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To my beloved Matthew: We were in our twenties when 
we caught a vision to see His beauty, but the decades 

have taken nothing of the holy aching from your 
eyes or heart. Run with all your might, me right 

beside you. We have only seen the edges. . . .

And to Madison, David, Avila and Phoebe: You’ve been 
given a great gift in the hour in which you live. When 
darkness increases, so too will the erupting light of 

His glory, for all who treasure it. Set your heart with 
greatest zeal to search and find Jesus as your gold 

and single passion, and He will set a fire in you that 
can’t be quenched. He who holds the seven stars in 
His hand holds the fire in your hearts to the end.
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FOREWORDFOREWORD

The landscape of the world today is not what it used to 
be, and we are never going back to how things were. In 
an hour when many are focused on self- help, positivity 

or simply just surviving present tense difficulties, Dana Candler 
directs our attention beyond: to both the impending storm of 
increased pressures— in which many believers’ hearts will grow 
gravely cold in their passion for Jesus and love for others— as 
well as to the magnificent biblical revelation of our ultimate 
destiny. Jesus is bringing forth His Church to abound in trium-
phant, tender and unoffendable love.

I believe this book to be one of the most significant books 
you could read in this hour of history, empowering your present 
pursuit of Jesus or calling you back from wherever you may have 
drifted, and giving you the needed path forward in walking in 
your highest calling: to establish the first commandment— to 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and 
strength— in first place in your heart. This important book 
serves as an arresting rallying cry to the heart of every believer 
to break any allegiance they have with the snare of lukewarm 
living and to fervently contend with all their strength to live out 
their days touching Jesus’ passion for them and then burning 
in an unquenchable love— even through the fiercest testing or 
trouble.
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Foreword

In nearly fifty years of ministry, I have watched so many start 
out fiery in their love for God only to gradually lose that fervor, 
and then accept that loss as an inevitable trajectory of a normal 
Christian life. If it is not intentionally and zealously fought for, 
not only will we lose our former devotion to Jesus, but we will be 
profoundly unprepared and ill- equipped in the very time frame 
of human history in which God has purposed that we would 
break forth with the light of victorious love in a dark world.

Our interior life truly is the central subject when it comes to 
our relationship with the Man Christ Jesus, and our response 
to Him. What happens deep within our hearts, even where His 
eyes alone can search and know, determines the course of our 
days. Jesus said, “Where your treasure is, there your heart will 
be also” (Matthew 6:21). And the heart, the place in which the 
wellsprings of life flow, must be zealously kept and guarded 
(Proverbs 4:23). These are the crucial themes this book focuses 
on, guiding us into tender and unvarnished conversations with 
Jesus, if we will allow the full weight of its message to pierce 
our hearts.

I have known and worked closely with Dana Candler for 25 
years and have watched her earnestly set her heart to search 
out deep things of God’s heart, that she might love Him whole-
heartedly and consistently. I am delighted to have witnessed her 
life over the last 25 years, so that I can say she is one of the few 
I have known who have “stayed with it,” embracing the joys 
and rigors of a life seeking to ever trust and obey Jesus’ lead-
ership. Few have written with the sincerity, transparency and 
genuine conviction over subtle losses of passion for Jesus that 
Dana communicates. She offers both profound insight and clear 
direction in this because she has lived it. This is the very sort 
of radical and loyal responsiveness to the Lord that is needed 
right now.

The urgency of the times gives witness to the demand for 
wholehearted givenness to Jesus. It is not time to be halfhearted 
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or casual about the singular most important reality of our lives. 
It is not the time to assume we are rich and in need of nothing 
(Revelation 3:16–17), when we are in fact far poorer in our 
spiritual lives than we comprehend. The vast and lavish ban-
queting table of intimate fellowship with Jesus and the pleasure 
of feasting upon the true knowledge of His heart are available 
to us, but we must each incline our ear to His knock and open 
the door to Him (Revelation 3:14–22).

I appeal to you as a shepherd in the Body of Christ to read 
this book several times with a careful responsiveness to the 
Lord, prayerfully allowing His Spirit to bring the conviction 
and tenderizing of heart essential for perseverance in victori-
ous love.

I am grateful for Dana’s labor to bring this message forth in 
this critical moment of history we are living. I believe the time-
liness of this work to be uncanny, as the stresses and shakings 
of recent days have made way for an awakening in the hearts of 
God’s people all across the earth. We together as the Body of 
Christ are in a window of great grace to hear the voice of the 
Man Christ Jesus calling us by name, arousing us out of our 
dullness and slumber, that we might enter our destiny of unen-
cumbered affection and full partnership with Him.

My prayer is that through these pages, you will be set on 
a course, not only of keeping passion for Jesus all your days, 
but in becoming a friend of the Bridegroom whose joy is made 
full in Him, delighting in His increase. And that in the days 
to come, out of your deep intimacy and friendship with Jesus, 
you would eagerly lift your voice with strength to proclaim His 
matchless beauty, love and purposes (Isaiah 40:9; John 3:29).

Mike Bickle, International House of Prayer of Kansas City
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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION
When First Love Seems Lost

The pen was slower than it used to be as I tried to push 
out prayers onto journal pages. Pages that used to fill 
so effortlessly now stared up at me, bare and cold. I sat 

alone at the patio table in the quiet of the evening light. Only 
moments before, I had left town and responsibilities last minute 
in a frantic need to get away, to slow down, to sit before the Lord 
in prayer. I couldn’t keep going through the motions, feeling as 
if I were hauling my heart around like deadweight.

Layers of flavors of grief filled my soul, a few identifiable and 
others more of a mysterious mixture to me. There was the bitter 
taste of my sadness over the end of an era. It had been almost 
twenty years of what my husband, Matt, and I had known in 
the ministry of night- and- day prayer.

Our marriage had been only days old when the International 
House of Prayer of Kansas City went 24/7, and fresh from the 
altar, we gladly joined in pioneering that little prayer room, 
whose aim was to partner in the Great Commission through 
unceasing songs and intercession, proclaiming the beauty of 
Jesus and His glorious return.
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Introduction

Now, for nearly two decades, we had labored together with 
others in the joys, rigors, trials and victories of that mission. 
This era seemed to close, not because we were leaving or moving 
on to something new or different, but because many of those 
with whom we had served and labored through the years were 
and had already moved on themselves.

Although we were championing the next assignment in God 
for our friends and comrades, the losses were still poignant. 
To me, it felt as though we had fought and weathered many 
battles together, all with eyes set ahead on the bigger battles 
yet to come. Then, just when it felt like we were ready to move 
into the future with strength, the ranks dispersed. Many of our 
long- term friends and comrades moved to other cities and as-
signments, and we were left in the perplexity of wondering how 
things could possibly continue without them. The International 
House of Prayer has always been more than a continuous prayer 
meeting; it is people. It is real lives with real families and real 
hearts that find one another in love with Jesus, intercession and 
delight in His Word together, who forge a depth in love and 
friendship that is profound and rich. Our hearts were tearing 
in this moment of friends moving on. Though we knew our 
friendships would continue, and we so believed in what God 
had for them in their next assignments, grief over their going 
weighed heavy nonetheless.

I found myself looking from side to side in confusion and 
disheartenment, no longer able to summon the needed energy 
for the future. Intermingled with that sorrow was the sharp 
taste of rejection from the email I had received, unannounced. 
After many years, my contribution was no longer needed for 
the particular role in ministry that I loved most. Sure, it might 
not have been said so unfeelingly as that, but it re- spun and ob-
scured my perspective of the past and my vision for the future.

As for the fallouts and difficulties of life, these might seem 
relatively superficial and insignificant. The truth is, these were a 
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few of the smaller heartaches, together with some greater ones, 
all barreling in at the same time— all colliding and coalescing 
into a perfect storm that would lead to an internal fallout I 
hadn’t known before. And the most bitter sorrow wasn’t even 
the circumstances themselves, emotional as they were. With-
out question, what broke my heart was how things started to 
break down deep in the secret place of prayer, of intimacy and 
fellowship with Jesus. This, to me, was the most alarming and 
upsetting of all.

Like my pen, my heart wouldn’t move as it used to in passion 
for Jesus. My affection for Him felt cooler, though I had fought 
so hard, over decades now, to stand guard over that holiest com-
munion. It was as though I’d been hovering desperately over a 
flickering fire when all these external circumstances came stam-
peding through, while I cupped my hands around the flame, 
frantically trying to shield it. Yet still the dwindling of this 
precious flame of affection for Jesus persisted. The love I had 
at first, what I’d known at times to feel like an all- consuming 
fire, was undeniably threatened. And the cooling of the fire 
broke my heart.

Defenses arose quickly to deflect the vulnerable heartache. 
Self- protecting blame stepped in to guard and board up the 
aching.

Jesus, it’s too much. I found the involuntary prayer escap-
ing from my heart. All I ever wanted was to love You with my 
whole heart— and, oh, how this is still my cry— but something 
happened, and I’m not sure what it was. Somewhere in the 
middle of  all the setbacks, the confusion, the accusations and 
the discouragement that have accumulated over decades, my 
heart quit moving as it once did. I did not anticipate the insidi-
ous adversaries of  my love for You, and somewhere along the 
way, I lost the brightness of  its flame.

And then the prayer heavy- laden with brokenheartedness 
and unperceived unbelief: Jesus, I’m afraid Your call is too 
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Introduction

impossible. I cannot love You as I did at first— though I want 
to with all my heart. Nothing hurts like failing the One you 
love the most.

The beginnings of this book came from unscripted and vul-
nerable heartache over dimmed passion and the wrestling with 
the Lord that followed. I was contending with Him over my 
heart, which wanted so much to heed His call and not lose my 
first love for Him, yet I found myself incapable of reviving af-
fection and fulfilling that commission (Revelation 2:1–7).

Though I’d set my heart in my youth to love the Lord with 
all my heart and mind— every step of the way— my resolve 
and even my careful attention to war against the adversaries of 
that love were not enough. My devotion to Jesus was painfully 
genuine, yet nevertheless, bogged down and hindered.

Did I love Jesus with deep sincerity? Yes.
Did my love for Him possess the same quality of passion, of 

hunger, of openhearted trust and confidence that characterized 
it at first? No. Admittedly, no.

The pain and weight of this loss and the sting of my inability 
to will myself into my former passion— to resuscitate a slowed 
affection— brought my broken, desperate heart into a wrestling 
with God over His timeless call to His Church: the call to love 
Him with everything— and then to keep on loving Him— as we 
did at first (Matthew 22:37; Revelation 2:1–7).

God’s Commands— Promises of His Enabling Grace

We all have our stories. Each of our hearts carries its own unique 
history, often with layers of pain and different tastes of disil-
lusionment that have accumulated over time. Life can sneak up 
on us with struggles that leave us deeply wounded or, at the very 
least, disheartened. Pressures swell to deafening levels with all 
the storms and stresses of life. Bills rise. Bodies break. Losses 
injure. Relationships fail. Is it over? Can our hearts recover their 
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passion? Or for those of us who never had a fiery beginning in 
Jesus— who don’t even know what it is to have our affections 
laid hold of for Him— is there hope to know His love in this 
way? Is there such a thing as fiery and fervent love for Jesus no 
matter what has happened or happens to us? No matter our 
failures? No matter how distant our hearts feel? And when our 
hearts are under a damp blanket of coldness and dullness, can 
they yet burn again?

The Word of God often tells us things that our present ex-
periences radically argue against, yet His Word always wins the 
argument. When I found myself in this place, with my heart 
buried in the hurt of circumstances and broken over my weak-
ened passion, I felt as though the Lord tilted my head to see 
His call to first love, from Revelation 2, at a different angle 
than I had been viewing it. All I could see was the heaviness of 
the command and the deficiency of my love. But there was so 
much I’d forgotten. In a moment, He shifted my perspective 
with a singular light of new hope: All the commands of God 
are promises of His enabling grace.

It was as if He came to me where I was— sidelined on the 
road— and kneeling down to meet me, He invited me with, 
“When I say, ‘Return to first love,’ I am not laying a heavy 
burden on you, but drawing you to Myself, your highest Joy 
and Life. This is not a demand that you are to shoulder, but 
a call laden with My profuse grace, ready to sweep up the 
willing heart in its capable wings and transform it into one 
who overcomes every adversary (Revelation 2:7). This is not the 
end— not even close. I never start a fire and walk away. There 
is a way forward in My grace. And if you are willing to walk 
that way with Me, I will cause your heart to come alive in love 
and joy far beyond what you have imagined is even possible.”

It wasn’t an inbreaking of light, like a sunrise breaking the 
night, but rather, it was like a sliver of dim light through a 
doorway, inviting me to believe and embark on a journey. The 
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Introduction

Lord leads in such a way that He always preserves space for 
our voluntary responses. He is willing to take the time and lead 
us slowly forward, step by step, our desire intact. He does not 
force us to come after Him. His call to first love is a fork in the 
road that requires a response on our part.

Jealously Calling Us Back

It was to the church of Ephesus that Jesus’ admonition not to 
abandon first love came. Jesus had memories of the believers of 
Ephesus that moved Him. In the early days, about forty years 
before His words to them were spoken in Revelation, the men 
and women of the church of Ephesus were known by Him for 
their love. In the book of Acts, we are told of their history— 
how the name of Jesus was magnified and how the Word of the 
Lord grew mightily and prevailed in Ephesus (Acts 19:17–20, 
26). The Ephesians’ history held stories and testimonies of their 
full givenness to the Lord, their genuine responsiveness to His 
Word and their authentic love for Jesus (Ephesians 6:24).

This history was present in Jesus’ recollection as He called 
the Ephesians back to their first love, zealously refusing that they 
would lose their way in the most primary act of all: loving Him 
(Revelation 2:1–7). After commending them for their works, 
labor, patience, perseverance and zeal for truth and sound doc-
trine— an incredible and provoking commendation— He con-
tinued with: “Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have 
left your first love. Remember therefore from where you have 
fallen; repent and do the first works” (Revelation 2:4–5). Jesus’ 
heart was burdened with something beyond all the ways they 
were responding externally: He wanted their hearts involved 
and for them to return at the heart level to loving Him first.

Jesus could have told the men and women of the Ephesian 
church that He understood how much they’d been through 
and how He wouldn’t fault them for their loss of fervency, but 
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He didn’t. Instead, He spoke of their first love as something 
invaluable that they had started with and were never to have 
abandoned along the way. Rather than accepting their other 
virtuous qualities and actions as cause to overlook the dwin-
dling of their first love, Jesus essentially rendered all the other 
things valueless without the undergirding fire of affection they 
began with. Their first works were fueled by first love, making 
them altogether different than the works now being offered. 
A different mixture of motivation had set in, esteeming these 
works unsalable to Jesus (1 Corinthians 13:1–3). The loss was 
such that Jesus called them to repent for departing from it and 
to return to what they did at first— works motivated and sus-
tained by their love for Him— or else He would remove their 
lamp entirely. In other words, He would rather extinguish their 
lamp completely— their favor and outward impact— than allow 
them to maintain an external witness not fueled by inward love.

It might be easy for us to assume this was to a specific church 
in the apostle John’s day, that Jesus wasn’t necessarily speaking 
to His Church in general and in modernity. Yet the Word of God 
is not this shortsighted, and what Jesus spoke in the letters to 
the churches is ageless in its message and all the more poignantly 
relevant as the events surrounding His return draw near.

This is how essential and imperative first love in His people 
is to Jesus. In our proneness to prioritize external impact over 
intimacy with Him, it is something worthy of the careful con-
sideration of our hearts. His message to Ephesus is a timeless 
statement to His Church, reflecting His unchanging heart, pur-
pose and desire. He holds memories of each one of us, of the 
fire He ignited within us in the beginning and the early devotion 
so precious to Him. He wants love for Him to fuel our every 
word and deed, and when He does not find this sequence from 
inward love to outward light in us, He jealously calls us back.
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Did the church of Ephesus return to its first love? We don’t 
know for sure, but it seems highly probable from Church his-
tory that they did not.

When we have lost our earlier passion for the Lord, or have 
never known it, will we respond to Jesus’ appeal to first love? 
A thousand things will keep us convinced to choose the path of 
just settling in and justifying any diminished fervency, stunted 
affection or cautionary distance. Yet the light in the doorway 
beckons. There is another way. It’s the way to life and joy and 
openhearted trust. He would not have asked it of us if He did 
not have full provisions of grace ready to give flight to our vol-
untary choice.

Jesus entreats us to walk willingly through the door and to 
follow Him on the journey. He invites us to embrace the humil-
ity that trusts, even when we don’t see the possibility. His Word 
is true and does not lie. His commands are not burdensome 
when the grace of God is the strength of our lives.

Keeping first love for Jesus is possible. And when it gets side-
lined or grows dim, renewed burning passion is the future of 
any who are willing to heed His voice and respond to His grace.

Let us follow the light of His Word, the truth that confronts 
our untruths, and embrace the steps He has laid out before 
us until our hearts are no longer deadweight but flowing and 
alive— until we burn with His passion for us and our respon-
sive passion for Him. This is the exchange He gave His life to 
purchase and to receive from our willing hearts.

As we take each step forward, the voice of the One who both 
ignites and rekindles the human heart— the One who spoke 
light into darkness in the beginning— now speaks over our limp 
and dwindled love, “Heart, soul, mind and strength— come 
alive!”
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1

Hearing Jesus Call Us  
to First Love

We sat there on the floor, facing one another in wonder, 
just taking each other in, it all hitting us in waves 
simultaneously. When he finally spoke, it was only 

to confirm what our hearts and eyes had already been com-
municating: So this is what you look like. I’ve waited for you, 
prayed for you, wondered what you’d be like, and here you are.

I don’t think I could pinpoint the exact moment I fell in love 
with Matt Candler, but I could spend hours describing the first 
days, weeks and months of our relationship. The vulnerabil-
ity, lovesickness- when- apart, openheartedness and wonder are 
etched in full color and emotion in my memory as if it were 
yesterday. The written words on pages, the endless hours of 
conversations, the laughter, the tears. He was everything I’d 
ever hoped for and everything I never knew I needed all in one.

I remember the overwhelming feeling of trying to catch him 
up— and he me— on 22 years of life, the years we’d missed 
of each other’s lives prior. Separated by geography, we spent 
our driving hours to meet each other— crisscrossing Missouri 
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and Oklahoma— with a tape recorder in hand, recounting all 
the old stories we could think of from our childhoods, our 
youth, our families, our pains and our joys— everything that 
had formed who we were. We wanted each other to know it 
all, to receive the whole package and the whole story. Newly 
in love, we wanted to know one another fully as we ran arm in 
arm into the future together.

First Love in Christ

What is first love? We know it intuitively, what it means and 
what it looks like, even if we’ve never tried to put it into words 
or never experienced it in a personal way. First love is notori-
ous for its contagious joy and exuberance and its passionate, 
uninhibited nature. When love is new and freshly awakened, 
wonder and delight are abundant, desire is full, sacrifice and 
striving are foreign concepts, and full givenness, one to another, 
is the only conceivable way to live. Our first love for the Lord 
is no exception.

There’s nothing in the world that can compare with the awak-
ening of the human heart to the beauty and love of Christ— the 
arising passion in the wake of catching sight of and being over-
come by His great love for us. No other experience in all of life 
is equal to when the Lord comes and arrests our affections by 
His Spirit— winning them over to Himself— by giving us a taste 
of His kindness and a glimpse of His majesty (Romans 5:5). In 
these awakenings, He stirs us to peer into the vast mystery of 
His love for us, opening the eyes of our hearts to see the One 
“in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowl-
edge” (Colossians 2:3). He awakens hunger through the tast-
ing and draws us into a seeking by giving us a glimpse (1 Peter  
2:2–3).

When the Lord stirs first love in us like this, we are never quite 
the same. When He rushes in to fill the innate inward ache of 
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the human soul with the only fulfillment that can answer and 
satisfy, we are changed. He who has seen Jesus cannot unsee 
Him, and she who has tasted cannot forget the sweetness.

Something at the deepest level has taken place. An irrevo-
cable exchange has transpired, and we’ve been marked by Him 
forever. He wins us to Himself here in ways that are far more 
strategic than we might have imagined. After all, first love is 
not meant by the Lord to be just a fiery beginning that fades 
out with time. It is to be the first 
fire and catalyst of a love that only 
increases in its strength, passion 
and devotion through all the sea-
sons of our lives . . . until we see 
the Lord.

Whenever there is a waning, a 
loss, a tempering of fervency, it is 
to serve as the spark that ignites 
the fire once again. First love is 
never to be the high point, followed by a declining trajectory, 
but rather it is the necessary starting point for a love that con-
tinues to increase and abound in His grace.

First Fire to Fuel the Future

My early days of loving Jesus, when He won me over with His 
unrelenting love, evidenced a strong passion for Him. I was 
simply overcome by a God who desired more than a relation-
ship of function or legal position with His people. He longed 
for a relationship of deep affection. He is a Bridegroom God 
who had profound tenderness toward me and desired closest 
relationship and partnership with me.

In my early twenties, having known the Lord all my life prior, 
I experienced something in Him unlike anything I had yet en-
countered. It was as if the love of Christ broke through to a 

He who has seen 
Jesus cannot 

unsee Him, and 
she who has tasted 

cannot forget 
the sweetness.
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greater depth than ever before, reaching the inner places of my 
heart and soul, getting beneath all my performing, all my argu-
ments, all my resistances, down to the hidden and most vulner-
able parts of me. His love won me over. Grace broke through 
to my inner being in a way it never had before. Overwhelming 
worship followed as I marveled that He loved me personally, 
profoundly, invasively. I was undone by it, irrevocably undone.

In the wake of such love, I responded with all my heart. With 
vision clear of any fog that seems to settle without warning 
over time, sheer joy over the treasure I had found in Him com-
pelled me forward. Vows to be faithful and true were easy, and 
denying self was effortless and heartfelt. I made bold, earnest 
promises to love Him entirely, without reservation, until I saw 
Him face- to- face.

Such fervor and strain- free strides were not wrong, but ex-
ceedingly right. They were first love in motion—a wholehearted 
loving of the One who loved me first (1 John 4:19). Though I 
was admittedly naïve as to how fierce the battle and the op-
ponents, and how robust the perseverance required, the level 
to which His love laid hold of me and then my corresponding 
wholehearted response to Him were the necessary beginnings 
for the sustenance of that very love. And Jesus knew it all along. 
He knows it with each of us.

The fire of passion He ignites in us at first is part of His 
knowing the future testing and struggles. He knows how ex-
ceedingly dependent we must become upon Him—a slow dying 
to our own self- strength— in order that we might fulfill those 
early vows. He knows His purpose in our lives is not just the 
maintaining of early affection, nor the surviving of faith. It 
goes far beyond merely subsisting. Jesus zealously purposes that 
our faith and love come through the testing of fire like gold, 
abounding more and more, and be found to praise, honor and 
glory at His coming (Philippians 1:9; 1 Peter 1:7). He knows 
His full intention to finish the good work He began in us and to 
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bring each of us forth into victorious love as we respond to Him 
and partner with Him in this glorious call (Philippians 1:6).

The Zeal of the Lord to Bring Forth Love

At the heart of all that we are and all that we do is a Person: the 
Man Christ Jesus, who is the Lord seated at the right hand of 
God the Father. The inward fire of our intimacy with Him is the 
center of everything— both individually and corporately as His 
Church. He didn’t always have a human frame. He was from 
everlasting, but in the fullness of time He came and wrapped 
Himself in garments of flesh. Amid mostly scorned love, He 
set His face like flint and went to His death on the cross. He 
gave His life for us that He might bring us to God. He died. 
He rose. He ascended. He sat down at the right hand of the 
Majesty on high, with a future and a plan ahead of Him. There 
He sits, that pulsating, consuming, impassioned heart— seated 
there only for a time, until the day He returns and commences 
the restoration of all things and “the day of the gladness of His 
heart” (Song of Songs 3:11).

Peter said: Having not seen Him, you love Him (1 Peter 1:8). 
We love a real Person, and that love is the central passion of all 
we are. He wants the hearts of His people— those whom He has 
ransomed back to Himself— to receive and abide in His love and 
to respond voluntarily with an all- consuming, fervent devotion.

The Father desires to give His Son the inheritance of a Church 
that loves the Son of God with a wholehearted love, a Bride who 
unreservedly agrees with Him in all that He is and all that He 
does and will do. He wants a Church that gives witness with 
the whole of their hearts and lives: All that You are is beautiful. 
His purpose is to shine in the hearts of His people, to give us 
“the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of 
Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6), so that with every increasing 
measure of knowledge, we would have a simultaneous increase 
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in our love for Him. That the Church would not love the Lord 
with fractions, but in fullness. That His Bride would not pick 
and choose and only embrace parts of Him, but that our love 
would abound for Him in every aspect of who He is.

Jesus wants His Church to live perpetually in an ardent, joy-
ful loyalty to Himself. He is not after a lukewarm, indifferent, 
divided love— or a love that started fiery and becomes tempered 
over time. He gave all for the gut- level, wholly devoted love of 
His Bride, the Church, the worthy love befitting the love He 
demonstrated for her. He wants our deepest affections.

In John 17, Jesus prayed that the very love with which the Fa-
ther loved Him would be in us. Paul picked up on this prayer— 
specifically for the church of Ephesus— in Ephesians 3, praying 
for rooting and grounding in the love of Christ, the compre-
hension of His love, in all its vastness. The words of Jesus in 
Revelation are perhaps the most unfiltered and straightforward 
of all. Jesus pleaded that we would persevere and keep our first 
love for Him alive until He comes (Revelation 2:4).

Jesus demands a love that burns bright from beginning to 
end. He calls us to love Him with all our heart, soul, mind 
and strength and then demands that we never lose that whole-
hearted, fervent devotion. The Father has no intention of offer-
ing His Son a dull and disconnected church as His inheritance. 
The Son will return to a fervent Bride, from every tongue and 
tribe and nation, who loves Him with the entirety of her exis-
tence (Revelation 19:7; 22:17). He wants a Church living in the 
grace and fervency of first love all the way to the end.

Jesus is fully invested in us. We are His inheritance, and He 
has full intention of keeping our love alive for Him— that He 
might present us to Himself pure and spotless (Ephesians 1:18; 
5:27). He did not descend from His glory and endure the afflic-
tion of dying for us only to culminate in a lukewarm flame of 
love— cooled by all the difficulties and cares of life. He has zeal 
that our passion for Him would not only survive, but that it 
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would thrive until the day we see Him face- to- face. The biblical 
story does not end with a fainting church, but with the people 
of God knowing who they are and prepared as His Bride, filled 
with a consuming love for Jesus and crying out for His return 
(Revelation 19:7; 22:17).

Because His leadership is perfect, His plan is sure and His 
heart is always engaged, Jesus never settles in and leans back 
with us in our waned passion, accepting it. To do so would be 
to leave us in a way of life beneath what He desired for us and 
less than our holy destinies in Him— what He gave His life to 
provide for us. Thus, His call to His Church to keep first love 
is not overreaching, but fitting. Furthermore, His expectation 
that we heed Him in this call is not too demanding, but perfect 
and right.

The Difficulty of the Call

This is where most of us halt. It’s in the difficulty with His call. 
We sign off relatively easily on the possibility of loving Him to 
the end in a general sense— just like any marriage vow prom-
ises to love to the end. Yet His call goes deeper and is far more 
extensive than this. He not only wants us generally to love Him 
all of our days, but He wants us to love Him with entirety and 
full fervency until the day we see Him face- to- face.

His call to love Him with everything is truly the first and 
greatest commandment; thus, the continuous fight to have 
and keep Him first in our affections is undeniably the highest 
and worthiest battle of our lives (Matthew 22:36–40). Yet the 
adversary makes his aim straight at the heart, and the threats 
to that love are countless along life’s path. Confusion hits. 
Doubts assail. Unbelief hovers. Betrayals level. And the gravity 
weighs heavy upon us as the years and difficult circumstances 
unfold one by one. Without realizing it, what began as a heart- 
wide- open, fully abandoned responsiveness to Jesus can subtly 
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wane and even wither away over time if we do not continually 
cultivate and persevere in it.

As the years have transpired in my life, so too have the disap-
pointments, the piling up of the accusations from the accuser 
and from my own heart, the exposing of my own shortcom-
ings and deficiencies, the pain and confusion of unforeseen 
twists and turns. This unfolding of life and circumstances is 
foreign to no one as we sojourn forward in following Jesus. 
We might almost expect the Lord to back off from His in-

sistence on keeping our first love for 
Him. Such a demand in the face of 
legitimate disheartenment can feel 
unreasonable. His adamancy in this 
can strike our hearts as though He’s 
out of touch. Yet He does not relent, 
continuing to insist upon our full fer-
vency and entire devotion, irrespec-
tive of what unfolds in our lives. To 
demand less would not be love. This is 

not His being unreasonable. No, it’s simply His being unwilling 
to deny us our full inheritance and His full inheritance in us. 
We were made for wholehearted love, and He refuses to relent 
in establishing that in us.

Keeping First Love Is Possible

I never planned for anything to change in my fervency and 
passion for Jesus. Maybe I was like Peter, sure that even if all 
the others left the Lord, I wouldn’t— sure that mine would be 
the passion that would endure (Matthew 26:35). Yet even when 
we watch over our hearts with all diligence, even when we are 
faithful to war against and overcome some of the giants that 
shut down love—such as offense and bitterness— there are still 
many subtle thieves seeking to creep in and steal (Proverbs 4:23). 

We were made 
for wholehearted 

love, and He 
refuses to relent 
in establishing 

that in us.
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Misunderstanding confounds. Discouragement lurks. Weari-
ness born of the weight of being accused day after day takes its 
toll. Sometimes it’s not the adversaries that come through the 
front door, but the enemies that sneak in silently through the 
cracked- open windows of our souls. These move in stealthily 
and incrementally, overtaking our love for Jesus. It can feel as 
though it’s over— like we’ll never love Jesus with wholehearted, 
untainted passion again. But this perspective shortchanges and 
greatly underestimates the leadership and power of Jesus.

This trajectory of waning passion is real and mournfully 
common in God’s people, but that does not mean it is inevitable 
or what we should expect from the heart that loves Him. Our 
assumptions must be confronted and renewed by the truth of 
the Gospel and all that the New Testament claims as the nor-
mal course for the heart and lives of those in Christ. And the 
testimony of Scripture should provoke us into the wrestling 
over our own hearts, the crying out and contending with the 
Lord that ours would be the trajectory put forth by Scripture, 
that we would love Him with an abounding love and walk in 
a path that burns brighter and brighter until the perfect day 
(Proverbs 4:18; Philippians 1:9–11).

His Love Is Our Love’s Source

This is where we need to hear the words of Jesus with fresh 
faith. His perspective here is, in fact, opposite of ours. We start 
with our circumstances and heartaches and conclude that they 
are too much for love to continue as it once did. Or perhaps we 
start with our limp love, uncertain of when and where some-
thing got in to decrease the flame, and we look at Him despair-
ingly, brokenhearted that we could not keep our promise to 
love Him as we had vowed. His starting point, rather, is not 
with our circumstances or our dimmed love, but with His love 
and the power of His affection, as He demonstrated in His 
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own self- giving on the cross. With this beginning point, He 
concludes there is no circumstance or power— not even death 
itself— that can come close to overpowering the strength, the 
breadth and the encompassing fire of His love (Romans 8:35–
39; Ephesians 3:16–19).

He does not view His love on one side of a scale and our 
troubles on the other, like equal forces dueling it out over the 
heart. Rather, the perspective of Jesus and the testimony of 
Scripture hold that many waters cannot quench His love, that 
floods cannot drown it out and that our love for Him proceeds 
not from ourselves, but from this inexhaustible source and foun-
tain (Song of Songs 8:6–7; 1 John 4:10).

Our circumstances and heartache and dullness are real, but 
they are not stronger or more powerful than His love. Thus, 
in this call not to abandon our first love, He opens the vast 
treasury of His infinite grace to us, calling us to fight against 
the adversaries and lay hold of the testimony He desires to give 
us: that is, keeping our first love all our days.

The passion and loyalty of our early love for God— that all-
 in, joyful, heart- on- the- line, vulnerable givenness— that love 
that came in the wake of being stirred and overcome by His 
own love for us, are essential and strategic to our continued 
fervency. He wants that early love to last from the beginning of 
our days to the end, no matter what we face in all the struggles 
of life that follow. In fact, it is this unquenchable love that 
is to sustain us and make us more than conquerors through 
every trial and hardship we face (Song of Songs 8:6–7; Romans 
8:35–39). He doesn’t deem it as something we will inevitably 
lose, but as something we must vehemently guard every step 
of the way, something we must continually cultivate and keep 
and abide in, something that will be the very source of our 
victory (John 15:9).

First love, then, with its distinctive qualities, was never meant 
to be first love, but simply love. And love is always to carry 
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those primary attributes of openhearted trust, wholehearted 
givenness, overflowing joy and vibrant affection toward God. 
Circumstances change, seasons cycle through, life plays out, 
bodies age and break down— disappointments, trials and trou-
bles come— but love is always to remain alive and passionate. 
In fact, first love is not only something the Holy Spirit wants to 
maintain in us but also something He wants to increase in us.

We’re not just to hold on to the love we began with and seek 
to keep that the standard, but rather our love is to abound still 
more and more. In our fallenness and from our own resources, 
it is impossible to fulfill such a trajectory; yet we do not look to 
our own resources. One of the primary jobs of the Holy Spirit 
is to enable us to love God wholeheartedly and to empower us 
not only to love as we did at first, but to love more and more, 
until we finally see Him, that His joy would both remain in us 
and be made full (John 15:11; Philippians 1:9–11).

First in Both Priority and Quality

To Jesus, it was only a short time ago that He spoke to His 
servant and friend John on the island of Patmos and gave him 
the message the book of Revelation makes known—a message 
not only to believers alive in John’s day but also to the believ-
ers in every generation (2 Peter 3:8; Revelation 1:1). What He 
spoke to John are timeless truths of what He desires and values, 
a message only made even more essential as His return draws 
nearer and the challenges His Church faces increase. His mes-
sage to Ephesus about first love echoed what He proclaimed as 
He walked the earth and what He demonstrated by His dying: 
He wants our ardent affection.

He does not want partial love from His people, but full pas-
sion. Jealous for our all, He refuses that His Church should 
offer Him a surface- level devotion. Just as He is not distant and 
indifferent to us, but profoundly engaged with every response 
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of our hearts, every detail of our lives, He desires and calls for 
this same kind of wholehearted, tender love and responsiveness 
from His people.

The Father will offer His Son a fervent, wholehearted people 
as His glorious inheritance. The Son will return to a Church 
that is abounding in great love for Him and living in expect-
ant yearning for His return. He desires for His Church to live 
perpetually in passionate, joyful, fully trusting love. He gave 
all for the gut- level, wholly loyal, self- giving, full- trusting love 
of His Bride— the Church. His Word promises that He will 
return to a Bride who loves Him with a fervent and holy love 
(1 Corinthians 1:7–9; Ephesians 5:27; Revelation 19:6–9; 22:17).

The heart of Jesus implores us for first love— first, speaking 
both of priority and of quality. He wants our love for Him to 
be the preeminent aim of our lives and reward of our hearts— 
that we would love Him with all our heart, all our soul, all our 
mind and all our strength (Matthew 22:37). When He calls us 
to first love, He calls us to the great commandment to love Him 
with all that we are, without division and with full givenness. 
Furthermore, this admonition of Jesus to return to first love 
also speaks of our love for Him perpetually carrying the quali-
ties of our earliest days— when our hearts were first awakened 
and stirred by His Spirit in love and devotion.

We need first love, both at the beginning and all the way to 
the end. So whether we find ourselves longing to be awakened 
for the first time with the immeasurable, unrelenting love of 
Christ, or we are sitting sidelined in disheartenment along life’s 
path, unsure when it was that we lost the openhearted passion 
we once had for Him, Jesus is inviting us to draw near to Him. 
We were never fashioned to live without a heart alive in pas-
sion for Jesus, and He desires to give us grace to walk in that 
passion— from beginning to end.

Jesus, knowing every opponent and every possible chal-
lenge that would beset us in our greatest calling of loving God 
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first, promises us abundant grace to love Him every step of the 
way with the same yearning, trusting, believing, confident love 
that we had in the earliest days. He did not stir our hearts with 
first love and then leave us to ourselves. Rather, He lit a fire 
of affection in us by His love and gave 
us a taste of His beauty as a means of 
persevering in the warmth of passion 
all our days.

Though seasons and difficult cir-
cumstances and setbacks will test our 
love, they do not have to strip it of  its 
fire. He wants us not only to conquer 
but also to more than conquer the adversaries of  love (Ro-
mans 8:37). He is the keeper of the flame, and wherever He 
finds a willing heart, He will stir the fire once again. Embers 
are not endings to Him— but new beginnings.

However, in order to go forward we must first return.

PRAYER

Jesus, I set the eyes of  my heart upon You right now. You 
are the One seated upon the throne at the right hand of  the 
Father. You are alive and Your heart burns with everlasting 
desire and zeal for Your full inheritance of  wholehearted 
love in the hearts of  Your people. I turn my heart and at-
tention toward this desire and call. I incline my ear to hear 
Your voice and Your heart, speaking to me of  how You 
want first love in me. I say “yes” to Your stirring, to the 
awakening of  fresh hunger and desire by Your Spirit in me. I 
ask You to lay hold of  my heart more and more as You lead 
me forward in loving You with all my heart, soul, mind, 
and strength and in keeping passion for You all my days.

 Embers are 
not endings to 
Him— but new 

beginnings.
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STEPS FORWARD IN KEEPING PASSION FOR JESUS

• Our first step forward in keeping passion for Jesus is 
turning our attention to hear His call, taking to heart 
the fact that He wants our first love.

• Next, we set our hearts to believe by faith He will give 
us immeasurable grace to walk in it and keep it.

• Then, we tell Jesus we are willing to stir our hearts with 
responsiveness to His fiery love. Take a few minutes 
right now to acknowledge your desire to turn your at-
tention to Jesus and express your heart to Him using 
the prayer above or your own words.
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