You can feel accept God’s love for you
 	My mom was the first in our family to become a born-again Christian.  This decision forever changed her life and the lives of our family.  If it wasn’t for her, I probably wouldn’t be a Christian today.
	My mom hates to celebrate her natural birthday because as a child, she was told that she was an accident.  So growing up, no one ever made a big deal of her birthday.  When she married my dad, her birthday became another excuse for him to show her he didn’t love her.  Birthdays were a time of realizing she wasn’t loved the way she deserved.  As a result, she doesn’t like to celebrate her real birthday. 
	However, she loves to celebrate her spiritual birthday.   When I asked her why, she told me the day she got saved was the first day she felt anyone ever wanted her.  She fell in love with her new Lord and Savior.   For the first time in her life, she felt someone loved her.  All Christians need to experience this feeling of God’s love. 
	As I was watching television the other day, God showed me there are too many men in the world who have no idea what it feels like to have a father show them love.  So many men have an empty void inside of them because they never received the love & acceptance they so desperately needed from their fathers.  I am such a man.  
              My whole life I sought my father’s love and acceptance only to receive anger and abuse.   I tried to please him and be the boy he wanted me to be, but I could never do it.  There came a point when I totally and completely disappointed him.   It had devastating effects on any hope of a relationship.
	My dad was a hunter.   In his mind, a real man hunted.  When I turned twelve I was expected to hunt.  I was excited about it at first because I would get to be with my dad.  However, I soon learned that I didn’t like it.  
	I remember walking through the field with my dad and his hunting partners.  Since it was my first time, they decided to let me have first crack at any game if possible.  However, it didn’t work out that way.  One of the guys spooked a rabbit.  When the rabbit took off, he shot at it and wounded its leg.  It came to a stop directly in front of me.  It was my big chance to bag some game.  They all urged me to shoot.  I pulled my gun up and aimed.   I just couldn’t shoot it.  
	The rabbit looked so helpless and scared.  It was shivering from fear.  My dad ordered me to shoot it, but I couldn’t do it.  My eyes welled up as I lowered the gun.  I totally embarrassed my dad and he was furious.  He yelled at me for not shooting the rabbit.  Then he walked up to the rabbit and took out his fury on it by stomping it to death.  I was scared to death.  What was he going to do to me for embarrassing him?
	This scene haunted me for years.  I never told anyone about it until years later when God started to free me from the pain of the abuse in my life.  That was the day my Dad cut me off from his life.    I disappointed him and he couldn’t handle it.  He took it as an attack on his manhood.  As a result, his behavior towards me changed forever, and my view of fatherly love became more distorted.  	
	I can relate to any man who struggles with longing for a father’s love.  Not having my Dad’s love left a horrible void in my soul.   I sought to fill this void in various ways.   I was never able to fill it.  Many times, I tried to connect with other men like professors at Bible college or other older Christian men.     Still, I could never fill the void.  
	Because of the abuse I received from my father, my image of God became terribly distorted.  God is our Heavenly Father, so I looked at Him the same way I viewed my own father.  I saw God as mean and waiting to pounce on me as soon as I messed up or sinned.  I saw anything bad that happened in my life as God getting me for not being a good enough son.  I was just waiting for God to stomp on me like my dad did that rabbit.
	  Over the years, God has proved to me that this is not the way He feels about me.  He does not treat me this way.  This is the way my father treats me.  He showed me that He loves me and only wants what is best for me.  I learned from Him that when He is forced to discipline me, it is done out of love and a desire for me to enter into a closer relationship with Him.    He is never angry or abusive like my father. 
	While I still wrestle with realizing that God does love me, I have made progress in changing my image of God and accepting His love.   It started by facing the pain and the hurts from my past that caused me to feel unloved.  As a result, my actions and behavior have changed as I pursue showing my love for God through living a life obedient to His commandments (John 14:15).
	I learned you can be a man and be in love with God.   Loving God enables us to love others.  John was such a man.  He is known far and wide as the disciple whom Jesus loved.  However, this was not always the case.  Love was not always the prominent character trait exhibited in his life. 
	John worked for his father in the family business of fishing.   He grew up in a prominent, wealthy home.   We learn this from the story of Jesus being tried before the High Priest just before His death.  John was given admittance to the trial because of his affluent background.  	    
	We know little about John’s childhood.  All we know is he grew up with his older brother James.    Both men were working with their father as fishermen when Jesus called them to follow him.  They already knew Jesus since the Scripture gives strong evidence that Jesus was their cousin.
           In his early years, John was as an extremist, a racist.   He was a narrow-minded man who lashed out with no thought of the consequences.	In the four Gospels, John is mostly portrayed as a harsh, self-seeking, arrogant, and sometimes violent man.  Take for example the story in Luke 9:51-56.    We read that the town of Samaria refused to receive Jesus and his disciples.  When John heard this, he and his brother James, begged Jesus to let them call down fire from Heaven to destroy the entire city!  
            John’s heart was the heart of a hardened man.   He was a man who was in great need of love and affection in his life.  John needed someone to love him and teach him how to love others.
	We don’t know what it was that made John feel unloved.  Maybe like me he grew up with a demanding, abusive father.  Maybe he had spent his life in the shadows of his older brother.  Maybe he had been picked on and teased as a child.  We just don’t know why, but it is clear he felt unloved.
	John was searching for something.  He had a heart for God and spiritual things.  Before he was called by Jesus, he was a disciple of John the Baptist.  John was seeking something.  I believe it was a search to fill the void in his soul.  He found it in Jesus’ love. 
	You may be thinking, “How do you know John never felt loved?”  Because of his actions and the way he treated people.  However, in the  Gospel of John, we will see the cold-hearted, mean John  soften and begin to refer to himself as “The disciple whom Jesus loved.”  
          How did Jesus get through to John?  The same way He gets through to us.  He loved him.  How did John feel loved by Jesus?  They spent time together.  John got to know Jesus intimately.  Jesus knew John’s heart and how to get through the damaged heart, the inability to trust anyone, the pain in his soul.
	The more he spent time with Jesus, the more John learned to trust Him.  John saw Jesus respond with mercy to the woman caught in adultery.  He saw Jesus resurrect a grieving family’s daughter.  He saw the gentle way Jesus dealt with the woman who reached out to Jesus to heal her bleeding illness.  John’s increased trust in Jesus must have helped him drop the barricade he erected around his heart.  This helped him realize the great depth of Jesus’ love.  All this was beginning to have a changing effect on John’s heart. 
	John witnessed Jesus performing a miracle on a demon possessed child.  John saw the compassion Jesus felt for both the boy and his father.  He saw Jesus reach out in love to help them.  John watched Jesus deliver him from the demon.  This affirmed again to John that Jesus is the Messiah.  He saw Jesus have power and authority over the demonic world.  He saw that Jesus loved to help people in need.
                  John saw the gentle way that Jesus chose to rebuke him and the other disciples.  He corrected them, but he didn’t abuse them.  His rebukes always had a lesson behind them.  He always gave them a chance to change and begin again. 
	No matter what it was that caused John to feel unloved, in Jesus he saw the opposite behavior.   John grew to trust Jesus and accept his love. He saw that Jesus’ love was different from any treatment he ever received before.   Eventually, John became a loving man himself.  His heart changed so drastically that when Jesus was dying on the cross, he asked John to take care of his mother.  Jesus never would have asked the cold-hearted, unloving John to care for his mother.   However, He knew that his love had touched John’s heart in such a way that he was now capable of loving his aunt Mary the way that Jesus loved her.  
	John allowed the love of Jesus to transform him into a new man.  The same can happen for all of us.  We can experience the love of God in our lives in a way that we never thought possible.  However it may not be easy.
	I have learned in my life that there is no quick 1-2-3 step process to being able to be loved.  It is a life-long process.  The more you walk with God, the deeper you experience His love.  You will constantly discover new areas of pain inside that need to be dealt with so you can experience God’s love.  Even then, there may be times when you feel God couldn’t possibly love you.  It doesn’t matter if you are saved 30 days or thirty years, there will be times when you don’t feel that God loves you.  No matter what you are feeling, the fact is always true that God loves you.  This is why it is important to change your image of yourself and realize that you are worthy to be loved.  When those dark days come and your emotions try to convince you that God doesn’t love you, you need something to fall back on to remind yourself that you are loved.
	When we read the Book of John, I believe there is evidence that John had a way of keeping himself in this frame of mind.  He reprogrammed his mind that he was worthy to be loved and remember that God loved him.  I believe he did this by always referring to himself as “the disciple whom Jesus loved”.
	Can you imagine being the other disciples and always hearing John call himself “the disciple whom Jesus loved”?    It seems so egotistical.  However, I believe that John did this to always keep it in the front of his mind that he was worthy to be loved and that Jesus loved him.  It worked for him and he went with it.
	This is too important to just skip over.  Most men who have never experienced real love in their life become the most loyal and dedicated Christian you would ever meet.  They have such a sense of gratitude to God for loving them that they will do whatever they can to return His love.  What do you think they tell people about Jesus when they witness for Him?  They tell others about God’s love.
	The same can be true for you.  Your sense of identity can be met by accepting the fact that God loves you.  Only the love of God can fill any void that is in your life.  Sex can’t fill it.  Sports can’t fill it.  Alcohol and drugs can’t fill it.  Your own father can’t even fill it. John knew this, and as a result, he constantly reminds us that his self-worth comes from being loved by Jesus.  He kept this fact in the front of his mind by referring to himself in the unique way he did.
	I have found various ways to reprogram my mind for those days where I feel there is no way on earth God could love me.  One way I do this is by keeping a list of verses on the back of my door that I read when I get dressed.  Here is a brief sample of my list:

We love Him because He first loved us.  And we have known and believed the love that God has for us. God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God, and God in him. I John 3:19
Then I will give them one heart, and I will put a new spirit within them, and take the stony heart out of their flesh, and give them a heart of flesh, 20 that they may walk in My statutes and keep My judgments and do them; and they shall be My people, and I will be their God Ezekiel 11:19
For you did not receive the spirit of bondage again to fear, but you received the Spirit of adoption by whom we cry out, “Abba, Father.”Romans 8:15
Though my father and my mother forsake me,
Then the Lord will take care of me. Psalm 27:10
For thus saith the LORD of hosts...he that toucheth you toucheth the apple of My eye.  Zechariah 2:8
Behold what manner of love the Father has bestowed on us, that we should be called children of God!  1 John 3:1
In this the love of God was manifested toward us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world, that we might live through Him. 10 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. 1 John 4:9-10

	These are just a sample of the many verses that describe the love that God has for you.  As you daily read your Bible, ask God to give you a verse that shows you how much He loves you.  He will do it.
	Another way I have gone about reprogramming my mind to accept God’s love is by telling Him exactly what I am feeling through prayer. To feel the love of God, we must  develop a relationship with Him.  All relationships require communication.   Prayer is the artery that connects you to the heart of God.  Be honest with God in your prayers.  Tell Him that you  never felt loved in your life and you want to experience His love.  Allow Him to show you the garbage in your past that is hindering you from accepting His love.    This is a prayer that God will answer.  This prayer lines up perfectly with His will because He longs for us to be free to experience His love.  
	A third way I have gone about reprogramming my mind may sound unusual to you, but it works for me.  I gather a collection of songs that minister to me in the dark times and remind me that God loves me and will take care of me.  I burn them onto a cd which I call my Anti-depressant CD’s.  It may not work for everyone, but it works for me. You need to discover your own way to retrain your mind to think that you are worthy of    being loved and accepting God’s love   Find out what works for you.  God’s love is always there.  You have to be able to embrace it.
	God really does love you.  No matter how your own father has treated you or what he did to you, it is in no way a representation of how God feels about you.  He loves you at all times.  Even when you sin, He loves you.  He shows you His love by disciplining you so you get back into a right relationship with Him.  
	God, the Father is the only one who can ever fill your needs.  He loves you.  You need to do whatever is necessary to clean up the hurt and debris that keeps you from accepting His love.  Then you need to reprogram your mind to realize you are worthy to be loved.  I urge you to begin today.  
	Dear Heavenly Father, You know all about my past and all the hurts and pain that I have endured.  I ask you to please take all of these pains and replace them with a sense of Your Love.  I understand that you love me at all times, even when you have to take me to the wood shed and discipline me.  Even in those times,  you are showing me love.  Soften my heart to receive your love.  Help me to then be able to express love both to You and to others.  I Do love you Father.  Thank You For loving me.  In Jesus Name, Amen
Homework:
1.	Spend time in prayer alone with God and ask him to show you what is hindering you from experiencing His love.  Then work through it.
2.	Audibly tell God you love Him each day.
3.	Take time and read the Epistle of 1 John.
4.	Begin your own list of verse that describe God’s love for you.  Keep them somewhere that you can regularly read them.
Extreme Homework:
Begin to Celebrate your spiritual birthday and the spiritual birthdays of the rest of your family.  Do it up right with cards, gifts, cake, the whole works.
Group Study Questions:
1.	When is your spiritual birthday?  What do you do to celebrate it?
2.	Have you ever experienced the feeling that God loves you?  What was the moment and what was it like?
3. 	Are there things from your past that hinder your ability to accept God’s love?
4.	Have you tried to achieve love in other places?  Did it work?
5.	How does your relationship with your father affect accepting God’s love?
6.	What are some ways you can go about reprogramming your mind to realize you are worthy of being loved?

