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February 6, 2008

Epistle Lesson
2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10

We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God. 21God made him who had no sin to be sin[a] for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

1As God's fellow workers we urge you not to receive God's grace in vain. 2For he says, 

   "In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you."[b] I tell you, now is the time of God's favor, now is the day of salvation.

3We put no stumbling block in anyone's path, so that our ministry will not be discredited. 4Rather, as servants of God we commend ourselves in every way: in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and distresses; 5in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger; 6in purity, understanding, patience and kindness; in the Holy Spirit and in sincere love; 7in truthful speech and in the power of God; with weapons of righteousness in the right hand and in the left; 8through glory and dishonor, bad report and good report; genuine, yet regarded as impostors; 9known, yet regarded as unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten, and yet not killed; 10sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing everything.
Sermon
“Good Loving”
Rev. Joel Tolbert

There is a kind of misshapen love out there.  It’s the kind of “love” that assumes IF I act a certain way towards a person, THEN the person will love me, and will know that I love them.  This understanding of love seems to make some sense.  After all, no one appreciates being treated poorly.  And, of course, if we love someone then we should treat them well.  But what I’m talking about here is…

The person who is rarely home, who works, or travels, or stays gone so much that they are not involved in their family’s life.  These people sometimes try to show they “love” the family by buying them things, nice things, more things, under the premise of a Love that operates on “If I do this for them, If I buy this for them, THEN they will love me, and will know that I love them.”  The doing is supposed to prove the loving.

It’s the one who misses meals, or cuts phones calls short, or would rather dive into a television or computer night after night than have a conversation.  These sometimes try to show they “love” the other by setting up huge things, important events at birthdays or Valentine’s or Anniversaries, under the premise of a Love that says “Since I did this big thing for you, then you will know I love you, and you will continue to love me back.”  The one time, big hit thing, is suppose to carry the Love for a long time.

These are flawed loves.  These are not the love God exhibits in Jesus Christ.  Paul says, “God made Jesus, who had no sin, to be sin for us.”  If God’s Love was flawed, then God sent Jesus the Christ, God’s only son, so that we would love God back, as if God sent Jesus just because God wanted and needed to be loved by us, as if God had obviously been not much help to us through our earlier years, all those tough years under the burden of the Law, and now, in the big Jesus event, God is going to make it all up to us, God is doing something really nice, really special for us in Jesus Christ, and now, maybe, we will understand how much God really loved us all along, and we will finally start loving God back.

God is love.  But that Love, that God is not the God we worship.  That narcissistic, egotistical mess is no God at all.

Why did God send God’s son?  So we would love God back?  No.  Paul says, “so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  God sent the Son because God loves us.  God loves us enough to save us from ourselves, from our own sin… from the troubles, hardships and distresses we make for ourselves… from working too hard trying to earn love… from losing sleep devising ways to get more love… from binging on food as a substitute for love… from starving ourselves of food to be someone thinner, and supposedly easier to love… from attempting to be perfect, pure, in order to be worthy of love… from gathering all knowledge and understanding to ourselves so we can finally design for ourselves love… from waving weapons at each other until we force love…

These are all impostors, not the real love, not the real God.  Unfortuantely, we are too often worshipping these idols, instead of the one true God, who knows us, and loves us, and is Love.

God does not love us SO THAT we will love God back.  God’s love is honest, real, sincere, with no threats, no strings attached.  But there are some who take this Love for granted.  Paul reminds us to, “not to receive God's grace in vain.”

Brothers and sisters, now is the time of God's favor, now is the day of salvation.  Know that you are loved, and in all sincerity, receive the grace of God, and let it flow through the very core of your being, washing you in its warmth, and let it flow from you to all those you meet.  For they will know we are Christians, by our love.  Amen.
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