February 12, 2012


“THE SLICE OF LOVE”
(1 Corinthians 13:4-7)

It continues to amaze me how God, the Holy Spirit actively stays ahead of me in my teaching and preaching ministry. I usually begin a new series of sermons at a different time than when I start a schedule of lessons for the adult class in Sunday School. I assign the dates on which each lesson or sermon will be given months before I tackle each series. I find, over and over again, that what I teach in Sunday School often ties in with what I preach during the worship service on the same day. This doesn’t take place because of my coordination. Rather, it is the Holy Spirit’s work of controlling the timing. Such Godly intervention heightens my ability to communicate truth to you. Do you know why? It happens because occasionally my subject matter relates to a current activity. It is no surprise to me today (the Sunday just before “Valentine’s Day” 2012) we come to the first slice of the Galatians 5:22-23 fruit. Can you guess what the first slice is? It is LOVE! What a coincidence, huh?

I have to spend a bit of time explaining that the original language of the New Testament was Greek. The Greek language is much more precise and exact than our American version of English. Because of this, Americans lump various meanings into the word, “love”. The Greek language doesn’t do that. Some of you already know this. For those not aware of this fact, there are four Greek words which are each translated “love” in English. Each has a different meaning for love. The first word is the Greek word pronounced “eros”. It means passionate, sensual desire and longing. We get English words like “erotic” and “eroticism” from this Greek word. The god of love found in ancient Greek mythology was named Eros. The Roman philosopher Plato refused to discuss this kind of “love”. Therefore, we sometimes talk about a relationship devoid of passion as being “platonic” stemming from Plato’s name.  
A second Greek word translated “love” is the word pronounced “storge”. It speaks of family affection. It refers to parents and children, or siblings having warm feelings toward each another. It is also used sometimes to express an enjoyable situation such as “loving an experience (like winning an award), loving an activity (like reading) or treasuring favorable memories (like attending a reunion).

The third Greek word translated “love” is the word pronounced “phileo”. It means camaraderie, loyal friendship or united teamwork. The city of Philadelphia is referred to as “the city of brotherly love” because its name includes the Greek word.

The last Greek word translated “love” is the word pronounced “agape”. It refers to a much deeper sense of love than the other three. It speaks of love expressed by choosing to place worth upon another person unconditionally. The biblical example of this magnificent kind of love is God loving certain people by means of giving the gift of faith to them. This is sacrificial love. This love is way more profound than a simple attraction to another. This kind of love is never in danger of being rescinded. “Agape” was given, by God, while we were yet unlovable. “But God demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us!” (Romans 5:8). This word was broadened in scope by Christians, and redefined within the church to identify a unique kind of love only available from God, the Holy Spirit. Christians who verbalize, “I can’t love that person” must waken to the fact that such an expression is contrary to a person being “filled with the Spirit”. A believer with such a point of view is really saying “I won’t love that person!” “Agape” love is not dependent upon or sustained by human feelings. God did not love us because He felt like it. He desires to build within the life of a believer the ability to love regardless of what emotions arise in one’s life. It is essential that we recognize God’s desire to have “agape” love active and growing in our lives each day we walk on the planet Earth!

With all that covered, let’s turn to the chapter of the Bible which is devoted to the topic of “agape”; 1 Corinthians 13. Follow along as we read verses 4-7. This is how it goes: “4 Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 5 It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 6 Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. 7 It ALWAYS protects, ALWAYS trusts, ALWAYS hopes, ALWAYS perseveres.”

If that is the description of the love on display in your life, you show others you are filled with the Spirit. He is producing it in you. Conversely, if such love is missing in your relationships with others you show the Holy Spirit is not filling you! This is pretty hard to take, isn’t it? Yet, it is what God’s Word says. As we have already learned, the singular fruit of the Spirit contains nine slices. We do not have the freedom to pick and choose which traits will be in our lives. Our choice is for the Spirit to either have free reign within us or be barred from influencing our way of life. The rest of our time, in this sermon, must be taken by looking at the specific profile of Christian “agape”.

First of all, the slice of love infused by the Holy Spirit into a believer’s life is “patient”. Keep in mind spiritual fruit is dependent on His work in our lives. If we submit our lives to His control, we will show patience with others which does not naturally issue from our own nature. If the Spirit is not in control of our lives, patience is missing. People tell me “I am not a patient person.” Being patient has nothing to do with our personality along with its strengths and weaknesses. “Agape” love is either active in our lives transfusing us with patience or it is missing from our lives making us impatient. It’s one or the other. A person who is not filled with the Spirit is impatient and never satisfied in life. Life demands patience to go with personal delays, circumstances which hinder and people who make commitments only to drop the ball.
Next, the love infused by the Spirit into Christian life is “kind”. Even if one has a pleasing personality toward others, people can’t conjure up kindness on their own. We ought to know better than expect people to show kindness and concern. It is not natural for people to be kind. They live under the dictates of the sinful nature they’ve had since birth. The Spirit inserts “kindness” into a life surrendered to Him. Without it every single person (including Christians) will not naturally be kind.

The slice of “agape” also does not envy. Do you remember last week “envy” was listed as part of our old nature? Everyone’s natural bent is to compare themselves with others. It takes the Spirit of God to eliminate envy from a believer’s life. You and I cannot expel it from our lives by our own resolve or ability! Every time a Christian has envy in their heart they display they are not filled with the Spirit but are living life on their own. Such a person tries zealously to be better than others. It begins young. Little children play the game of “King of the Hill”.   
Next, the love placed in a life by God is described by two Greek words translated: “does not boast” and “is not proud”. Our old nature stokes the fire of pride in life. Without the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, we will find ways, by default, to possess pride with regard to ourselves and what we can do. It’s as natural as the sun rising each morning. The Holy Spirit is the only one who can instill humility and contentment in life.
Fifthly, love as a part of the Spirit’s fruit “is not rude”. I know that a good number of folk are polite, sometimes, toward others: even in these days. God’s Word, however, informs us it comes naturally for all to be rude. No wonder when there is a standing line of people, there are those who cut in line. It takes the Spirit’s work to eliminate “rudeness” from one’s life.

Next, spiritual love “is not self-seeking”. It is natural for people to “look out for number one”. To be honest, we Americans have been raised that way. Our nation’s history extols feats of individualistic pioneers who headed west for their own advancement; seeking what they deemed best for themselves. Such a view of life is as old as the tree found in the Garden of Eden. It takes God, the Holy Spirit to insert a love in our life which relinquishes “self-seeking” from us. Paul tells us here in Verse 4; a Christian cannot live “agape” and be “self-seeking”.
The description continues! The next characteristic of Christian love is “not easily angered”. Take spiritual fruit out of a person’s life and their fuse is very short. Have you noticed how quickly people “fly off the handle”, “lose their cool” and “argue” about everything? It comes with the old nature. Only the Spirit can throw such behavior away. Stay with me folks! The list goes on.

Next, “agape love”, according to Verse 5, “keeps no record of wrongs”. Did you know that was in the Bible? How does holding a grudge or being resentful and nagging someone about their failings fit into this description? ‘Keeping a record of wrongs” is a part of our old nature. The Holy Spirit has no room for such behavior and He, alone, has the power to eliminate it.

Following our growing list, verse 6 informs us that contrary to the innate tendency of all people to “delight in (other people’s) evil” a Spirit-filled Christian pursues a totally different train of thought. One who lets the Spirit produce spiritual fruit in life will “rejoice with the truth”. This verse puts the potential for gossip and slander in its context doesn’t it?     
Lastly, the Apostle Paul is inspired by God to conclude this, about “agape”. The slice of love created in a believer’s life by the Holy Spirit “always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres”. This is not how most people relate to others in life. When only the old sinful nature works in one’s life, each time that one is wronged, he no longer protects the guilty party, no longer trusts the guilty party, no longer hopes for anything different from the guilty party and no longer perseveres in love for the guilty party. I mean: after all, how naïve can we really be? Love, as the world offers, discards people from a person’s life. It takes God, the Holy Spirit to bring about a whole new approach to love as part of His fruit. Who better than God in our lives to bring about fruit so drastically different from what the world offers? Think what would happen if you or I committed a particular sin several times in our life since becoming a Christian. And then, what if God did not ALWAYS protect, trust, hope and persevere? We would be cast away from Him forever! God doesn’t operate that way and we can be very thankful for that. The love God produces in Christians’ lives conforms to His “agape” rather than our “eros”, “storge” or “phileo” ways of loving. Let me wrap up this message with a quote from a commentary of 1 Corinthians:

“Whereas the best concept of love before the New Testament was of a love for the best one knows, the Christian thought of love is that quality we see displayed on the cross. It is a love for the utterly unworthy, a love which is given by a God who is love. It is a love lavished upon others without any thought of whether they are worthy to receive it or not. It proceeds from the spiritual nature of the lover, not from any merit in the beloved. The Christian who has experienced God’s love for him or her while still a sinner has been transformed by such an experience. Now this one sees men in the way God sees them. He sees them as the objects of divine love, as those for whom Christ died. Accordingly his attitude toward them is one of self-giving agape. He comes to practice the Holy Spirit’s love which seeks nothing for itself, but only the good of the loved one. It is this love which God is unfolding here!”
 
This is but the first of nine elements which entails the fruit of the Spirit. You and I cannot produce this kind of fruit even if we wished to do so. God, the Spirit desires to produce it within us. If we refuse to allow Him to develop this, we are not filled with the Spirit! If we are not Spirit-filled we contradict the Christianity we proclaim. Take any group of people and you will find that they hold dysfunctional relationships amongst themselves. They come by it naturally. Take any group of Christians and God expects a completely different way of relating. It is contingent upon believers to show off a fruitfulness which emanates from the Spirit being in their lives. Jesus tells us in John 13:34-35, “34 A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you MUST love one another. 35 By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”    
� Pg. 181, Tyndale’s New Testament Commentaries,  The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, Wm. Eerdmans Publishers, Grand Rapids, MI, 1979. 
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