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Love Defined is Love Divine
Sept. 19, 2010, “40 Days of Love” - Part 2
Pastor Mike Clark at Church of the Valley, Apple Valley, CA
Welcome to week 2 of our 40 days of love.  Today we focus on how to define love.  We don’t know how to get better at love if we don’t know what it is we are working on.  If I were to ask you to draw a picture of a Haliaeetus leucocephalus, would you know what to draw?  Now, if I tell you that Haliaeetus leucocephalus is the Latin scientific name for a bald eagle, most of you could draw me something that looked like a bald eagle.  If I were to ask you what is true love, would you be able to describe it to me?  A lot of people cannot.  The world around us gives us too many conflicting definitions of love.  In the English language we have just one word for love that describes way too many different things.  In my life I have been known to say “I love swimming.”, “I love chocolate.”, “I love warm, sunny days.”, and “I love my wife Sue.”  Obviously, the word love means different things to me depending on the context.  My love for chocolate, swimming or sunny days cannot be compared to the much greater love I have for my wife.  So we need a better definition for the type of love we all want to mature in during these 40 days.  If we want to be better lovers, we need to know what is true love for God and for each other.
The New Testament was written largely in the common Greek language of that era.  In that common Greek there were at least four different words for love.  Modern minds are familiar with three.  One word describes brotherly love – ‘phileo’, from which derives the name Philadelphia, the city of brotherly love.  Another word describes romantic love – ‘eros’, from which the word erotic entered into the English language.  The most important Greek word of love in the Bible is ‘agape’.  This word agape lies at the heart of the Bible’s definition for love, because it best describes God’s actions of love toward humans.  Agape love demonstrates care through sacrifice, giving to another at great expense to oneself.  Agape love is unconditionally available to the object of its attention at whatever cost is necessary.  God demonstrated this love to humans through sacrificial actions that cost our Creator God deep suffering.  John 3:16 describes how God revealed Himself to us in active sacrifice, “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.”  Notice that verbs of action leap from that verse; God so loved (agape) that He gave.  True love acts and true love gives.
We heard last Sunday that God is love.  God defines love.  Without God there would not be love.  With God we can love and be loved.  Real life is loving God and each other.  Today we are going to define God’s love so we can love Him and each other.  Love defined is love divine.  Our main Bible verses for today come from 1 Corinthians 13:4-5.  Here God defines love.  Love is patient, love is kind.  It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude, it is not self–seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  Now let’s have some fun with these verses.  First, let’s all place Jesus name where it says love or it.  Read it with me, Jesus is patient, Jesus is kind.  Jesus does not envy, Jesus does not boast, Jesus is not proud.  Jesus is not rude, Jesus is not self–seeking, Jesus is not easily angered, Jesus keeps no record of wrongs.  Jesus fits that definition.  Jesus is love.  Jesus actions define love.  That helps us.  Now we know what kind of love we are talking about.  Now we know how we are to love.  So let’s take the love test ourselves.  Say your name instead of love and it in the verses above.  Say the verses out loud because saying it out loud really makes us realize the point.  I am going to say it out loud with my name, and while I do it, you say it with your name.  Mike is patient, Mike is kind.  Mike does not envy, Mike does not boast, Mike is not proud.  Mike is not rude, Mike is not self–seeking, Mike is not easily angered, Mike keeps no record of wrongs.  How did you do?  How loving are you?  I confess Mike did not do so well.  Mike has a long way to go to love in these ways.  But now we know the goal we strive for; the definition set by actions we are to learn.  We mature in love the way Jesus loved.  Jesus sets the example of love.  He said, John 13:34, A new command I give you: love one another.  As I have loved you, so you must love one another.  We must love each other the way Jesus loves us.  Jesus modeled love for us, so we can know what love is; the goal we seek to achieve.
Now we need to get that love into our lives.  How do we love like Jesus?  Some of us may just throw up our hands and say we can’t love like Jesus.  We should just give up now.  And they are right.  You and I cannot love like Jesus.  So in conclusion, see you next week and let’s just give up on 40 Days of Love.  No, that is not what I am saying this week.  Yes, we cannot love like Jesus without Him, but we can love like Jesus with Him.  Jesus would not command us to do something that we cannot do because Jesus is not unfair or cruel.  Jesus came into our world to show us love, to define love for us with His lifestyle of loving actions.  However, Jesus does not stop there.  If Jesus is just an example of divine love, we, who are not divine, cannot follow His example.  Jesus gives us the ability to love like He did by giving us His Holy Spirit to love through us.  To every person who gives control of their life to Jesus, He gives the 3rd person of the Holy Trinity to live and love through them; to empower them to love like Jesus.  Jesus would not tell us to do something that we cannot do, so don’t think you cannot love like Jesus.  Jesus expects us to love as He did, and empowers us to do so.  Here is another time Jesus tells us that we should love like He does and expects us to do that.  After washing the Disciples’ feet, Jesus said, John 13:15, I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.  We love like Jesus as we love in His Holy Spirit.
We love each other like Jesus loves us.  That is clear.  We know what we need to do and how to do it.  It will not be easy.  It is going to take a lot of practice, a lot of hard work, a lot of changing our old ways to this new way of loving.  But good things are never easy.  Good things are worth the hard work.  Great friendships take a lot of hard work over many years, but it is so amazing to have great friends.  Great marriages take a lot of hard work over many years, but it is so wonderful to have a great marriage.  Great disciples don’t become great overnight.  It takes a lifetime of commitment to living in Jesus to become a great disciple.  In Financial Peace University we have a saying we often use about handling money, “We are going to live like no one else today, so we can live like no one else tomorrow.”  To get out of all debt takes an unusual and drastic amount of hard work, but it is all worth it.  To live debt free, means enjoying a greater life doing what the Lord and you want to do with money.  That same hard work pays off with love in our relationships.  We are going to love like no one else today so we can love like no one else tomorrow.  We want that rare air, that refined taste, that accomplished maturity that comes from making the effort to become the best lover we can be in the Lord.  It is all worth it and then so much more that we just can’t understand it until we try it.

If we are to love like Jesus forever, we need to learn to love like Jesus today.  Here are 3 key Biblical characteristics of Jesus’ ‘agape’ love for us to learn to live in the power of the Holy Spirit.

First, Jesus loves unconditionally with full acceptance of persons.  Unconditionally means with no conditions, no strings attached, no ifs to meet to receive the benefits.  Most things come to us through a mutual contract; if I do this, then I will receive this.  If I fulfill my part of the bargain, I will get back what I was promised.  Unconditional means we don’t have to buy it, work for it, achieve it or earn it in any way.  No conditions.  All we have to do is receive it.  If I had a stack of $100 bills to give to you to do whatever you wanted to do with them, no conditions means I give them to you free and clear.  All you have to do is come up here and take a $100 bill from my hand.  That is unconditional, and that is how Jesus loves.  We just have to receive His love into our lives.  

Jesus loves unconditionally and so He loves every person.  Jesus accepted every person and did not turn anyone away.  I took a quick tour of the Gospels and came up with this partial list of people Jesus loved.  Jesus loved Nicodemus - a Pharisee religious ruler.  Jesus loved a Samaritan woman, who was one of the despised ethnic foes of the Jews.  Jesus loved an invalid who lay 38 years at the Bethesda pool helpless and forgotten.  Jesus loved a woman caught in adultery and about to be stoned to death by the religious leaders.  Jesus loved a man born blind.  Jesus loved Zacchaeus the tax collector.  Jesus loved a man with leprosy, a dangerously contagious disease that everyone else stayed away from.  Jesus loved a crazy man afflicted by evil spirits.  Jesus loved a woman with years of bleeding that made her unclean to the Jewish people.  Jesus loved a synagogue ruler, a Greek Syrian woman, a deaf and mute man and a Roman Centurion soldier.  Jesus loved a prostitute who bathed his feet in perfume.  Jesus loved everyone who came to Him for help, no matter what their condition.  Jesus loved unconditionally.
So what about us?  Who should we love?  If we love like Jesus, we love unconditionally no matter what condition the person is in front of us.  We are to love the good and the bad, the rich and the poor, the healthy and the sick, the caring and the hating, the selfless and the selfish.  We are to love those with AIDs, the abusers, alcoholics, gamblers, druggies, greedy, sex-offenders; those with a prison record, the thin and the plus sized, the handicapped, disadvantaged, drop-outs and graduates, embezzlers and cheaters.  We are to love persons whom Jesus loves with Jesus love.  We are to love unconditionally because Jesus loves unconditionally.  How do we love them? - the same way Jesus loves them.  We offer appropriate actions of love to help them find health, purpose and joy in life.  We offer them the truth and love of Jesus, the truth and love about life.  When people were hungry, Jesus fed them and that is why COV offers food for the hungry and clothing for those in need.  We pray for and help those who are ill.  We become friends to those who need a friend.  We offer financial counseling to those who need to get out of debt and learn how to use money wisely.  We offer care and encouragement to those with addictions and compulsive behaviors to break those chains of enslavement.  We offer hope for eternal life.  We offer spiritual training and maturity for those who would seek to be God’s children forever.  We love people in need as Jesus did.  We love children of God as our brothers and sisters as Jesus loves us with forgiveness, support, encouragement and healthy accountability.  We learn to love people unconditionally as Jesus loves them.
Second, Jesus loves compassionately with truth to overcome problems.  Jesus loved people but He did not love the behaviors that caused harm to them or others.  Jesus loved people so much He confronted them with their need to change and gave them healthy alternatives.  Jesus never rejected persons, but He did reject destructive activities.  Some people listened to Jesus when He confronted them.  Other people did not listen.  Jesus never forced His way on anyone, because love does not force.  Sometimes that meant Jesus was not able to help some people whom He loved because they would not receive the type of help He offered.  A rich, young man came up to Jesus and asked what he should do to receive eternal life.  Knowing that this young man’s love of money blocked his love for God, Jesus told him to give away his riches.  The young man could not give up money as his god, so he walked away from Jesus.  The Bible tells us Jesus loved this man, but Jesus sadly let him walk away to experience that empty life, and then, hopefully to come back to Jesus.  We don’t know if he ever did.  God won’t force His love on anyone.  Jesus loved this young man and did not give him the easy way out.  He offered him instead the long-term loving way to overcome his problem.  This young man needed spiritual surgery to remove his money cancer, but he would not do it.  He walked away from Jesus.

Jesus looked up into a tree and loved a tax collector named Zacchaeus.  Zacchaeus had wronged a lot of people by cheating them with unfair taxes.  Jesus loved him anyway and went to his home to have a meal.  This encounter ends with joy and greater love unlike the rich, young man.  Because Jesus loved Zacchaeus unconditionally, yet also showed him his deeper problem, Zacchaeus made amends for his greed.  He willingly paid back what he unfairly took.  He willingly took the spiritual surgery he needed through financial sacrifice so He could follow Jesus better.
When Jesus saw the Pharisees, the religious leaders of the time, yet also the greatest hypocrites of the time because they did not care about God’s ways that they taught, He still loved them.  He still gave them His time, teaching and attention.  He went to their homes to eat meals, just like He went to the tax collector’s home.  He loved them equally, and thus told them their problems that were harming them and others.  He loved them enough to care about their eternal souls, so Jesus spoke the truth in love to them.  Jesus loved them so He did not try to win their favor, prop up their pride, overlook their failings and try to be friends without confronting their wrongs.  Jesus told them straight that they needed to love God more and God’s people more.  When we read about Jesus talking to the Pharisees, we often think Jesus was angry at them and disliked them.  That is not true.  He loved the Pharisees as much as anyone else.  He came to live and die for them as much as He did for the tax collectors and fishermen.  Jesus loved compassionately with truth to overcome their problems too.  Some of them listened and followed Jesus.  Many did not and put Jesus to death.
We are to love all people unconditionally as Jesus loves them.  So also, we are to love people compassionately with truth to help them overcome their problems.  To deeply love each other and the people around us with Jesus’ love, what behaviors will we confront?  What behaviors will we ignore?  Every good parent knows that they have to choose what behaviors to work on with their children.  You have to carefully choose the important ones because you can’t work on them all.  A loving parent sometimes overlooks small matters because they want to have a healthy discipline for bigger matters that are causing problems in their child’s life.  You don’t want to spend all your time correcting a child for not having a clean room when the child is really struggling with not doing their homework.  Homework is more important than a always clean room for that child.  Now, you don’t want the child’s room to be a pigsty, so you help them keep it reasonably clean; but you really don’t want your child flunking out of school.  You choose your battles carefully and with a lot of prayer.  To love others as Jesus loves means to address life’s problems together for long-term health.  That means to speak and act truth in love.
To love someone compassionately means you don’t enable destructive actions nor do you condone harmful behaviors.  We don’t reject persons, but we try to help all persons find greater life in Christ.  Often this means saying “No!”  We don’t give candy to a diabetic right?  That is not healthy.  Even so, we don’t in any way support a destructive habit.  We don’t give alcohol or money to buy alcohol to those with drinking addictions.  We don’t give drugs or money to buy drugs to those with narcotic addictions.  We don’t help gamblers to gamble.  We don’t help embezzlers to cheat.  We don’t let liars get away with lying.  We don’t let sex offenders get away with abusing children or others.  We love them as people, but we don’t accept their harmful behaviors.  We don’t overlook them or ignore them either.  If we truly love them, we do what is needed to get them help.  If they won’t accept that help, there is nothing more we can do for them.  Giving money to people on the streets is rarely a good idea.  You are encouraging a lifestyle that is harmful to them.  You are helping them to stay on the streets.  Even though their signs say they are hungry, they will use your money for alcohol, drugs or whatever else to their detriment.  You don’t give money to con artists.  I know you feel guilty when you drive by them or say no to them, but you are really doing the loving thing for them.  If someone is hungry and you want to help, carry gift certificates to a food place with you.  Don’t give them grocery store certificates because they can buy alcohol there.  Don’t give them money.  Give them food, clothing, the things they really need in love.  Don’t give money, the car or other privileges to teenagers who have not earned the trust to use them wisely.  You are loving them by doing that.  We always forgive people in Christ’s love, but we don’t always trust them.  Trust must always be earned, even in the Bible.  Jesus tells us not to throw our pearls before the pigs.

To love others compassionately means to speak and act the truth in love with them for their long-term, eternal good and life.  This is very hard to do.  This means that you and I who love in Jesus will often be misunderstood and even rejected for the way we choose to love.  This brings us to the 3rd way Jesus loves; Jesus loves sacrificially with costly actions to help in difficult situations.  How costly was Jesus’ love?  When Jesus accepted the oil of the prostitute on his feet and showed His love to her, He received the rebuke of the religious leaders.  When Jesus in love healed the man born blind, He received the rejection (excommunication) of the religious leaders because He did it on a Sabbath.  When Jesus let the woman caught in adultery go in grace and forgiveness, He chose to die in her place.  Jesus loves sacrificially all the way to the cross.  Jesus loves us sacrificially with costly actions.
How much should we put ourselves out in love for others?  We would probably drive someone to the hospital if it was in Apple Valley, but what if it was in downtown LA?  We would probably buy someone a meal, but would we pay their utility bill or give them a car?  Would we watch someone’s children for 1 hour, 2 hours, 4 hrs, all day or all night?  Would we do it for a week, a month or more to help them in their need; to love them like Jesus loves?  Would we take a troubled teen into our homes?  Would we willingly choose to assist daily with the care of an Alzheimer’s patient?  Would we enter into an encouraging ministry to help a family breaking apart and needed long-term encouraging, counseling and special support?  The extra time, extra resources, extra effort all adds up to greater sacrifices.  How much would we love?
There are certain people we all have in our relationships that are “extra grace required” EGR people.  You know who I mean.  These are people that for whatever reason specific to them and to us, are very hard for us to love.  Every extended family has EGR’s.  Every church family has EGR’s.  Every school or workplace has EGR’s.  Every neighborhood has EGR’s.  How much extra grace required would we give in love?  Here is your practical love homework for this week.  Select one “extra grace required” person that you find difficult to love.  Pray to find God’s perspective on that person.  Act toward that person as Jesus would act toward them in love this week.  Keep on doing that with that one person over the next 40 days and see how your attitude toward that person changes.  Watch how your love grows toward that person.  Watch how your own love grows just because of that person.  Jesus puts EGR people into our lives so we can mature in love.
I want to close with a few cautions about Jesus’ style love and then a few great rewards.  Caution; we are to take up our crosses for others, but only the ones Jesus calls us to take up!  Don’t take up a cross Jesus does not ask you to pick up.  Caution; we will not always be successful in trying to love others!  Jesus’ love never got through to Judas.  Our love will not get through to some people also.  They won’t let us.  Caution; loving like Jesus is messy, painful, time consuming and costly because we are dealing with people who are very complex with many old wounds, rejections, abuses and needs.  Caution; loving like Jesus takes a lot of hard work because we have so many unloving habits, fears and attitudes that have to change.  However, there are great rewards to loving like Jesus.  We become better lovers.  We experience deeper relationships.  We see others who do receive our love finding greater life.  We will personally receive the Lord’s great rewards and gratitude for how we love others like He loves us.

Love defined is love divine.  As we learn to love with the love of Jesus given us by the power of the Holy Spirit, we become more like Jesus.  We learn to love as we will love forever in God’s eternal kingdom; unconditionally, compassionately and sacrificially.

