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In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.

y first love was Miss Heintz. The
year was 1957, | was six years
old, and head-over-heels in love with my
pretty first grade teacher. This was the
era of post-war innocence, of little boys in
rolled-cuff jeans (just like the TV cowboys
we wished to emulate), and prim little girls
in patent leather shoes, white anklets, and
dresses with multiple layers of petticoats.

At that tender age there were few
ways available to me to express my love
for Miss Heintz. After all, when one is all
of six years old, “love” is a hazy concept
at best. At that age one doesn’t really do
anything with love; one just feels it catch
in the throat, and simmer quietly in the
belly. I know that in February of 1958 1
gave Miss Heintz a valentine, and I recall
quite vividly the day I took advantage of
her momentary absence from the class-
room to express my devotion by writing
her name on the blackboard—only to
discover her standing there, just inside
the doorway, watching as I finished my
unauthorized penmanship. To this day,
fifty-eight years later, I can still see her
standing there, arms crossed in front of
her, trying desperately to be cross with
me while struggling to stifle her laughter.

Yes, Miss Heintz was my first love—but
she was not the first to love me.

If queried at that young age, I might
have answered that the first to love me
were my parents. They surely did love
me—even on those days I got a licking
for arriving home late from school or for
falling in the creek at the playground.
They certainly loved me before I was old
enough to love back—but I know now that
even they were not the first.
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The first to love me was someone I had
never met. When [ was born there was
someone who loved me more than my
parents, more than my older brother, and
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certainly more than my future first grade
teacher.

But God, being rich in mercy, because of His
great love with which He loved us, even when
we were dead in our transgressions, made us
alive together with Christ (by grace you have
been saved)...

Ephesians 2:4-5

During my earliest years, I certainly
knew about God, but I did not yet love Him.
My parents began taking me to church
when [ was still in a basket. A few years
later, I was old enough to sit upright in the
wooden pew, but was utterly bored with
the proceedings, requiring some sort of
amusement during the hour-long service.

[ wasn’t paying much attention, but I was
there, soaking it all in. I was steadily hear-
ing about God, but I did not yet love Him.

[ did not know it at the time, but He
already loved me. In fact, He knew and
loved me before I was even conceived.

“Before | formed you in the womb | knew you,
And before you were born | consecrated you.”
Jeremiah 1:5a

While I was still too young to experi-
ence love for anyone outside my family,
God already loved me with an intense,
visceral, sacrificial love.

For while we were still helpless, at the right time
Christ died for the ungodly. For one will hardly
die for a righteous man; though perhaps for the
good man someone would dare even to die. But
God demonstrates His own love toward us, in
that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.

Romans 5:6-8
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Even early on, in an unformed, infantile
way, [ instinctively knew that to persuade
someone to love me—be it Miss Heintz
or the little girl at the next desk—I should
first demonstrate my “love” for them. At

1John 4:10

the time, this meant giving Valentines,
and making May Baskets out of colored
construction paper and paste. It meant do-
ing nice things for someone, giving them
presents. It also meant showing them
your best behavior as often as possible,
demonstrating that you were, somehow,
worthy of their return affection.

Considering all that God has to offer us,
and what little we have to offer in return,
it would seem that the God/Human rela-
tionship is perversely turned on its head.
We come into this world mired in the
sin nature, utterly bereft of anything that
might recommend ourselves to a superior
being. We are thoroughly unlovely, from
His perspective, and lacking any redeem-
ing qualities.

Yet—and here is where we step into
the Twilight Zone—given that God has
nothing to prove and we have everything
to prove, He loves us first. Before we are
even able to return His love for us, He loves
us completely, wholeheartedly, enthusiasti-
cally, sacrificially. He owes us nothing, and
we owe Him everything, yet He is the one
who extends Himself toward us.

“For God so loved the world, that He gave His
only begotten Son, that whoever believes in
Him shall not perish, but have eternal life. For
God did not send the Son into the world to judge
the world, but that the world might be saved
through Him."

John 3:16-17

No matter what I tried back in those
heady days of the first grade, I never
succeeded in convincing Miss Heintz to
love me. There was an unspannable gulf
between us.

There also was a seemingly unspan-
nable gulf between God and me, but God
the Father, in love, reached out across
that gulf, and drew me to Him through His
Son. the-
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