God’s glory becomes our supreme plea-
sure. We begin to prefer above all else to know him and see him 
and be with him and be like him. There are several important rea-
sons for believing that love for God is most essentially an experi-
ence of the affections, not behavior. 

Loving God Is First, Loving Our Neighbor 
Is Second 

First, Jesus distinguished the first and second commandment. He said, 
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first com-
mandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself” (Matt. 22:37-39). Therefore, loving God cannot be defined 
as loving our neighbor. They are different. Loving God is first. Loving 
our neighbor is second. The first is primary and depends on no greater 
obedience. The second is secondary and depends on loving God. They 
are not separated, for true love for God will always bring about love 
for people. But they are different. This means that the behaviors of 
love toward others are not the essential meaning of loving God. 
They are the overflow or fruit of loving God. Loving God is not the 
way we treat others. It is a compelling admiration and delight in God. 

“Their Heart Is Far from Me” 

Second, Jesus said to the Pharisees when they criticized the freedom 
of his disciples, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is 
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written, ‘This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is 
far from me; in vain do they worship me’” (Mark 7:6-7). Jesus says 
that external actions—even religious ones directed toward him— 
are not the essence of worship. They are not the essence of love. 
What happens in the heart is essential. The external behaviors will 
be pleasing to God when they flow from a heart that freely admires 
and delights in God—that is, when they flow from love for God. 

The Opposite of Loving God Is Hating 
and Despising 

Third, Jesus said, “No one can serve two masters, for either he will 
hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one 
and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money” (Matt. 
6:24). The opposite of loving God is “hating” and “despising.” 
These are strong emotional words. They imply that the positive 
counterpart is also a strong emotion. So loving God is a strong 
inward emotion, not a mere outward action. But someone might 
say that “serve” is the key word here and implies that love for God 
is serving God. But that is not what it says. It says that the reason you 
cannot serve two masters (God and money) is that behind the behav-
iors of serving are two diametrically opposed passions: hate versus 
love, devotion versus despising. Jesus does not equate loving God 
with serving God. He roots serving God in loving God. 

An Adulterous Generation Seeks for a Sign 

Fourth, when the Pharisees, who had no love for Jesus (or God, John 
5:42), said to him, “Teacher, we wish to see a sign from you,” Jesus 
replied in a way that shed light on the nature of loving God. He 
said, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no 
sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah” (Matt. 
12:39). Why does he call them “adulterous” for seeking a sign? 
Because God was Israel’s husband (Ezek. 16:8), and Jesus was God 
coming to reclaim his unfaithful wife. That’s why he alludes to him-
self as the “bridegroom” (Matt. 25:1ff.). 
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Why would a wife (Israel represented by her leaders) stand before 
her husband (Jesus) and demand a sign that he was her husband? Jesus 
says it is not owing to innocent ignorance. It’s owing to an adulter-
ous heart. In other words, Israel does not love her husband. She loves 
other suitors—like the praise of men (Matt. 23:6) and money (Luke 
16:14). What this teaches us about the love Jesus demands for God is 
that it is like a faithful wife’s love for her husband—not mere exter-
nal behavior but heartfelt affection and admiration and delight. It 
should be modeled not on the service of a slave, but on the Song of 
Songs. “We will exult and rejoice in you; we will extol your love 
more than wine; rightly do they love you” (Song 1:4). 

With Heart, Soul, Mind, and Strength 

When Jesus demands that we love God with all of our heart, soul, 
mind, and strength, he means that every faculty and every capacity 
of our being should express the fullness of our affection for God— 
the fullness of all the ways that we treasure him. These four facul-
ties and capacities overlap in meaning:1 heart, soul, mind, and 
strength. But they are not identical. “Heart” highlights the center 
of our volitional and emotional life without excluding thought (Luke 
1:51). “Soul” highlights our life as a whole, though sometimes dis-
tinguished from the body (Matt. 10:28). “Mind” highlights our 
thinking capacity. And “strength” highlights the capacity to make 
vigorous efforts both bodily and mentally (Mark 5:4; Luke 21:36). 

The function of these faculties and capacities in relation to lov-
ing God is to demonstrate that love.2 It may be that “heart” is men-

1 Concerning “heart” and “mind,” consider that the one other place in the four Gospels where 
“mind” (diav jnoia) occurs other than in the command to love God “with all your mind” (en 
o{lh/ th/` dianoiva/ sou) is Luke 1:51, where it is translated “thoughts” and happens in the 
“heart”: “He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts 
[dianoiv /a] of their hearts.” So “mind” and “heart” are not always distinct. Concerning “heart” 
and “soul,” consider that Jesus said, “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the 
soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell” (Matt. 10:28). This implies 
that “soul” is the fullness of life or personhood apart from the body. Therefore, it would include 
the “heart,” even though it is more. 
2 In the command to love God “with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind 
and with all your strength” the Greek prepositions behind the English translation “with” are 
not the same each time this command is used in the Gospels. All three gospels are quoting 
Deuteronomy 6:5 where the Hebrew preposition used is b] , o ] ; ] ` ] ] æ ; ] ] ; ] ; ]. (ÚdamAlkbW ÚvpnAlkbW ÚbblAlkB). But 
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tioned first because it is seen most especially as the source of love that 
is expressed through the soul (life), mind (thought), and strength 
(effort). Luke especially seems to take it that way, because he uses a 
different Greek preposition in the phrase “with all your heart” than 
he does in translating the other three phrases (see note 2). In any 
case, the point is that every faculty and capacity that we have should 
display at every moment that God is our supreme treasure. 

Every Capacity Treasures God Above 
All Things 

Loving God is most essentially treasuring God. And loving him with 
all the heart and all the soul and all the mind and all the strength means 
that every faculty and every capacity treasures God above all things 
and in such a way that our treasuring of any other thing is also a 
treasuring of God. In other words, there may be other good things that 
we may rightly treasure in some measure. But we may not treasure 
them in the place of God. We may only treasure them as expressions 
of treasuring God. If one of our human capacities finds pleasure in any-
one or anything in such a way that this pleasure is not also a delight 
in God, then we have not loved God with all that capacity. 

This way of seeing love for God is confirmed by the way God 
was loved in the Psalms. Jesus saw himself as the goal and focus 
and fulfillment of the Old Testament Scriptures, including the Psalms 
(Matt. 5:17; Luke 24:27; John 5:39). We would expect him to 
demand a love that extends and fulfills what the psalmists experi-

Matthew 22:37 translates the preposition with ej j v v ; vn every time (agaphsei~ kurion ton qeon sou 
ej { / th/` kardiv / sou kai; ej { `/ yuch/` sou kai; en o{ / th/ dianoiv /n olh a n olh th j lh ` a sou). Mark 12:30 trans-
lates it with ej j v v ; v j { ` v ; jx every time (agaphsei~ kurion ton qeon sou ex olh~ th~ kardia~ sou kai ex 
lh~ th x olh~ th~ dianoia~ sou kai x olh~ tho{ ` yuch` sou kai; ej { ` v ; ej { `~ ijscuvo~ sou). Because of 

this, I am inclined to see enj and exj as two ways of expressing the same instrumental meaning 
of the Hebrew word b]. In other words, both mean more or less “by.” The heart and soul and 
mind and strength are the instruments by which we demonstrate love for God. A slight varia-
tion to this interpretation is suggested by Luke’s peculiar way of translating Deuteronomy 6:5. 
He uses the preposition exj in relation to “heart” but enj in relation to “soul,” “strength,” and 
“mind (aj v j kuvrion ton qeo; n sou ex olh~ [th~] kardia~ sou kai; ej { / th/` yuch/` sougaphsei v j { ` v n olh

 en o i i> sou kai j lh ` a n plhsion sou w~ seauton, Luke kai; j lh{ / th̀/ jscuv ; en o{ / th/ dianoiv / sou, kai; to; v J v
10:27). One wonders if Luke intended to say that the heart is the “source” (hence ejx), while 
the soul, mind, and strength are the spheres in which this love is demonstrated (hence ejn). 
That would fit what I am stressing, namely, that love for God is a matter most essentially of 
the affections (of the heart) and secondarily demonstrated in the action of the life of mental 
and physical effort. 
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enced. In the Psalms we read of love to God that is absolutely exclu-
sive: “Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing on earth 
that I desire besides you” (Ps. 73:25). “I say to the LORD, ‘You are 
my Lord; I have no good apart from you’” (Ps. 16:2). What can 
this exclusivity possibly mean, since the psalmists also speak, for 
example, of loving other people (Ps. 16:3)? 

We get a clue in Psalm 43:4 where the psalmist says, “Then I will 
go to the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy.” This last phrase 
(“my exceeding joy”) is literally, “the gladness of my rejoicing” or 
“the joy of my exultation.”3 This points to God as the joy of all our 
joys. In all my rejoicing over all the good things that God has made, 
God himself is the heart of my joy, the gladness of my joy. In all my 
rejoicing in everything, there is a central rejoicing in God. Every joy 
that does not have God as the central gladness of the joy is a hol-
low joy and in the end will burst like a bubble. This is what led 
Augustine to pray, “He loves thee too little who loves anything 
together with Thee, which he loves not for thy sake.”4 

Let Not Your Love Grow Cold 
Therefore, I conclude that Jesus’ demand to love God with all our 
heart and soul and mind and strength means that every impulse 
and every act of every faculty and every capacity should be an 
expression of treasuring God above all things. Jesus warned that this 
most important of all demands would be widely forsaken in the 
last days. “Because lawlessness is increased, most people’s love will 
grow cold” (Matt. 24:12, NASB). 

Beware lest your love for God grow cold in these days. 
Remember, we will love him to the degree that we know him. And 
remember that only Jesus can make him known in truth and full-
ness (Matt. 11:27). Therefore, look steadily at Jesus and pray that he 
would reveal God as compellingly beautiful. “Whoever has seen 
me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). 

3 The Hebrew phrase is two words for joy or rejoicing (ylyGi ‡I tjæmc] i). 
4 Saint Augustine, Confessions, Book 10, Chapter XXIX. 
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LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR 
WITH THE SAME 

COMMITMENT YOU HAVE 
TO YOUR OWN WELL-BEING 

. . . as yourself.—Matt. 22:39 

In this chapter we turn to look more closely into the command 
itself, especially the devastating phrase “as yourself.” “Love your 

neighbor1 as yourself” is a very radical command. What I mean by 
“radical” is that it cuts to the root of our sinfulness and exposes it 
and by God’s grace severs it. 

The Root of Sin: The Desire to Be Happy 
Apart from God 

The root of our sinfulness is the desire for our own happiness apart 
from God and apart from the happiness of others in God. I mean 
that to be read carefully. Let me say it again: The root of our sinful-
ness is the desire to be happy apart from God and apart from 
whether others find their eternal happiness in God. All sin comes 
from a desire to be happy cut off from the glory of God and cut off 

1 We will see in the following chapter how Jesus defines the scope of the word neighbor, but 
suffice it to say here that any attempt to narrow it along ethnic or family or associational lines 
would fly into the face of Jesus’ intention. The one in need along your path, the one whom 
you can help, is your neighbor. 
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from the good of others. The command of Jesus cuts to this root, 
exposes it, and severs it. 

Another name for this root of sinfulness is pride. Pride is the pre-
sumption that we can be happy without depending on God as the 
source of our happiness and without caring if others find their hap-
piness in God. Pride is the contaminated and corrupted passion to be 
happy. It is corrupted by two things: (1) the unwillingness to see God 
as the only fountain of true and lasting joy, and (2) the unwilling-
ness to see other people as designed by God to share our joy in him. 
If you take the desire to be happy and strip away from it God as 
the fountain of your happiness and strip from it people as the ones 
you hope will share your happiness in God, what you have left is 
the engine of pride. Pride is the pursuit of happiness anywhere but 
in the glory of God and the good of other people for God’s sake. This 
is the root of all sin. 

What Does “As Yourself” Mean? 
Now Jesus says, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” And with that 
commandment he cuts to the root of our sinfulness. How so? Jesus 
says in effect: “I start with your inborn, deep, defining human trait— 
your love for yourself. My command is, ‘You shall love your neigh-
bor as yourself.’ You love yourselves. This is a given. I don’t 
command it; I assume it.2 All of you have a powerful instinct of 
self-preservation and self-fulfillment. You all want to be happy. You 
all want to live, and to live with satisfaction. You want food for 
yourself. You want clothes for yourself. You want a place to live 
for yourself. You want protection from violence against yourself. 
You want meaningful or pleasant activity to fill your days. You want 
some friends to like you and spend some time with you. You want 
your life to count in some way. All this is self-love. Self-love is the 
deep longing to diminish pain and to increase happiness.” That’s 
what Jesus starts with when he says “as yourself.” 

2 I think the modern effort to see “self-love” here as “positive self-image” and to see a com-
mand that we seek this positive image so that we can then love others is profoundly mistaken. 
See John Piper, “Is Self-Love Biblical?” Christianity Today 21 (August 12, 1977): 6-9. 



258 Demand #33 

Everyone, without exception, has this human trait. This is what 
moves us to do this or that. Even suicide is pursued out of this prin-
ciple of self-love.3 In the midst of a feeling of utter meaningless and 
hopelessness and numbness of depression, the soul says, “It can’t 
get any worse than this. So even if I don’t know what I will gain 
through death, I do know what I will escape.” And so suicide is an 
attempt to escape the intolerable. It is a misguided act of self-love. 

Jesus Starts with the Given and the Goodness 
of Self-love 

Now Jesus says, “I start with this self-love. This is what I know 
about you. This is common to all people. You don’t have to learn 
it. It comes with your humanity. My Father created it. In and of 
itself it is good.” To hunger for food is not evil. To want to be warm 
in the winter is not evil. To want to be safe in a crisis is not evil. To 
want to be healthy during a plague is not evil. To want to be liked 
by others is not evil. To want your life to count in some significant 
way is not evil. This was a defining human trait before the fall of man 
into sin, and it is not evil in itself. 

Whether it has become evil in your life will be exposed as you 
hear and respond to Jesus’ commandment. He commands, “As you 
love yourself, so love your neighbor.” Which means: As you long 
for food when you are hungry, so long to feed your neighbor when 
he is hungry. As you long for nice clothes for yourself, so long for 
nice clothes for your neighbor. As you work for a comfortable place 
to live, so desire a comfortable place to live for your neighbor. As you 
seek to be safe and secure from calamity and violence, so seek com-
fort and security for your neighbor. As you seek friends for your-
self, so be a friend to your neighbor. As you want your life to count 
and be significant, so desire that same significance for your neighbor. 

3 Blaise Pascal, the French mathematician and philosopher, wrote, “All men seek happiness. This 
is without exception. Whatever different means they employ, they all tend to this end. The 
cause of some going to war, and of others avoiding it, is the same desire in both, attended with 
different views. The will never takes the least step but to this object. This is the motive of every 
action of every man, even of those who hang themselves.” Pensées (New York: E. P. Dutton, 
1958), 113, Thought #425. 
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As you work to make good grades yourself, so work to help your 
neighbor be able to make good grades. As you like to feel welcome 
in a new company of people, so seek to make others feel welcome. 
As you would that men would do to you, do so to them. 

Your Self-seeking Becomes the Measure of 
Your Self-giving 
In other words, make your self-seeking the measure of your self-
giving. When Jesus says, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” the word 
“as” is very radical: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” That’s a big 
word: “as!” It means: If you are energetic in pursing your own hap-
piness, be energetic in pursuing the happiness of your neighbor. If 
you are creative in pursuing your own happiness, be creative in 
pursuing the happiness of your neighbor. If you are persevering in 
pursuing your own happiness, then persevere in pursuing the hap-
piness of your neighbor. 

In other words, Jesus is not just saying, seek for your neighbor 
the same things you seek for yourself, but also seek them in the 
same way—with the same zeal and energy and creativity and perse-
verance. And with the same life and death commitment when you 
are in danger. Make your own self-seeking the measure of your self-
giving. Measure your pursuit of the happiness of others, and what 
it should be, by the pursuit of your own. How do you pursue your 
own well-being? Pursue your neighbor’s well-being that way too. 

Now this is very threatening and almost overwhelming, because 
we feel immediately that if we take Jesus seriously, we will not just 
have to love others “as we love ourselves,” but we will have to love 
them instead of loving ourselves. That’s what it seems like. We fear 
that if we follow Jesus in this and really devote ourselves to pursu-
ing the happiness of others, then our own desire for happiness will 
always be preempted. The neighbor’s claim on my time and energy 
and creativity will always take priority. So the command to love my 
neighbor as I love myself really feels like a threat to my own self-love. 
How is this even possible? If there is born in us a natural desire for 
our own happiness, and if this is not in itself evil but good, how 
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can we give it up and begin only to seek the happiness of others at 
the expense of our own? 

How the First Commandment Sustains 
the Second 
I think that is exactly the threat that Jesus wants us to feel, until we 
realize that this—exactly this—is why the first commandment is the 
first commandment. It’s the first commandment that makes the sec-
ond commandment doable and takes away the threat that the second 
commandment is really the suicide of our own happiness. The first 
commandment is, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul and with all your mind.” The first com-
mandment is the basis of the second commandment. The second 
commandment is a visible expression of the first. Which means this: 
Before you make your own self-seeking the measure of your self-
giving, make God the focus of your self-seeking. This is the point 
of the first commandment. 

“Love God with all your heart” means: Find in God a satisfac-
tion so profound that it fills up all your heart. “Love God with all your 
soul” means: Find in God a meaning so rich and so deep that it fills 
up all the aching corners of your soul. “Love God with all your mind” 
means: Find in God the riches of knowledge and insight and wisdom 
that guide and satisfy all that the human mind was meant to be. 

In other words, take all your self-love—all your longing for joy 
and hope and love and security and fulfillment and significance—and 
focus it on God, until he satisfies your heart and soul and mind. 
You will find that this is not a canceling out of self-love. This is a 
fulfillment and transformation of self-love. Self-love is the desire 
for life and satisfaction rather than frustration and death. God says, 
“Come to me, and I will give you fullness of joy. I will satisfy your 
heart and soul and mind with my glory.” This is the first and great 
commandment. 

And with that great discovery—that God is the never-ending 
fountain of our joy—the way we love others is forever changed. 
When Jesus says, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” we don’t 
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respond by saying, “Oh, this is threatening. This means my love for 
myself is made impossible by all the claims of my neighbor. I could 
never do this.” Instead we say, “Oh, yes, I love myself. I have long-
ings for joy and satisfaction and fulfillment and significance and 
security. But God has called me—indeed he has commanded me— 
to come to him first for all these things. He commands that my love 
for him be the form of my love for me.” That’s not a misprint. My 
love for him is the form of my self-love. That is, all the longings 
that would satisfy me (self-love) I direct to him and find satisfied in 
him. That is what my self-love now is. It is my love for God. They 
have become one. My quest for happiness is now nothing other 
than a quest for God. And he has been found in Jesus. 

Self-love, Fulfilled in God-love, Becomes the 
Measure of Neighbor-love 
So what then is Jesus commanding in the second commandment 
(that we love our neighbor as ourselves)? He is commanding that our 
self-love, which has now discovered its fulfillment in God-love, be 
the measure and the content of our neighbor-love. Or to put it 
another way, he is commanding that our inborn self-seeking, which 
has now been transposed into God-seeking, overflow and extend 
itself to our neighbor. So, for example: 

• If you are longing to see more of God’s bounty and liberality 
through the supply of food and rent and clothing, then seek to show 
others the greatness of this divine bounty by the generosity you have 
found in him. Let the fulfillment of your own self-love in God-love 
overflow into neighbor-love. Or better: Seek that God, who is the ful-
fillment of your self-love, will overflow through your neighbor-love 
and become the fulfillment of your neighbor’s self-love. 

• If you want to enjoy more of God’s compassion through the con-
solations he gives you in sorrow, then seek to show others more of God’s 
compassion through the consolations you extend to them in sorrow. 

• If you long to savor more of God’s wisdom through the coun-
sel he gives in stressful relationships, then seek to extend more of 
God’s wisdom to others in their stressful relationships. 
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• If you delight in seeing God’s goodness in relaxed times of 
leisure, then extend that goodness to others by helping them have 
relaxed, healthy times of leisure. 

• If you want to see more of God’s saving grace powerfully 
manifested in your life, then stretch out that grace into the lives of 
others who need that saving grace. 

• If you want to enjoy more of the riches of God’s personal 
friendship through thick and thin, then extend that friendship to 
the lonely through thick and thin. 

In all these ways neighbor-love does not threaten self-love because 
self-love has become God-love, and God-love is not threatened, 
diminished, or exhausted by being poured into the lives of others. 




