
difficult doctrine of the love of god

Understanding the Difficult Doctrine of the
Love of God

The concept of God's love is central to many faith traditions, yet grasping
its full implications can be surprisingly challenging. While we often
associate divine love with warmth and affection, the doctrine of the love of
God, when examined closely, presents complexities that can feel
counterintuitive or even difficult to reconcile with our human experiences.
This article delves into these challenging aspects, exploring how theological
understanding grapples with the seemingly paradoxical nature of God's
perfect, unconditional love, particularly when contrasted with human
suffering, justice, and the existence of evil. We will navigate the
theological landscape, examining various facets of this profound doctrine,
from its attributes and expressions to the ways believers strive to
comprehend and live within its embrace. Ultimately, understanding the
difficult doctrine of the love of God is a journey of faith, theological
inquiry, and a commitment to exploring divine truth, even when it pushes the
boundaries of our comprehension.
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The Unconditional Nature of Divine Love

At the heart of the difficult doctrine of the love of God lies its inherent
unconditional nature. This is not a love that is earned, deserved, or
contingent upon human actions. It is a love that exists prior to and
independent of our merits or demerits. This attribute, while comforting to
many, presents a significant conceptual hurdle. How can love be truly
unconditional when it is also inextricably linked to holiness and
righteousness? Many theological frameworks suggest that God’s love is not a
sentimental or permissive force that overlooks sin. Instead, it is a holy
love, a love that desires the ultimate good for creation, which necessitates
addressing that which separates from God. This perspective suggests that



God’s love is the very impetus for judgment and redemption. Understanding
this unconditional aspect requires a shift from a transactional view of love,
common in human relationships, to a relational and volitional understanding
of divine affection. It is a steadfast, unwavering commitment that predates
human response.

Love that Pursues and Redeems

The unconditional nature of God's love is often expressed through His active
pursuit of humanity. This is not a passive waiting for us to come to Him, but
a proactive engagement. Theological traditions highlight instances where God
reaches out, even when humanity has strayed. This pursuit is not coercive,
but an invitation rooted in love. The concept of divine seeking implies a
value placed on individuals that transcends their current state. This pursuit
is inherently tied to redemption, the idea that God’s love seeks to restore
and heal that which is broken or fallen. The doctrine suggests that God’s
love is the fundamental force behind salvation, offering a way back to
relationship even after profound brokenness.

Love's Commitment to the Ultimately Good

A deeper dive into unconditional love reveals its orientation towards the
ultimate good of the beloved. This means that God’s love is not always about
immediate gratification or the absence of hardship. Instead, it is a deep-
seated desire for the eternal well-being of individuals and creation. This
can lead to difficult interpretations when present circumstances involve pain
or loss. The understanding here is that God’s love operates on a scale that
extends beyond human temporal understanding, seeking a flourishing that is
both spiritual and eternal. This perspective challenges the notion that love
must always feel pleasant or result in immediate comfort, emphasizing instead
God's sovereign plan for comprehensive restoration and flourishing.

Reconciling God's Love with Human Suffering

Perhaps the most significant hurdle in comprehending the doctrine of the love
of God for many is its apparent contradiction with the pervasive reality of
human suffering. If God is all-loving and all-powerful, why does pain,
injustice, and tragedy exist? This is the age-old problem of evil, a
theological knot that has been debated for centuries. The difficulty arises
from trying to fit God’s perfect love into the framework of a world marked by
brokenness and pain. Many theological explanations attempt to reconcile these
seemingly opposing truths. Some emphasize that suffering is a consequence of
human free will and the fallen nature of the world, not a direct act of God’s
displeasure. Others point to suffering as a means of spiritual growth,
character development, or as part of a larger, incomprehensible divine plan.

The Theodicy Challenge

Theodicy, the philosophical and theological attempt to justify God's goodness
and power in the face of evil and suffering, directly confronts the doctrine
of God's love. If love means desiring the well-being of another, how can a
loving God permit such widespread anguish? This question probes the very



nature of divine power and love. It is argued that God's love does not
necessitate the absence of all hardship, but rather His presence within it
and His ultimate capacity to bring good out of it. This perspective demands a
faith that trusts in God’s ultimate sovereignty and goodness, even when the
immediate circumstances are devastating. It requires acknowledging that human
understanding of love and suffering is limited when compared to divine
knowledge and perspective.

Suffering as a Byproduct of Freedom

A common theological approach to this issue posits that suffering is not an
intrinsic part of God’s design but rather a consequence of the free will He
bestowed upon creation. By granting beings the capacity for genuine love, God
also allowed for the possibility of rebellion, selfishness, and the
subsequent introduction of sin and its attendant suffering. In this view,
God’s love is demonstrated not by preventing all negative consequences of
free choices, but by providing a path to redemption and restoration. This
emphasizes that God’s love is active in mitigating and ultimately overcoming
the effects of sin and suffering, rather than by denying freedom. The
difficult doctrine here is that genuine love necessitates the risk of
rejection and its painful outcomes.

God's Presence in Suffering

Another crucial element in reconciling God's love with suffering is the
theological assertion of God's presence in suffering. This is not a God who
stands aloof, but one who enters into the depths of human experience. For
Christians, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ is often seen as the ultimate
expression of this. God, in the person of Jesus, experienced betrayal, agony,
and death. This act of solidarity with sufferers is presented as proof of
God's deep empathy and love, even amidst pain. This perspective shifts the
focus from God allowing suffering to God identifying with sufferers, sharing
in their pain and offering hope through it. It speaks to a love that is
deeply relational and present, not merely an abstract principle.

The Justice and Love of God: A Difficult
Balance

The doctrine of God's love often enters into difficult territory when one
considers His justice. How can a perfectly loving God also be a perfectly
just God, especially when justice, in human terms, can involve punishment and
condemnation? This apparent tension is a significant aspect of the difficult
doctrine of the love of God. Many theological traditions assert that God's
love and justice are not in opposition but are two inseparable aspects of His
perfect character. Divine justice is not seen as arbitrary retribution but as
a necessary expression of God's perfect holiness and desire for order and
righteousness. God’s love, therefore, does not override His justice, but
rather provides the means through which His justice can be satisfied without
ultimately condemning humanity. This often leads to discussions about
atonement and the nature of divine judgment.



Justice as an Expression of Love

Some theological viewpoints argue that God's justice is, in fact, a profound
expression of His love. By upholding righteousness and holding sin
accountable, God is ultimately working for the good of His creation. This is
because sin, by its nature, is destructive and divisive, working against the
flourishing that God's love intends. Therefore, a just God is one who is
committed to rectifying the disorder caused by sin, which is ultimately an
act of love for creation. This perspective frames divine justice not as anger
or vengeance, but as a commitment to restoring what is right and good, which
aligns with the ultimate goals of divine love. It’s a love that seeks to make
things right.

The Concept of Divine Judgment

The doctrine of divine judgment, often associated with the justice of God,
can be a particularly difficult aspect of God's love to grasp. Judgment, from
a human perspective, can feel punitive and antithetical to love. However, in
many theological frameworks, judgment is seen as the inevitable consequence
of rejecting God's loving provision for reconciliation. It is the final
confirmation of separation from God, which is the opposite of divine love.
The difficulty lies in understanding how a God who is love can also be the
source of judgment. This is often understood as God upholding the sanctity of
His own perfect nature and the order of His creation, a commitment that
necessitates addressing that which is contrary to Him. The ultimate outcome
of this judgment is often viewed through the lens of God's love for those who
are reconciled to Him.

Atonement and the Love-Justice Intersection

For many Christians, the intersection of God's love and justice is most
powerfully understood through the doctrine of atonement. The crucifixion of
Jesus is seen as the ultimate act where God's justice was satisfied and His
love was supremely expressed. By Jesus taking on the penalty for sin, God's
justice is upheld, and His love for humanity is demonstrated by providing a
way for reconciliation. This is difficult because it involves a profound
theological concept of substitutionary sacrifice, requiring a deep trust in
God's plan for redemption. It illustrates a love that is willing to bear the
cost of sin to bring about justice and restoration. This is where the
difficult doctrine of God's love truly presents a profound and often
mysterious paradox.

Love and Free Will: Navigating the Human
Response

The interplay between God's love and human free will is another area that
complicates the doctrine of divine affection. If God's love is truly
unconditional and omnipotent, why doesn't He simply compel everyone to love
Him back? The theological assertion of human free will, the capacity to
choose between obedience and disobedience, love and rejection, creates a
dynamic where God's love is offered but not necessarily accepted. This
presents a difficult paradox: how can God’s love be both irresistible in its
power and offer genuine freedom to human choice? The doctrine suggests that



true love cannot be forced; it must be a willing response. This means God’s
love, while actively seeking, respects the autonomy of individuals, even when
that autonomy leads to choices that bring suffering or separation.

The Nature of Volitional Love

Theological perspectives often highlight that the most meaningful love is
volitional – it is a love that is freely chosen. God, in His wisdom, has
structured creation in such a way that authentic relationship and reciprocal
love are possible. This requires granting beings the freedom to love Him or
to turn away. The difficulty here lies in the potential for that freedom to
be used to reject the very love that sustains existence. God’s love,
therefore, is not a force that overrides human agency, but a persistent
invitation that respects the choices made by individuals. This means God’s
love is present even in the face of rejection, waiting and hoping for a
return.

The Choice to Accept or Reject Love

The doctrine of God's love presents a challenge when considering human
responsibility in accepting or rejecting that love. While God's love is
universally available and actively offered, its benefits are realized by
those who choose to embrace it. This choice is not a simple intellectual
assent but a transformative commitment that impacts one's life and
relationship with God. The difficulty arises from understanding what it means
to truly "accept" divine love, particularly when human experiences are varied
and often marked by doubt and struggle. It implies a surrender of self-will
and a trust in God’s greater purpose, even when it is not fully understood.
This aspect underscores that while God’s love is a gift, its reception
involves a willing participation on the part of the individual.

Love’s Patience with Human Waywardness

A key facet of God’s love, especially in relation to free will, is His
profound patience with human waywardness. Despite repeated human failures,
betrayals, and rebellions, God’s love is often depicted as enduring and
persistent. This patience is not a sign of indifference but a testament to
the depth of His commitment to humanity. It allows for opportunities for
repentance and reconciliation, demonstrating a love that is willing to wait
and work through human imperfections. This is difficult because it challenges
our human impatience and our tendency to expect immediate results or
consequences. God’s enduring love, even in the face of continued opposition,
highlights a divine perspective on time and relationship that is far greater
than our own.

The Mystery of God's Love in the Face of Evil

The presence of evil in the world, a reality that cannot be ignored, presents
one of the most profound challenges to understanding the doctrine of the love
of God. If God is all-good and all-powerful, how can He permit evil to exist
and flourish? This question probes the very essence of divine love and its
relationship with a broken creation. The difficulty here is not just



philosophical but deeply existential, touching on the raw pain of human
experience. Theological responses often lean into the mystery, acknowledging
that human minds may not be equipped to fully comprehend God's ways. However,
they also offer insights into how God's love is at work even amidst the
reality of evil. This involves understanding evil not as something God
created or desires, but as a corruption of His good creation, a perversion
that God is ultimately working to overcome.

Evil as a Corruption, Not Creation

Many theological systems posit that evil is not something God actively
created, but rather a corruption or perversion of His good creation. This
perspective suggests that God created a world that was inherently good, but
through the choices of free agents (both human and perhaps spiritual), this
goodness was marred. God’s love, in this context, is understood as His
ongoing work to redeem and restore His creation from this corruption. This is
difficult because it requires a nuanced understanding of divine causality and
a faith that can hold together the goodness of God with the reality of evil.
It means that evil is not an equal opposing force to God, but a deviation
from His intended order that God has the power and the will to conquer.

God's Sovereignty and the Problem of Evil

The concept of God's sovereignty, His ultimate authority and control over all
things, is often brought into sharp focus when discussing the problem of
evil. If God is sovereign, then nothing happens outside of His ultimate
permission or decree. This raises the difficult question: how can a sovereign
God be loving if He allows evil to occur? This is where the doctrine becomes
particularly challenging. Theological explanations often suggest that God’s
sovereignty is not one of tyrannical micromanagement but a benevolent reign
that works through, and ultimately triumphs over, all circumstances,
including evil. His love is expressed in His unfailing purpose to bring good
out of evil, and His ultimate defeat of it. This requires a deep trust in His
wisdom and power, even when the immediate circumstances are incomprehensible.

Redemption as the Ultimate Expression of Love

In the face of evil, the doctrine of redemption is often presented as the
ultimate demonstration of God's love. It is the assurance that God’s love is
not defeated by evil but actively works to overcome it. For Christians, the
resurrection of Jesus Christ is the supreme victory over sin, death, and
evil, offering hope and a future free from their dominion. This understanding
of God's love emphasizes His power to transform suffering and injustice into
ultimate good. It is a difficult doctrine because it requires faith in a
future restoration, a complete undoing of the damage caused by evil, which
may seem distant or even impossible in the midst of present suffering. Yet,
it is precisely in this context of pervasive evil that God’s enduring and
redemptive love is seen as most profound.

Experiencing the Difficult Doctrine of God's



Love

Moving beyond abstract theological concepts, experiencing the difficult
doctrine of the love of God is a deeply personal and often transformative
journey. It involves grappling with these theological complexities not just
in the mind, but in the heart and in the lived experience of faith. This
experiential dimension highlights that the doctrine is not merely an
intellectual exercise but a relational reality. It requires a willingness to
embrace the mystery, to trust in God’s character even when circumstances seem
to contradict it, and to find God’s love present in the midst of life’s
challenges. This can involve seeking spiritual practices, community support,
and continued theological reflection to deepen understanding and strengthen
faith.

Faith as Trust in the Unseen

At its core, experiencing the difficult doctrine of God's love involves
cultivating faith as a profound trust in the unseen. When the realities of
suffering, injustice, or personal failing seem to overshadow the presence of
divine love, faith acts as the anchor. It is the conviction that God's nature
remains constant, even when human perception or experience is clouded. This
requires moving beyond empirical evidence or emotional comfort to a deep-
seated belief in God’s goodness and faithfulness. This is a difficult aspect
because faith is often tested most severely when the evidence appears to
point in the opposite direction. It is a learned response, nurtured through
prayer, scripture, and the community of believers.

Lived Practice and Obedience

The practical application of the difficult doctrine of God's love is often
found in lived practice and obedience. This means seeking to live in
accordance with God’s character and commands, even when it is challenging. It
involves extending love to others, forgiving those who have wronged us, and
acting justly, mirroring the perceived nature of divine love. This outward
expression of love becomes a way to internalize and understand God's love
more deeply. The difficulty lies in the often-imperfect human attempts to
emulate divine perfection, yet it is through this striving that a more
profound experience of God’s love can be cultivated. It is in doing that we
come to know and experience more fully.

Community and Shared Understanding

Experiencing the difficult doctrine of God's love is rarely a solitary
endeavor. The community of faith plays a crucial role in providing support,
shared understanding, and encouragement. Through shared worship, study, and
mutual accountability, believers can navigate the challenging aspects of
God's love together. This communal aspect offers different perspectives,
historical insights, and the collective wisdom of those who have wrestled
with these same questions. The presence of a supportive community can provide
comfort, challenge, and the practical application of faith, helping
individuals to hold onto the doctrine of God's love even when personal
experience is difficult. It’s in communion that we often find strength to
embrace the paradoxes.



Conclusion: Embracing the Profound Depth of
God's Love

In conclusion, the doctrine of the love of God, while seemingly
straightforward, reveals itself to be a complex and often difficult concept
to fully grasp. We have explored its unconditional nature, the profound
challenge of reconciling it with human suffering and the existence of evil,
and the delicate balance it maintains with divine justice and human free
will. The journey to understanding this doctrine is not one of simple answers
but of continuous exploration, faith, and reliance on divine revelation.
Embracing the difficult doctrine of the love of God means acknowledging its
mysteries, trusting in His ultimate goodness even when circumstances are
unclear, and striving to live in its transformative power. It is a love that
invites, redeems, and perseveres, ultimately calling believers to a deeper
relationship and a more profound understanding of the divine character.

Frequently Asked Questions

How can the doctrine of the love of God be reconciled
with the existence of immense suffering in the world?

This is a profound theological challenge often referred to as the problem of
evil. Theological responses vary, but common approaches include:
1. Free Will Defense: God grants humanity free will, and the misuse of this
freedom (sin) is the source of much suffering.
2. Soul-Making Theism: Suffering can be a catalyst for spiritual growth,
character development, and the cultivation of virtues like compassion and
resilience.
3. Mystery and Divine Purpose: While we may not fully understand God's
reasons, the belief is that God's love encompasses a larger, redemptive
purpose that includes suffering within it.
4. Focus on Christ's Suffering: The Christian doctrine emphasizes God's
solidarity with humanity through the suffering of Jesus Christ, demonstrating
love even in the face of pain and death.

If God's love is unconditional, what does this mean
for concepts like divine judgment and hell?

The concept of unconditional love in theology doesn't necessarily negate the
idea of divine judgment. Instead, it can be understood in several ways:
1. Love as Active Concern: God's unconditional love can be seen as an active
concern for humanity's well-being, which necessitates addressing actions that
are destructive to oneself and others.
2. Judgment as Consequence of Rejection: Judgment might be understood not as
a capricious act of anger, but as the natural consequence of individuals
persistently rejecting God's love and the life it offers.
3. Hell as Self-Exclusion: Some theological perspectives view hell not as a
place of active punishment by God, but as a state of self-imposed separation
from God's love, a result of consistently choosing sin and rebellion.



How does the doctrine of God's love apply to
interfaith dialogue and the salvation of those
outside one's own religious tradition?

This question touches on inclusivity and universalism within the doctrine of
God's love. Responses often include:
1. God's Love as Universal: Many theologians argue that God's love extends to
all of humanity, regardless of religious affiliation. This implies that
salvation or divine favor is not exclusively confined to one's own faith
community.
2. Diverse Paths to God: Some believe that God's love works through various
religious traditions, allowing individuals to approach and experience the
divine in different ways.
3. Focus on Shared Values: Interfaith dialogue can highlight the common
ethical and spiritual values rooted in the love of God, fostering
understanding and cooperation.
4. Openness to Mystery: Ultimately, the extent of God's salvific will beyond
one's own tradition is often seen as a matter of divine mystery, and love
compels us to approach those with different beliefs with respect and
openness.

What is the relationship between God's love and God's
justice, especially when perceived as conflicting?

The perceived conflict between divine love and justice is a recurring
theological discussion. Common interpretations emphasize their inherent
unity:
1. Justice as an Expression of Love: God's justice is often seen not as a
separate attribute but as a crucial expression of divine love. True love
desires the flourishing and well-being of the beloved, and justice upholds
what is right and good for all.
2. Love as the Motivation for Justice: God's justice is motivated by love to
rectify wrongs, heal brokenness, and restore balance to creation.
3. Reconciliation through Justice: In some theological frameworks, divine
justice is seen as working towards reconciliation. For example, in
Christianity, Christ's sacrifice is understood as satisfying both divine
justice and demonstrating God's love by bridging the gap between humanity and
God.

How can believers experience and express God's love
in practical, everyday life, beyond abstract
theological understanding?

Experiencing and expressing God's love is often seen as an active, embodied
practice:
1. Through Prayer and Contemplation: Engaging in prayer, meditation, and
contemplative practices can foster a deeper sense of connection with God's
presence and love.
2. In Acts of Service and Compassion: Living out God's love is often
demonstrated through selfless service to others, demonstrating kindness,
empathy, and generosity.
3. Cultivating Gratitude: A conscious practice of gratitude for God's
blessings can open one's heart to receive and recognize divine love.
4. In Community: Fellowship with other believers can provide support,
encouragement, and opportunities to practice mutual love and forgiveness,
reflecting God's love within a community.



Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the difficult doctrine of the love of God,
with short descriptions:

1. _The Problem of Pain_ by C.S. Lewis. This classic exploration grapples
with the persistent question of how a loving God can permit suffering in the
world. Lewis draws from his own experiences and philosophical reasoning to
argue that pain, while often misunderstood, can be a means of drawing us
closer to God and refining our character. He addresses the apparent
contradiction between God's love and the reality of human hardship with
profound insight.

2. _When God Weeps_ by Joni Eareckson Tada and Steve Estes. This book
directly confronts the emotional turmoil that arises when believers witness
or experience immense suffering, questioning God's love in the face of it.
The authors, drawing on Tada's personal journey with quadriplegia and
extensive ministry, offer a compassionate and biblically grounded response to
sorrow. It provides solace and understanding for those struggling to
reconcile their pain with the concept of a loving Creator.

3. _A Grief Observed_ by C.S. Lewis. Written in private after the death of
his wife, H. Joy Davidman, this intensely personal account reveals Lewis's
raw struggle with his faith and his understanding of God's love during a
period of profound grief. The book candidly captures his anger, doubt, and
eventual re-engagement with the love of God, offering a powerful testament to
finding hope amidst overwhelming loss. It demonstrates that questioning God's
love does not necessarily negate it.

4. _The Love of God: A Field Guide to the Father's Heart_ by Murray
McCandlish. This book delves into the often misunderstood and challenging
aspects of God's love as revealed in Scripture, particularly in contexts that
might seem harsh or judgmental. McCandlish seeks to reframe our understanding
of divine love, showing its protective and redemptive nature even in
difficult pronouncements or actions. It encourages readers to see God's love
as holistic and encompassing, not merely sentimental.

5. _The Cost of Discipleship_ by Dietrich Bonhoeffer. While not solely
focused on God's love, this foundational work explores the demanding nature
of following Christ, which often requires sacrifice and obedience that can
feel like a test of God's affection. Bonhoeffer argues that genuine love for
God leads to a willingness to embrace hardship and conformity to Christ's
suffering. He emphasizes that God's love is not cheap but rather a
transformative call to radical commitment.

6. _Darkness Is My Only Companion: A Spiritual Journey Through Grief_ by
Heather King. This memoir chronicles the author's intense spiritual and
emotional journey through the loss of her marriage and the subsequent desert
experiences in her faith. King honestly portrays her wrestling with God and
the perceived absence of divine love during her darkest times. The book
offers a relatable exploration of how love can be found and reaffirmed even
in the most desolate spiritual landscapes.

7. _Love Does_ by Bob Goff. This book challenges conventional notions of love
by presenting it as an active, often inconvenient, and surprisingly bold
force that requires tangible action. Goff uses personal anecdotes to
illustrate how God's love compels us to step out of our comfort zones and
engage with the world in radical ways. It suggests that understanding God's
love means embodying it through selfless and sometimes unconventional deeds.



8. _When Bad Things Happen to Good People_ by Harold S. Kushner. Rabbi
Kushner addresses the universal human experience of suffering and questions
how a benevolent God can allow such tragedies to occur. He offers a
theological perspective that emphasizes God's limitations in the face of
human free will and the natural order of the world, while still affirming
God's enduring love and presence. The book seeks to provide comfort and a
framework for understanding divine love amid inexplicable pain.

9. _Knowing God_ by J.I. Packer. This comprehensive theological work explores
the attributes of God, including His love, in a way that aims to deepen the
reader's relationship with Him. Packer addresses the often-mysterious nature
of God's love, seeking to reveal its profound depth and implications for
Christian life. He guides readers to understand God's love not just as an
emotion but as a foundational truth that shapes all of His dealings with
humanity.
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