4

Greater Maturity Through Greater Love!
October 10, 2010, “40 Days of Love” - Part 6
Pastor Mike Clark at Church of the Valley, Apple Valley, CA

What an historic week as we watched 33 Chilean miners who had been trapped underground for 69 days come to the surface.  Did you notice their first words after being rescued and reunited with their families?  They kept saying over and over again, “I love you.”  More than anything they wanted to be with their loved ones.  Love is the greatest!  Let’s look at the last section of 1 Corinthians 13:9-13, 9For we know in part and we prophesy in part, 10but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears.  11When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child.  When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.  12Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face.  Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.  13And now these three remain: faith, hope and love.  But the greatest of these is love.
We have been learning how to love better - to love God, each other and our neighbors better – over these 40 days.  We have learned how to have a love that never fails, a love that forgives, a love that works best together as a team, a love that is divine – from Jesus through us to each other and those around us.  Today, we take perhaps the deepest step of love, some of the toughest actions we can take when we love.  Today we look at 7 ways love brings maturity in our life as we love in responsibility, service and even in the face of misunderstanding or rejections.

1) We mature in love through Christ.  This divine love we receive in Jesus does not come to us complete and whole.  We need to learn how to love in and through Jesus’ love.  We need to learn how to use it wisely and efficiently in our relationships.  The Apostle Paul said in Philippians 1:9-11, 9And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 10so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, 11filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.   We learn how to discern what is best to do in love.  It takes some trial and error to learn how to love someone else best.  When we first got married, I tried to give my wife Sue presents at Christmas or her birthday, but discovered how difficult that was for me.  (I have since discovered that most husbands go through this learning curve about gift giving.)  At first I gave her presents that I would like to get, but my wife does not always like what I like.  No, that box of milk chocolates did not go over so well with someone who is not so fond of chocolate.  That box sat around a while before I finally ate it all up.  I had to discover what she likes.  Then I tried to give her gifts for the kitchen like toasters, blenders and waffle makers.  This made my wife think all I really wanted her to do was cook for me.  Soon we had a rule that Mike was not allowed to buy any more kitchen appliances for Sue.  I had to learn how to buy gifts that expressed to Sue that I loved her uniquely.  I had to take into account what would make her feel best, look best and enjoy best.  In the same way we learn to love each other for the best.  What is the best way to handle arguments and conflict in our relationships?  What is the best way to manage our money and resources together in our family?  What is the best way to raise children together?  What is the best way to encourage each other when one of us fails, falls or needs picking up?  What is the best way to motivate each other?  What is the best way to help each other become the persons God designed us to be together?  Each relationship needs a distinctive personal caring to learn how to love each other best.  We mature in love through Christ as we learn to think more of each other than ourselves and see things through their perspective.  This gets us outside our selfishness and more into selflessness.  We really grow up in love.
2) Mature love means growing up and taking responsibility.  It truly stops us from being selfish.  Love means I am less about me, and more about we.  Males don’t really mature until they marry.  Before I married, I could do whatever I wanted, as long as it was legal, without having to think much about others.  My time and resources were my own.  I could make decisions on my own.  After marriage I had to think about how my decisions and the use of time and resources affected Sue.  However as two adults, we could still do a lot of things that were mutual and helped each other.  So marriage is pretty cool because you can get so much back.  Really, the much greater maturity in love as a male comes about when you become a father.  Suddenly you have to give yourself to an infant child that gives very little in return.  In my case, I found myself holding 2 little infants at one time as we began with twins.  They would cry and I had to figure out why.  They would be smelly and I had to figure out how to get rid of that smell.  They would be hungry, and I would give them to my wife.  We had a thing going at night.  My wife sleeps much deeper than I do.  I would hear the babies crying first, so I would be the one who got up in the middle of the night.  I would go get both babies, then I would bring them back to Sue and she would nurse them.  I got to go back to sleep first.  Children are tremendous, true blessings from the Lord, but they require a lot of work.  Children require you to grow up fast.  You have to think more about them than you do about yourself if you want to be a successful parent and help your children grow to become mature, healthy and joyful adults.

I don’t regret giving up my rights for my children.  I gave up a lot of my own time.  I gave up a lot of my own freedom.  I gave up serving my own interests for theirs.  We spent a small fortune raising our 3 children and putting them through college; money Sue and I could have used on ourselves, but I don’t regret any of that.  Sure, I would not want to live over some of those long nights when the children were up all night and sick or those trips to the emergency room.  They were not fun.  Yet, I grew so much from being a father and get the joy of loving some wonderful children now on an adult to adult basis.  God designed us for loving relationships and commitments of huge joy.  Relationships bring eternal life, not things.  Spouses, children, extended families, friendships, brothers and sisters in Christ, and time with Jesus, these make life meaningful, fulfilling and joyful.  The Apostle Paul wrote about this in Galatians 5:13-14, You, my brothers (and sisters), were called to be free.  But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.  The entire law is summed up in a single command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  We have been freed for love.  Jesus freed us from empty, selfish, destructive lifestyles so we could be free to love others and enjoy healthy relationships.  Mature love means growing up and taking responsibility so we can grow together in joy.
3) Mature love serves others.  God designed us to minister to each other.  Jesus said that the greatest love is to sacrifice for others.  John 15:13, Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.  Jesus laid down His life for us so we could be His friends forever.  Now, if you were to ask me, I surely hope that I would lay down my life for any of you, and especially for my children and my wife.  Yet why is it that, since we think we would make the ultimate sacrifice for our loved ones, that we don’t make the daily sacrifices of love.  When our children were small, Sue sacrificed for them all the time.  She worked full time then came home and worked for the children and me preparing meals, helping with their homework, washing clothes and many more ways.  She was tired but she did all this anyway.  I would come home from a full day’s work tired too.  I would try to help the children, but many times I just wanted to sit in my big chair and veg in front of the TV or take a nap.  (Late afternoons are my worst times of the day.)  After a while, I realized this was really unfair to Sue.  She was just as tired as I was.  I decided I needed to do more.  Since she cooked, because she is a better cook than me, I decided I needed to clean up after dinner, not her do it all.  This was a conscious decision I made to do my part, to serve our family more equally together.  I discovered washing dishes was not so bad after all; after I made the decision to get off my selfish rear.  I wish I had made that decision a lot earlier in our marriage.  I know all of our relationships would be a lot better if we all got off our selfish rears more and served each other.  Mature love serves others.

4) Mature love enjoys helping others.  Like I said, once I got of my chair and started helping more it actually was not so bad.  It actually felt good to help more.  Helping others is its own reward.  We find our purpose when we help.  Finding our purpose means to find our life’s meaning and fulfillment.  When God first created humans, He created us to work in positive ways, in ways that contributed to the well-being of all of us.  Adam did not just lie around all day as a lazy bum in the garden of paradise.  He cultivated, pruned and tended that garden.  Adam did not get paid money for his work in the garden.  He did reap the joy of seeing a well-tended garden that and enjoyed its bounty of fruit, vegetables and beautiful flowers.  We know that work is not just to get paid.  We hope we can get a job that pays the bills and brings satisfaction to do it well and pleasure to accomplish something important.  Unfortunately some jobs today don’t help us feel that way about work.  If we could live in a world in which we would not have to worry about paying bills, we would still want to work.  Take for instance the examples of those who retire.  They retire from working for a living, but not from work.  Most every retired person I know soon finds ways to fill their time with meaningful activities.  They often end up working more after retirement and staying busier than they did before they retired.

Mature love enjoys helping others.  Our work becomes enjoyable when we see that others benefit from our work.  I have discovered that the people who most seem to enjoy life are those who dedicate their efforts to helping others.  People who live for themselves seem very unhappy all the time.  They cannot get enough of themselves or for themselves.  People who live for others cannot seem to give away enough because they find that so meaningful.  This is what Jesus meant in John 14:15, If you love Me, you will obey what I command.  If we really love Jesus, we cannot do enough for Him.  We want to please Him.  We want to do what He tells us to do.  And the more we do what Jesus wants us to do, the more we find that leads us to His abundant life.  To love Jesus is to obey Jesus and follow Him.  To follow Jesus means to serve Jesus.  To serve Jesus means to serve others in Jesus’ name.  To serve others in Jesus’ name means to love others.  To love others results in greater meaning and joy in life.  If you and I make serving others in Jesus’ love the focus of our lives whenever we can, God’s promise is that we will discover greater life.  Jesus said it this way in Matthew 16:24-25, If anyone would come after Me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for Me will find it.
5) Mature love loves even when we don’t understand, disagree or get rejected.  This gets really hard for us.  When we don’t understand why someone acts toward us the way they do, we don’t want to love them anymore.  When we greatly disagree with someone over important issues, we don’t want to love them anymore.  When we get rejected by others when we try to love them, we want to stop trying to love them anymore.  Mature love loves even when misunderstood, disagreed with or rejected.  1 Peter 4:8, Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.  Love covers over a multitude of sins.  Louis Evans, Jr, (Covenant to Care, pg. 34-35) explained this, “There are times when I become so angry with a person that I want to say, ‘Get lost!’  That’s the natural part of me – the limit of my human love.  Then I remember how many times I’ve done some idiotic thing, the times I’ve hurt people, or the ways I’ve misused the creation.  Yet, God still loves me.  He hasn’t crossed me off his list, so how can I cross anybody off my list?  Can’t I see that when a person hurts me, he does it out of his need, his insecurity, or his pain?  What good will it do for me to react to his behavior?  He needs my love, not my vengeance.  He needs some firm ground to stand on, some resources to fill his empty bucket.  Something outside of me says, ‘There’s another way to live – keep going back in love.’”  Mature love keeps going back in love.  Mature love loves even when we don’t understand, disagree or get rejected.
6) Mature love sacrifices.  I said this in other ways before, but I want to say this in a specific way now.  Mature love willingly gives up whatever is necessary if that truly helps others who are in need.  Paul explained this in Romans 14:15, If your brother is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love.  Do not by your eating destroy your brother for whom Christ died.  The mature Christian helps the weaker or younger Christian.  If alcohol does not create a problem for you, but by serving it you create a problem for anyone else because they have trouble with alcohol, then you should not serve alcohol at your event.  If someone else worships differently than the way you worship, but their style of worship helps them to worship God, then you should not put down their worship in any way but encourage it.  I know grandparents who do not like loud music but who go with their grandchildren to loud music worship services to encourage them to worship.  (The wise ones invest in earplugs.)  If someone else dresses differently than you like, yet they still try to help others, than why do you put them down because of the way they dress.  You may not like their tattoos, the way their jeans come down around their hips, the way they wear their hair, the way they talk, walk, eat or anything else.  If it is not harmful and just the way they express themselves, than put up with it in love.  Mature love sacrifices our own desires, our own tastes, our own way of doing things if by doing that we can help others to draw closer to Jesus.  I see those who really love others giving up many, many things so that others can love Jesus more.  That is mature love.
7) We will love each other by ministering to each other for eternity.  This is what we are discovering during just 40 Days of Love.  True love lasts forever.  The Church in this world is called by Jesus to do 5 things: worship God, join in Jesus’ joyful fellowship and family, mature together in truth as Jesus’ disciples, serve each other in loving ministry and serve those outside the Body in loving evangelism and outreach.  We will continue to do 4 of those 5 things for eternity.  The only one we will not do after this world is to love those outside His Body the Church family because in God’s eternal Kingdom, those people won’t be there anymore.  We will continue to serve each other in God’s family by ministering to each other forever.  That is what a family does; it cares for each other.  In a family you do your part whether that is cooking or washing the dishes; whether that is making the beds, doing the laundry, taking out the trash, painting a wall, fixing the plumbing, tending the garden, cutting the lawn, or whatever needs to be done.  Someone does it to serve the others.  Everyone finds their part of the work without pay and without needed to be pushed to do it.  We all help each other in the family of Jesus.  We love each other through ministering to each other.  What is your ministry?  How has God designed you to help?  By the way, God designed you to help in a way that you will enjoy it if you do it in love.  He won’t give you a part that you find tedious or uninteresting.  I love what I do in the Body of Christ.  I see that same love in others who love what they are doing for the Body of Christ.  You can find your part that you will love to do.  And in this way, you and I catch a glimpse of how we will joyfully serve each other for eternity.  That is a wonderful thing to think about and even better to get involved with today.  Start your eternity today.  Paul wrote, Ephesians 4:16, From Him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.  We build each other up in love as we each do our part ministering to each other.
Here is your Active Response to God’s truth this week: Get involved in an ongoing ministry of love!  Many of us had a great day yesterday helping others in Christ’s love.  We served our community in great ways pointing them to our Savior.  We will talk more about those experiences next Sunday.  We do these one day projects to show that you can make a difference and help others in Christ’s love regularly.  We do them in a short, easy burst so that you get encouraged to do more long-term.  Our outreach in Jesus’ name should not just be an occasional one day outreach, but a continuing way of showing the love of Christ.  Get involved in an ongoing ministry of love.  Get involved with Rummage, Crisis Ministry, English as a Second Language.  Keep going with your small group to a nursing care facility on a regular basis or to the homes for battered women and children.  Don’t wait for someone else to tell you that you are to love others for Jesus.  Become mature in your love by taking the initiative.  Grow up in love by finding your place in outreach to those around us and in ministry within our COV family.  You will reap great rewards of joy and fulfillment if you do.  OK?
You pray with me please: Lord, I want to become mature in love.  I want to get beyond childish love to discover a greater love like You have for us.  Help me to take responsibility for the things I am meant to do in my personal family and in my church family.  Help me to serve others and discover how fulfilling that is to help them.  Help me to get beyond my selfish interests and give up my rights, likes and desires so that I can love others more selflessly.  Help us all to love more as children of God just as Jesus loves us.  May Church of the Valley become more and more a family filled with everyone doing their part for your glory Jesus and for our greater love and joy together.  Amen.
