LOVE MATTERS MOST

Sept. 12, 2010, “40 Days of Love” - Part 1

Pastor Mike Clark at Church of the Valley, Apple Valley, CA
At one time Howard Hughes was the wealthiest man in the world.  He lived in penthouse apartments, controlled huge companies, had anything that money could buy.  But he could not buy joy and contentment in life.  He lived with an increasing paranoia and a growing distrust of everyone.  He died all alone, bitter and frustrated, a recluse for many years, hiding out in the top floor of a Las Vegas Hotel.  If only he had read the words of Ecclesiastes 4:8-9, There was a man all alone; he had neither son nor brother.  There was no end to his toil, yet his eyes were not content with his wealth.  "For whom am I toiling," he asked, "and why am I depriving myself of enjoyment?"  This too is meaningless — a miserable business!  Two are better than one…
We were not meant to live alone.  God created us to be in relationships.  None of us have to be alone in this world in any situation.  The Lord Jesus can always be with us and, in most situations, so can our family in Him.  I repeat that truth over and over again, because people just don’t hear it and believe it.  They think God does not love them or that God does not care, that they are failures or no ones that no one can love, that they are going through situations no one else has ever experienced and no one else can help them in these difficulties.  None of that is true.  You and I cannot go anywhere that God is not already there for us.  You and I cannot do anything that Jesus’ love cannot reach us with His grace and forgiveness.  The only thing that can keep God’s love, power and mercy from reaching us is if we refuse His help.  He won’t force Himself on anyone.  Love never overpowers or forces.
You need to get into the rock bottom part of your being, deep into the lining of your heart, that Jesus is always for you, always with you, always loving you, and always ready to help you.  You need to cement into your everyday thoughts that Jesus overcomes every enemy you face and brings His greater victory and life into your everyday and eternal life.  We were not meant to live alone.  We were created to love God as He loves us, and thus to be able to love each other as Jesus loves us.

To Live Means to Love!  Jesus makes clear that love is the priority for our lives.  In Matthew 22:36-39, Jesus is asked,"Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?"  Jesus replied: "'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.'  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'”  Of all the teachings in the Bible about what is important in life, love is the greatest.  Love is the highest.  Love is the only thing that satisfies the longings of our lives.  Love is the only thing that fills us with complete joy.  Love is the only way we can be successful in life day and forever.  To live means to love.
We keep trying to find the center of our lives but keep missing the target.  The center of our lives is our hearts, not our wallets in our pants or purses in our hands.  The center of our lives is not in the achievements of our minds, the beauty of our face, the fancy words of our mouths, the strength of our hands, the pleasure of our sex organs, or the fast pace of our legs.  The center of our lives is in our hearts.  You won’t find the center anywhere else.  God designed our bodies with our hearts at the center for a great reason.  Life flows out from our hearts throughout the rest of our bodies.  Love flows out from our hearts throughout all our relationships.  We can live without a hand or a leg or other parts of our bodies, but we cannot live without a heart.  To live means to love.
If we are not loving, we are not living.  Love determines the success of our lives.  Without love we are empty, shallow, selfish, prideful, egotistical, shells of human beings.  No matter what else we do, if we do not love, we are nothing.  1 Corinthians 13:1-3, If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.  If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.  If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.  I could be the smartest person in the world, but without love, I am a fool.  I could be the best singer in the world, but without love, I am just an echo.  I could be the best preacher ever, but without love, I am a gust of wind that is here today and gone tomorrow.  I could have the most spiritual person that ever lived, but without love, God would never know me.  If I was the richest person in the world and gave every penny away, without love, my actions were futile.  It is all meaningless and miserable without love.
However, with love, I am somebody special.  With love, I tapped into the source of life, God who is love.  With love I am linked to the eternal.  With love, I am surrounded by a family of brothers and sisters, a community of caring, a fellowship of friends, an endless resource of relationships, a triumphant troupe of teammates, a compassionate circle of comrades and a vital core of church members.  With love I will succeed and so will you.  We cannot fail when we live in love because love outlasts everything else.  1 Corinthians 13:13, Now these three remain: faith, hope and love.  But the greatest of these is love.  Love never ends, never fails, never gives up, never loses hope, always perseveres.  Nothing is higher than love.  Nothing is stronger than love.  Nothing is more beautiful than love.  Love is the greatest.

You know it if you have ever experienced true love.  I hope you know that somebody truly loves you.  I hope you have at least one person - a parent, sibling, spouse, child, close friend, sister or brother in Christ – who truly loves you – who you can always count on – who is always there for you.  I hope you love at least one such person yourself.  I hope you have many such persons who love you.  You know true love if you have discovered how much God loves you.  Jesus came to this world to love us; to show us His love, to teach us His love, to live for us in love, to die for us and heal us in love, to rise us up with Him in love and to prepare an eternal home for us in love.  Love is the greatest because God is the greatest, and God is love.  1 John 4:8, Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.
To live means to love.  To love God and to be loved by God.  To love others and to be loved by others.  Really that is the same thing.  When we love God in a wonderful vertical relationship in which we are enveloped by His compassion, wisdom and strength, we can then share that love with those around us on this horizontal plane we call the surface of the earth.  When we love God with all our being; heart, mind, body and spirit, we can love our neighbors and we can love ourselves.  So you see that to love God means that we love each other.  In fact, we cannot claim to love God if we refuse to love others.  1 John 4:20, If anyone says, "I love God," yet hates his brother, he is a liar.  For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen.  That is a radical statement, but one that makes more sense the more you are in love with God.  It is easy to love lovely people; you know the ones that you seem to naturally get along with, those who are pretty similar to you.  They laugh at your jokes, enjoy the same foods you enjoy, vote the way you vote, and root for the same teams.  It is hard to love the unlovely people; the ones who get under your skin, irritate you with their comments, make you feel rejected, hurt, or ignored, make you feel small or insignificant.  It is hard to love people who do things that disgust you.  It is hard to love a person whose actions you dislike.  You know what is amazing?  You and I do a lot of things that God finds repulsive and disgusting.  You and I do a lot of things that God dislikes.  He still loves us.  He does not give up on us.  He hangs in there with us even though we are difficult people to love.  God loves the unlovely to make them lovely.  Jesus sacrificed His life for His enemies, so they would become His followers.  When we get in touch with God’s love, our love expands and we begin to love those we never thought we could love before.
To love God is to love others.  Love is the greatest virtue that brings balance to all our lives and all our relationships.  Love binds us all together.  Colossians 3:12-14, Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.  Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another.  Forgive as the Lord forgave you.  And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.  As we mature through love in Christ we develop many wonderful character traits such as humility, gentleness and patience.  We learn to bear with each other and forgive each other.  Yet, most importantly, we learn to love each other as God loves us.  This creates a perfect unity as love binds us together.  To love God is to love others.
To love God is to forgive others.  Love covers over a multitude of sins.  1 Peter 4:8, Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.  Have you noticed that we all have flaws?  We all have failings, mistakes, goof ups, hang ups, faults, bad habits, improprieties and weaknesses.  Yup, we are only human; by which we really mean we are a bunch of screw-ups.  Yet, have you also noticed that it is a lot easier to forgive some than others when they mess up.  It is a lot easier to love some rather than others and give them a break when they do wrong.  Why is that?  Because we love them more than we love others.  Heck, there is one person we will always give a break to, give them the benefit of the doubt, give them a second chance and more.  Who is that person?  Yourself.  Love covers over a multitude of sins.  Jesus covered over our sins in His love for us on the cross.  Jesus gives us second, third, fourth and many more chances because He loves us.  He forgives us because He is love.  He is mercy.  He is grace.  As we have been forgiven, so we are free to forgive each other.  To love Jesus is to be all about forgiveness with each other.
Over the next 40 days, we are going to hear, experience and practice this type of love from Jesus He wants us to share with each other.  Love for the unlovely.  Love for ourselves.  Love for our neighbors.  Love for our blood families and church families.  We are going to discover that to live means to love and to love God means to love each other.  And we are going to learn that to love each other means to take action, to love actively!  1 John 3:18, Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.  True love requires caring conduct and active actions.  We are going to not just learn about true love, but practice true love.  You can’t just say you love others, you have to show it in your behavior.  Love must become a lifestyle.  You have to be there for others.  You have to show up and be present to truly love.
In the 1972 election George McGovern was running against Richard Nixon and McGovern and Charles Colson were on opposite sides of the political spectrum.  But they both ended up with the same regrets.  Chuck Colson wrote this, “As I think back on my life my biggest regret is not spending more time with my kids.  Making family your top priority means going against a culture where materialism and workaholism are rampant.  It means realizing that you may not advance as fast in your career as others do.  It means being willing to accept a lower standard of living knowing that you’re doing it for your kids.  It means giving them the emotional security that they’ll draw on for the rest of their lives.”

Then George McGovern, one time presidential candidate wrote a book about his daughter Terry who died in 1994.  She was an alcoholic.  They found her frozen to death in a snowdrift in a drunken stupor.  After his daughter died, George McGovern poured over her diaries and contacted many of her friends and he discovered that he hadn’t been the parent that he thought he was.  While he was reading her diaries he discovered this, while he was spending eighteen hours a day working for political causes Terry was writing in her diary how much she missed her daddy.  And that he probably didn’t care about her anyway.”  McGovern’s message to parents: “Show more love to your kids by spending more time with them.  Especially as teenagers.  No matter what it costs your career.  That way,” he said “neither of you will have regrets.”  You have to show up and be present to truly love.
Galatians 5:6, The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.  My dad was a very typical father from his generation.  He was taught that to love your family you had to work hard to provide for them.  So my dad worked really hard.  He worked so hard to provide for his wife and 4 children that he was never home.  His territory for his sales included 6 states.  He was gone often 6 days a week travelling to provide for his family.  I did not appreciate that effort as a child and as teenager.  I wanted my dad home more often.  I wanted my dad to show up at my football games.  I wanted my dad there to enjoy the plays I acted in.  I wanted my dad to be there when I received an award at a ceremony.  I wanted my dad to approve of all the things I worked so hard to accomplish.  But he was not there.  I felt I did not have much of a dad.  I now realize how hard that must have been on my dad too.  But at the time, I only knew that I rarely had a dad.  It really hurt my relationship with my dad.  I have had to ask the Lord to help us both to become closer and to really love each other.  I never wanted that for my children.  I may have failed them in other ways, but I made almost all their games, special events and big moments.  I wanted to be there for them and let them know I supported them and appreciated all they did.  I could have been busy doing a lot of other things I thought was important.  But because I loved my children, I committed to putting time with them as first priority in my life.  You have to show up to be a dad who loves.  Chuck Swindoll said, “Busyness destroys relationships.  It substitutes shallow frenzy for deep friendship.  Busyness feeds the ego but it starves those who love us.  It fills the calendar but it fractures the family.”
To love means to take action.  I am going to give you some homework each week during our 40 Days of love.  If you will do this homework, you will deepen your relationships in love.  Here is the first thing I will ask you to do for this week, and keep doing it for the 40 days.  Find a constructive, practical, active way to show your love for every member of your immediate family this week!  (By the way, listening to them for at least 20 minutes counts.)
To live means to love in God’s love.  Loving God means to love each other.  To love each other means to take loving actions.  It starts today with a decision.  Are you ready?  In your worship folder, you were given a card.  It’s the 40 Days of Love commitment card.  I want to talk to you as we close about these five reinforcements to transform our lives in love.  There’s a difference between information and transformation.  If all you do is come on Sundays for the next six weeks you’re going to get information.  That isn’t going to change you.  But if you will do these five things – hear, discuss, do, be active and mature – then it’s going to transform your life.  You will be a more loving person.
First hear.  Commit to listen to all seven messages in the 40 Days of Love Series.  If you’re going to miss a week, If you’re going to be out of town, you can go on to the website and listen to the previous message on the website or download it and read it. Hear love.
Second, discuss.  Get in one of our small groups or invite a few friends to form a group with you.  Here’s what I’m asking you to do.  You probably know two or three people who you like to talk with.  Is that true?  Everybody wants better relationships.  Everybody wants to learn how to be a better lover.  So go to a couple friends and say, “Our church is studying relationships for six weeks.  If you want to get in on this it’s going to be good stuff.  Get in a small group or form one and discuss how to love more deeply and fully in your relationships.  Then discuss.  I’ll meet with my small group either at home or at work or on campus, six times in the next six weeks.  Discuss love.
Third, DO.  Listen to the homework I will give you each Sunday and practice these action steps of love each week.  You will mature more quickly in love if you do the practice assignments.  Do love.
Fourth, BE ACTIVE.  Promise today to take part in our Outreach Saturday on October 16th.  This will be our 3rd big Outreach Saturday.  We had almost 300 people involved when we did it before.  Everyone goes out into the community around us with a small group and spends a morning, 2 to 3 hours doing something to let people around us know that COV loves, that COV has a heart.  It will be exciting if we all do this together.  A lot of people will notice our love and maybe we can introduce some of them to Jesus’ love.  Be active in love.
Fifth, MATURE.  Strive to become more loving to your brothers and sisters here at COV.  There are some people here who could really use your help.  Yes, you.  There are some people here who you find it hard to love, so choose to love them.  If you do that, because you only can do that with Christ’s love, you will grow in love.  You will find more love flowing from your heart.  Your heart will expand in amazing ways, like the Grinch’s heart on Christmas morning in Whoville.  It really works.  Mature in love.
Check off each box and promise to do them as best you can.  This is going to change us all.  This is going to transform COV forever.  God wants to let His love flow freely through us.  The only thing that will block that love is our unwillingness to let Jesus love through us.  Open up your lives to His love.  Open up your hearts to His heart.  Let us truly learn what it means to be the Heart of the Valley, to have hearts that beat with love like God’s heart beats with love.  Let us love God, each other and our neighbors with the true and active love of Jesus.  Amen.
