3

BELIEVE 21 – LOVE
March 15, 2015
Pastor Chris Livermore  
First United Methodist Church, Murrysville, PA

50 Shades discussion - The book and movie are being promoted as a tale of erotic romance.  Sold over 100 million copies worldwide.  The movie has grossed over 500 million world wide.  But is it about love?

Since when have we thought that bondage, dominance, sadism, masochism were the same thing as love.

Here’s what they DON’T tell you
· August 21, 2014 Michigan State University’s Amy Bonomi, Andy Henlon in a study which appeared in the Journal of Women’s Health - Young adult women who read the book are more likely to exhibit signs of eating disorders and have verbally abusive partners, more likely to have a partner with stalking tendencies.  They are at an increased risk of engaging in binge drinking and having multiple sex partners.
· Other studies show it perpetuates violence against women.  Emotional and sexual abuse is everywhere in the book and the movie. They actually perpetuate dangerous abuse standards towards women.
· Anastasia suffers a constant sense of threat and loss of self-identity, is disempowered and entrapped in the relationship with Christian.
· Jamie Dornan, who played Christian, has pulled out of sequels because his wife is uncomfortable with the sex scenes….what did they expect?
· After playing Christian Grey he said, “Mass appreciation doesn’t always equate to something good.  Think of Hitler!”
· Dakota Johnson, who played Anastasia, “There’s a part of me that’s like, I don’t want anyone to see this movie.”
“Make no mistake, this movie is about seducing and enslaving a generation of young women into the dark world of lust, sensuality, and domination.”  Jay Younts

Women are NOT play things, they are God things.  This has caught the consciousness of our culture because we have a deep need for intimacy, and will pursue it, even with a predator…even with a counterfeit.  We are hard wired for relationship, and will run after anything that even resembles one…

[bookmark: _GoBack]50 Shades will fade into obscurity, but if you see it, the images will remain in you.  It is poison for the heart and a corruption of what God has created.

We have a chestnut tree in our yard.  A year ago or so, Carla decided to collect the chestnuts and eat them.  She also gave a bunch away to some of our friends – I think some of you in our church.  She tried a few things until the day she was eating one and the worm inside…..well, you can imagine.  All of them had the larvae or something form the worm inside and ruined the entire fruit.

We do not make decisions in isolation.  How we act is NOT divorced from what we believe, or from the type of people we are becoming.  Our goal is to BECOME LIKE JESUS.  Jesus said, becoming like him is like growing a crop…
“I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. 2 He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes[a] so that it will be even more fruitful. 3 You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. 4 Remain in me, as I also remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.  5 “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. 
John 15:1-5

There are roles here:
	Jesus is the vine.  The trunk or primary stem
	Christians – we are the branches, we bear fruit, flowing from the vine.
	God – is the gardener who intervenes in directing and overseeing the process

As long as we stay connected to the vine we will bear much fruit, but if we become separated we will produce NOTHING.  Not a little, nothing.  Not some, Zero.  If we stay connected, not only are our lives enriched, but the world will know the greatness of the Gardener…

8 This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.  9 “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 10 If you keep my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commands and remain in his love.   1 John 15:8-10

Our vertical relationship with God invites us to engage in the Spiritual Disciplines or Practices that we have been discussing for the last 10 weeks.  Those practices flow out of our Beliefs.  They are not held in isolation.  Those acts are spiritual and they express and reinforce what we think and allow us to become like Jesus.

37 Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’[c] 38 This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’[d]   Matthew 22:37-39

After loving God in the vertical dimension, becoming like Jesus demands that we love our neighbors in the horizontal dimension.  Put simply…
“My command is this:  Love each other as I have loved you.”  John 15:12

When we act in a loving way, those actions express and reinforce the way we think like Jesus.  Then, as we act like Jesus, the virtue of love begins to form within us.  In other words, our thinking changes our actions that in turn changes WHO WE ARE.  We start to become LOVING.  The way we think and act can never be divorced from the people we are becoming.

Thinking like Jesus, leads to acting like Jesus, which then helps us grow to being like Jesus.  As we enter into these weeks I want you to know that this is a critical stage.  Here is where the changes in our thinking and acting begin to be noticed by others outwardly.  And as they notice the difference Jesus makes in our lives, then we have the opportunity to influence the world.  We will examine 10 varieties of fruit that will grow on our branches if we remain connected to the vine, love, joy, peace, self-control, hope, patience, kindness/goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and humility.
	
What is the role of spiritual practices to belief?  And the idea is that spiritual practices do two things.  One, they deepen the belief from head to heart.  When you engage in these spiritual practices like worship, what you’re doing is that this practice is actually taking the concept of who God is and moving it from an intellectual idea to your heart.  And when it’s in your heart, well, that’s where you live from.  So, the idea of sharing your faith.  Whenever you share your faith you’re deepening your belief in the beauty of salvation and the hope of eternal life. And, you also engage in the practices to express your faith and to live out your purpose. 

If we believe – really, truly believe…that is, think like Jesus – if we practice our faith, we act like Jesus, then these beliefs will move to our heart and take root and eventually a bud of fruit will appear on the end of our branches, for others to see and taste.  

Who you become is the ultimate expression of the spiritual life which comes about through this internal life with Christ, and our activation of beliefs and practices to get there, and then through that spiritual process a bud of fruit appears in our life.  Not only does it give us….do we have the nutrients flowing in us that gives us the sense that this is an amazing way for me to live, but the fruit is ultimately to be enjoyed by others.  And so others in our community, when they taste our life and they hang around a person of joy, of peace, of patience, of love, of gentleness, of kindness, then that’s the ultimate outcome.  But you can’t get the fruit by simply wishing you had that fruit or trying hard to live out that fruit.  The spiritual process of developing the fruit of the spirit, or the virtues of Christ, come through this process of abiding in the vine, of beliefs and practices in Christ, and eventually these things begin to transform.  
So….with all that as a background for our next 10 weeks, lets look at the virtue of LOVE.  
The Great Commandment:
“‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”  Luke 10:27
You know, after Jesus introduces the new commandment, the great commandment doesn’t appear again.  So, it is as though the new commandment that Jesus gives, where he says, 
“By this all men will know you’re my disciples if you love one another,”  John 13:35

The new commandment didn’t eliminate the greatest commandment, but it changed the very structure of it.  And the law said you have to love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and I think most of us feel like, man, I just don’t do that very well, and then love your neighbor as yourself.  In John’s teaching he basically says that the main focus is for you to learn to receive God’s love, as when Jesus said, you know, the Father’s love is in me and I have passed it on to you.  

A child cannot possibly love a parent as much as the parent loves the child, and a parent’s number one concern is not that the child loves them as much as they love their child, as much as it is that they want to see their child grow up and deliver that healthy love to their mate, to their children, to their neighbor, and whenever they are delivering that healthy love forward it gives evidence that the love of the parent is in the child.  And so there’s a little bit of a shift in the teaching of the commandments with the teaching of Jesus where the main focus of John’s writings is learning to receive the love of God, which you cannot see, but whenever you transfer that to somebody else it gives evidence that the love of God is in you.  Jesus took it to another level of expression.

KEY QUESTION:  What does it mean to sacrificially and unconditionally love others?

KEY IDEA:  I am committed to loving God and loving others.

KEY VERSE:  This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.  Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.  No one has ever seen God, but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.    1 John 4:10-12

If we are to love people as Jesus loved them, then our love will have the following Characteristics:

1. Unconditional

Listen to the lovesick couple.  He whispers, “I love you” in her ear.  She can’t leave it at that but has to lean over and ask, “Why?”  Not being too quick on his feet, he has no rapid answer and the moment is ruined.  We want to be loved unconditionally, but also want to know why we are worthy of being loved.  
Maybe that’s why it is so difficult for us to take to heart the heart of God’s message to mankind.  “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16).  
“God loved the world,” says John.  “Why?” we ask.  We ask because we place the world’s definition for love in this verse.  When we do, we come up with an equation. “Do this” + “Don’t do that” = “love.”  It works in our world, so it must work in God’s too, right?
Your life experience was not the only place you were taught the equation.  You can’t escape the thinking, even in churches.  Religion says “If you obey, God will love you.”  “If you stop doing bad things, then God will love you.”  
Like a conspiracy, parents and pastors and peers have all joined in to teach us that love from God is a response to our work.  And in our working for love we miss the love that is given.  The love John equates with God is a love of another kind.  It is a love unlike the world’s love.  
In fact, it is so different that a new word had to be found for it.  Scholars believe the Greek word used here for love—agape—was a Christian invention.  When the Old Testament was translated into Greek, this is the word used for God’s kind of love.  Outside of those twenty or so times the word is used in the Old Testament, agape is almost non-existent before the New Testament was written.  Old definitions won’t work.  A new definition of love is needed.  
You might need a new definition of love.  You may have felt the frailty of the world’s definition.  You are loved for your looks until you begin to wrinkle.  You are loved for your mind until it slows.  You are loved for your bank account until the stock market crashes. It’s conditional.  But God’s love is not.  It is agape.  A new word for a new kind of love.  The love that you want and the love that matters.  Agape denotes an unconditional love or “an exercise of the Divine will in deliberate choice, made without assignable cause save that which lies in the nature of God Himself.”[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  W. E. Vine, Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words: A Comprehensive Dictionary of the Original Greek Words with Their Precise Meanings for English Readers (McClean: VA: MacDonald Publishing Company, n.d.), 703.] 

Simply put, God loves us because he chooses to love us.  
Not because we have it all together.  “. . . but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).  
And not because we loved him first.  “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (1 John 4:10).
Brennan Manning has said, “God loves you unconditionally, as you are, not as you should be, because nobody is as they should be.”[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Brennan Manning, All is Grace (David C. Cook: Colorado Springs, 2011), 192.] 

2.  Sacrificial
 “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.”  Ephesians 5:25  The whole discussion of women submitting to their husbands becomes a moot point when husbands love their wives in this sacrificial way.

“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” John 3:16

3.  Forgiving
Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?”22 Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.[g]  Matthew 18:21-22

KEY APPLICATION:  What difference does this make?

· Jesus’ love in our hearts enables us to love the unloved

For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’   Matthew 25:35-36

· Jesus’ love in our hearts enables us to love the unlovable

· Jesus’ love in our hearts enables us to show the world what true love looks like.

March 23, 2008, a kitten was born in Sacramento with some unusual markings on its fur.[footnoteRef:3]  The fur seems to spell out the words “I (heart) (period)” or, as we would say, “I love Dot.”  This is especially heartwarming when you know the kitten’s mother’s name is Dot.  Some see it as a message from the child to the mom. [3:  http://boingboing.net/2008/03/25/cute-message-on-kitt.html] 

Wouldn’t it be something if all of God’s children were branded with the same message, but from God to the world?  I love.  Period.  
http://boingboing.net/2008/03/25/cute-message-on-kitt.html 

BECAUSE WHAT WE BELIEVE…MATTERS!!!
