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This is the first Sunday of Lent and the Sunday before Valentine’s Day. So what better
day to focus on Christian love? At the end of the transcript for today’s sermon is some
information about Lent that | invite you to review later. Lent is a time for reflection and
renewal as well as a time of preparation for the celebration of the Resurrection of the
Lord. Often we “give up something for Lent,” but today | suggest that the best way to
give up the things that we need to give up in life is to add something. That “something” is
love — not love the way it is depicted by Hollywood and popular culture, but love as
embodied by God — love that is the heart of the Christian faith.

God’s Unconditional Love

Love is the greatest thing in the world - the greatest privilege and power known to man.
Its emphasis in life and word changed the course of history as the first-century Christians
demonstrated a quality of life never before withessed on earth. The Greeks, Romans,
Gentiles, and Jews hated one another. The very idea of love and self-sacrifice was
foreign to their thinking. When they observed Christians from many nations, with
different languages and cultures, actually loving each another and sacrificing to help
each other, they responded in amazement, "Behold, how these people love one
another!" Relationship with God and others is defined by the quality of our love.

Everybody wants to be loved. Most psychologists agree that a human’s greatest need is
to love and be loved. No barrier can withstand the mighty force of love.

There are three Greek words translated into the one English word "love": (1) Eros, which
suggests sensual desire. It does not appear in the New Testament. (2) Phileo is used to
describe friendship or love of one's friends or relatives. It conveys a sense of loving
someone because he is worthy of love. (3) Agape, which is God's love, the purest,
deepest kind of love. It is expressed not through mere emotions but as an act of one's
will. Agape is the Godly love we will focus on this morning.

Agape is God's supernatural, unconditional love for you revealed through our Lord's
death on the cross for our sins. It is the supernatural love he wants to produce in you
and through you to others, by his Holy Spirit. Agape love is given because of the
character of the person loving rather than because of the worthiness of the object of that
love. Sometimes it is love "in spite of" rather than "because of."

God underscores the importance of this kind of love through the writings of the apostle
Paul, as recorded in 1 Corinthians 13, our text for today. In this beautiful and remarkable
passage of Scripture, Paul writes that, apart from love, anything that you might do for
God or others is of no value. Consider these words:

If I had the gift of being able to speak in other languages without learning
them, and could speak in every language there is in all of heaven and
earth, but didn't love others, | would only be making noise.

If I had the gift of prophecy and knew all about what is going to happen in
the future, knew everything about everything, but didn't love others, what



good would it do? Even If | had the gift of faith so that | could speak to a
mountain and make it move, | would still be worth nothing at all without
love.

If | gave everything | have to poor people, and if | were burned alive for
preaching the Gospel but didn't love others, it would be of no value
whatever."

In other words, no matter what you do for God and for others, it is of no value unless you
are motivated by God's love. And no gift of the Spirit is enough unless you have love,
too.

God's love for you is unconditional and undeserved. He loves you in spite of your
disobedience, your weakness, your sin and your selfishness. He loves you enough to
provide a way to abundant, eternal life. From the cross Christ cried out, Father, forgive
them for they know not what they are doing." If he loved those who were killing him, can
you imagine how much he loves you? The parable of the prodigal son, as recorded in
Luke 15, illustrates God's unconditional love for his children. The father’s love
transcended the transgressions and disobedience of the son.

We Are Commanded To Love

When asked which was the most important commandment in the Law, the lawyer got an
answer from Jesus that he did not expect: "Love the Lord your God with all your heart,
soul and mind.' This is the first and greatest commandment. The second most important
is similar: 'Love your neighbor as much as you love yourself." All the other
commandments and all the demands of the prophets stem from these two laws and are
fulfilled if you obey them. Keep only these and you will find that you are obeying all the
others."

When Christians are committed to Christ, walking humbly with God, and in fellowship
with the Spirit, loving with all their hearts, souls, and minds, they will fulfill God's
command to love others as themselves. Because we love God, we will want to love one
another, and because God loves us, we will respond by loving one another as he loves.

The apostle Paul explains:

If you love your neighbor as much as you love yourself you will not want
to harm or cheat him, or kill him or steal from him. And you won't sin with
his wife or want what is his or do anything else the Ten Commandments
say is wrong. All ten are wrapped up in this one, to love your neighbor as
you love yourself. Love does no wrong to anyone. That's why it fully
satisfies all of God's requirements. It is the only law you need.

It is love for God and for others that results in righteousness, in fruit, and in glory to
Christ. Also, we are commanded to love others because such love testifies to our
relationship with the God. We demonstrate that we belong to Christ by our love for
others. The apostle John practically equates our salvation with the way we love others
when he says that if you don't love others, you do not know God, for God is love.

As a Christian you should love your neighbor because your neighbor is a creature of
God made in the image of God; because God loves your neighbor; and because Christ
died for your neighbor. Following the example of our Lord, you should love everyone,
even as Christ did. You should devote your life to helping others experience His love and
forgiveness.



Jesus also said:

There is a saying, "Love your friends and hate your enemies." But | say:
Love your enemies! Pray for those who persecute you! In that way you
will be acting as true sons of your Father in heaven. For he gives his
sunlight to both the evil and the good, and sends rain on the just and on
the unjust too.

If you are friendly only to your friends, how are you different from anyone
else? Even the heathens do that.

When Christians begin to act like Christians and love God, their neighbors, their enemies
and especially their Christian brothers - regardless of color, race, or class - we will see in
our time, as in the first century, a great transformation in the whole of society. People will
marvel when they observe our love in the same way people marveled when they
observed those first century believers saying, "See how they love one another."

We Cannot Love in Our Own Strength

You cannot demonstrate agape, God's unconditional love for others, through your own
efforts. How many times have you resolved to love someone? How often have you tried
to manufacture some kind of positive, loving emotion toward another person for whom
you felt nothing? It is impossible, isn't it? In your own strength it is not possible to love
with God's kind of love.

By nature people are not patient and kind. We are jealous, envious, and boastful. We
are proud, haughty, selfish, and rude; and we demand our own way. We could never
love others the way God loves us!

We Can Love With God’s Love

It was God's love that brought Christ to the cross and you to Christ. It is this kind of love
that is able to sustain and encourage you each day. Through his love in you, you can
bring others to Christ and minister to fellow believers as God has commanded.

God's love was supremely expressed in the life of Jesus Christ. You have a perfect,
complete picture of God's kind of love in the birth, character, teachings, life, death and
resurrection of his Son.

How does this love enter your life? It becomes yours the moment you receive Jesus

Christ and the Holy Spirit come to dwell in your life. The Scripture says, "We feel this
warm love everywhere within us because God has given us the Holy Spirit to fill our

hearts with his love." God is Spirit and the "fruit of the Spirit is love..." When you are

controlled by the Spirit, you can love with God's love.

When Christ comes into your life and you become a Christian, God gives you the
resources to be a different kind of person. He provides you with a new kind of love. But
how do you make love a practical reality in your life? How do you love? By resolutions?
By self-imposed discipline? No. The only way to love is to love by faith.

We Love By Faith

Everything about the Christian life is based on faith. You love by faith just as you receive
Christ by faith, just as you are filled with the Holy Spirit by faith, and just as you walk by
faith. When you begin to truly love God by faith with all of your heart, soul, mind, and
strength and to love your neighbors as yourself, you will begin to see others as God
sees them - as individuals of great worth, and as those for whom Christ died. As a result,



we shall be motivated by the same love which led the apostle Paul to say, "Everywhere
we go we talk about Christ to all who will listen."

Love, God's kind of love, causes the Great Commission to become a personal
responsibility and privilege. When non-Christians observe believers not only saying that
they love one another, but also proving it by their actions, they, like their first-century
counterparts, will marvel at "how they love one another" and will be drawn to receive and
worship our Savior with us.

Christian love is simply the willingness to meet the needs of those around us - however
unpleasant, sacrificial, and difficult it might be. Agape-love actively looks for needs and
then tries to meet those needs. It reaches even to those who are completely unworthy.
This type of love can only come from a person who has first tasted God's agape love.
We must ask God to show us the needs of the many lives around us. And then we must
by God's grace, meet their needs with agape love. There is a great tendency to busy
ourselves with church programs and fellow-believers' needs because it is less messy.
But the love of God calls us to be partners in the transformation of lives and the
transformation of our world. Only God'’s love working through us can do that.

| do not know what you have given up for Lent, and | do think it is important to make a
sacrifice to demonstrate our gratitude and unity with Christ’s giving himself for us. But
often we give up something that is bad for us in the first place. Before we put all that
effort into giving up something, add the love of God to your life in full measure and see
how many of the habits, problems, and difficulties will wilt and die in the light of God’s
love.

The hymn writer, Frederick M. Lehman, wrote this song in 1917 in Pasadena, California,
and it was published in Songs That Are Different, Volume 2, 1919.

The love of God is greater far

Than tongue or pen can ever tell;

It goes beyond the highest star,

And reaches to the lowest hell;

The guilty pair, bowed down with care,
God gave His Son to win;

His erring child He reconciled,

And pardoned from his sin.

Refrain

O love of God, how rich and pure!
How measureless and strong!

It shall forevermore endure

The saints’ and angels’ song.

When years of time shall pass away,
And earthly thrones and kingdoms fall,
When men, who here refuse to pray,
On rocks and hills and mountains call,
God'’s love so sure, shall still endure,
All measureless and strong;
Redeeming grace to Adam’s race—
The saints’ and angels’ song.

Refrain



Could we with ink the ocean fill,

And were the skies of parchment made,
Were every stalk on earth a quill,

And every man a scribe by trade,

To write the love of God above,

Would drain the ocean dry.

Nor could the scroll contain the whole,
Though stretched from sky to sky.

Refrain

"And though | have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all
knowledge; and though | have all faith, so that | could remove mountains, and have not
love, | am nothing” (I Corinthians 13:2). When we have tasted God's love and know who
we truly are, we can love others as Christ loves us. This is the heart of Christianity. If
East Cobb United Methodist Church is described by one adjective, my prayer is that it
would be "loving"?

| invite you to make this prayer your own: "Lord, You would never have asked me to love
had you not empowered me to do so. Therefore, right now, believing that you are the
very embodiment of love, and relying on your promise that nothing can separate us from
your great love, | personally claim your love by faith - the 1 Corinthians 13 kind of love —
love for you, love for all people, and love for myself. Amen."

Prayer
Sacrament of Holy Communion
Closing Hymn

Benediction









