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Lent 1

See the unseen Christ…and you will lavish his love on others

Introduction

Lawton Brooks spent his lifetime in the mountains of North Carolina.

Just an ordinary guy…who says some extraordinary things.

His comments are recorded in Volume 3 of the Foxfire series.

I’m going to read what he’s said;


and I’ll try to read as he said it.

I jus’ know the world is different from what it used t’be.


Back then, when people had more time, 

they thought lots more of each other than they do now.


People don’t care no more like they used to.


Use t’be if anybody got sick in th’community…



why people’d go see ‘bout ‘em.


People’d come askin’ ‘bout your eatin’ supply.


If you didn’t have it, here’d come somebody with a shoulder of meat…



throw it right down there on your table.


We done it because we loved th’people.


That was jus’ a habit we had.


People loved better in them days.


Nowadays there livin’ too fast.


They ain’t got time t’take time with you.


That’s true…true as can be.


Believe me…we was happier then than we are now.”

The world according to Lawton Brooks.

He says what’s wrong in our world:


“People don’t care no more like they used to.”

He also says what’s right:


“We loved th’ people.  That was jus’ a habit we had.  We was happier then.”

Lawton Brooks shows he knows


what matters most in life is…people!

Jesus does the same thing.

In that passage – which we just saw and heard – Jesus tells us to


lavish love on others as he

· reminds us what’s important in life

· then explains why it’s so important 

· and finally shows how to do what’s important.

Lavish his love on others

1)  What’s important in life?

This morning, we reach the 2nd milestone of our 8-week journey…


this journey on which we are trying to “see the unseen Christ”



and “how his presence transforms our lives”.

Jesus is still traveling with us.

How do I know?

Hey! I can count…at least to 10!

1..2..3…that’s enough!

Hasn’t Jesus said that

where 2 or 3 people meet in his name, he’s there?

He, of course, is traveling incognito again

but that doesn’t change the fact…the fact that he’s here.

Last week, we pictured Jesus sitting on the sidelines.

Today, though, we might as well picture him sitting right in the front.

For he has come to look over the congregation


to see what’s important in this church.

What do you think we should show him?

What about this?

“Lord, we’re tickled pink that you’re with us again today.

What do you think of our church, Jesus?

Different, eh?

Did you notice the setting?

So rustic…so rural…so remote


that, if you ever wanted to “transfigure” yourself again,



you’d still have no more than 5 people with you.

Lord, we bought this magnificent property and we built this marvelous church…just for you.

“By the way, have you noticed all our gadgets?

On your left there – that grand piano and great organ.

And over here, what do you think of all these musical instruments?

We’ve got enough to have our own band.

Back there – in the corner – the computers, the camera…all “state of the art”.

These are our gadgets, Jesus;


we use them all when we worship…you!

“And talk about giving for missions…

Lord, we not only support our national church’s mission;


we also sponsor 10 other missions each year.

In fact, today we’re featuring one of them: Bethesda…


tomorrow we’ll drop a check in the mail to help those unfortunate people.

But Jesus, we always do this for you…you know, in your name.

“What’s that?

You want to know if I’m finally finished?

You want to ask some questions?

What kind of questions, Lord?

“Are there any people here who aren’t talking to each other?

Are there any teens who feel shunned by the more popular group?

Are there any old folk that feel forgotten?

Are there any struggling singles who feel they’re not a part of our ‘family’?

Are there any widows who need someone to cry with a few more times?

Are there any folk needing food or clothing or even a little spending money?”

“What are you saying, Lord?

Are you telling us that 


loving others is more important than



this church we’ve built




these gadgets we’ve acquired





and those statistics we’ve developed?

“You want me to read the letter you’ve given me?

This one? (open envelope)

Let me see…

It’s all Greek, Lord.

You want me to translate?

Well, my Greek’s a little rusty…

Okay, I’ll try.

‘If you…worship…with the ecstasy of angels…

If you study…God’s word…and reveal all…all its mysteries…

If you give everything you have to the poor…

But…but you don’t have love, it’s nothing…it all adds up to zero.’ [1 Corinthians 13:1-3]
“Don’t have love…it all adds up to zero?

Oh…

Don’t worry, Jesus.

I’ll bring this to the attention of our fellowship ministry team.

I’m sure they can put their heads together


and develop a weekend seminar that will get us to love one another.

“There’s more, you say? 

You mean, it’s not enough that we learn to love each other?

You want me to read today’s lesson again?

“Sure, Lord.


‘You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy’.


But I tell you: Love your enemies…and pray for those who persecute you.


If you love those who love you, … are you doing more than others?


Do not even pagans do that?’ [Matthew 5:43-44,46-47]
Love our enemies?

Love those people – those bigots -- who don’t see things as we do?

Lord, that’s not in our strategic plan.

2)  Why it’s important

“Why, Jesus?

Why do you look at life so differently than we do?

“You say that’s just the way you are.

Just the way you are…

“You know my daughter sometimes tells me that as an excuse for a bad habit.

‘That’s just the way I am, Dad’

Oh, you’re not using this to excuse a bad habit;


you’re using it to explain why you’re so good;


that’s just the way you are.

“You mean you’re not a cosmic Santa Claus?

You mean you give gifts to people…whether they’re ‘naughty or nice’?

What did you say?

You want me to read today’s lesson again?


‘Your father in heaven … causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good,


and sends rain on the righteous and unrighteous.’ [Matthew 5:45]
“Don’t you and your Dad have any favorites?

You know, somebody like us?

Or…or, at least, somebody like you?

Certainly your Dad must love you more than anyone else?

“You want me to look at the cross?

I know that’s where you died…

Hey, have you seen Mel Gibson’s movie yet?

I just saw it yesterday.

Wow!  Did all that stuff really happen to you?

What?  It was worse than that?

“Why did you go through all that pain then?

Why did your Dad ever let it happen?

I know, I know…that’s just the way you guys are.

“You say you died for your enemies?

Jesus, I thought you did it for us.

Wait a minute…


you’re not suggesting that we were your enemies, are you?

What exactly are you implying here?

Hey! Just because we’re not perfect…

You certainly don’t expect us to be perfect, do you?

You want me to read today’s lesson…again?


‘Be perfect…as your heavenly Father is perfect’ [Matthew 5:48]


“Oh, I see…

So you really did die for us, then?

“But, Jesus, you still haven’t answered my question.

Why?

Why did you do it?

What do you mean: ‘that’s just the way you are’?

“Not again, Lord.

Please don’t ask me to read from that Greek letter again.

Oh, all right…if you insist.  (take – and look at -- letter)

“Hey, this is going to be easy.

There’s that word αγαπη…that word for ‘love’

I know what this is all about.

A lot of couples want me to read this on their wedding day.

“You say it’s not about marriage?

You say it’s all about you?

And you want me to substitute the word ‘God’ for ‘love’?

Why on earth should I do that?

Sorry, Jesus, so sorry.

I forgot – “God is love’.

“Okay, here goes…


‘Love – I mean -- God is patient, God is kind.


God does not envy, God does not boast; he is not proud.


God is not rude, not self-seeking, not easily angered; God keeps no record of wrongs.


(Keeps no record of wrongs?  Is this the way you really are?  Sure wish my wife was.)


God does not delight in evil, but rejoices with the truth.


God always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.


God never gives up.’  [1 Corinthians 13:4-8]

“Hmmm…

Honest, Jesus, is that the way you really are?

that you never give up?

never give up on us?

“And what?


that’s the way you want us to be, too?

You’re joking, aren’t you?

Don’t you…

…of course…of course, I consider myself a child of God.

I think all of us here this morning do, right?

So you mean…we should be…be ‘like father, like son’

Can I also say ‘like father, like daughter’?

3)  How to do what’s important

“Okay, but how?

How can we do this, Jesus?

Got any tips?

“Not the lesson again?

You’re really getting a lot of mileage out of those words, aren’t you?

Can this be the last time?

Alright!


‘Be careful not to do your “acts of righteousness” before men, to be seen by them.


… So when you give to the needy, do not announce it…



do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing,




so that your giving may be in secret.


Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.’  [Matthew 6:1-4]


“Let me get this straight, Jesus –

you want us to love people…secretly?

You mean we should be like undercover agents,


sneaking around and doing good things for people?

Like me being your secret agent #7…

and shoveling snow for one of my elderly neighbors…without them ever knowing it?

Or like my wife being secret agent #3…

and dropping some food off for that single parent across the street…

and not even writing a note to say who it’s from?

I remember reading something like that in a daily journal that I’m using.

I think I know what you want us to do…


but I certainly don’t understand why.

“Why the mystery?

You know, in this culture, you gotta be recognized to get ahead.

Besides when you showed your love, you really “showed off”.

Why! almost the whole world knows you died on a cross.

You say that’s different.  

But when your dad lets the sun shine and the rain fall...

Wait a minute…just wait a minute.

Not everyone knows the sun and rain comes from God, do they?

I think I get it.

“Lord, I know I’m not the brightest light in your chandelier,

but can I tell these people why I think you want us to love people secretly?

Great!.”

Friends, I can think of at least three reasons 

why God wants us to do good in secret.

I discovered these reasons last year

after I received an anonymous gift..

First of all, because I didn’t know who in the church gave me the gift,


I couldn’t be nice to just one person;



I had to be nice to everyone.

After all, I didn’t want to upset the person who anonymously gave me the gift.

Next, because I didn’t know who in the church to thank for this gift,


I thanked God.

I thanked him for doing something for me through an individual I didn’t know.

Finally, because the person who gave me the gift “got no respect”…and no recognition,


his or her motive must have been rather pure.

He or she must have experienced one of the rare moments in life


when we – like God – perform a totally unselfish act.

“Well, Jesus, what do you think?  Am I right?

What’s that, you say?

‘Possibly’…just ‘possibly’?

“Possibly.  Is it also possible, Lord, for me tell these folks one more story?

Okay…I’ll try to keep it short.”

Conclusion

Actually, it’s Tony Campolo’s story.

I met him at a seminar in Hong Kong…and he’s rather radical.

Some of you may find his story to be rather radical, too.

Tony tells of going to Honolulu for a speaking engagement.

Because of the time difference, he found himself wide-awake at 3:00am.

So he got up, wandered around and finally found a sleazy diner near Waikiki Beach.

He went in and ordered coffee.

After a few minutes, the place was filled with prostitutes --

8 or 9 – noisy, provocatively dressed, talking crudely.

Tony overhead a conversation between 2 of them:


“Tomorrow’s my birthday; I’m going to be 39”



“So what do you want from me – a party?” quipped the other.


“Nah.  But why do you have to be so mean?  I don’t expect a party.


I never had one before…so why should I have one now?”  said the first hooker.

After the women left, Tony asked Harry – the owner –


if the woman having the birthday came in every night.

“Yeah,” said Harry. “Agnes comes in here every night.  Why d’ya want to know?

Tony replied, “I heard her say that tomorrow is her birthday.  Let’s give her a party.”

Harry liked the idea…and offered to bake the cake.

Tony got the decorations…and showed up at 3:00 the next night.

They put up crepe paper…as wellas a large sign that said “Happy birthday Agnes”.

The word got out…and by 3:15, the place was filled with prostitutes.

At 3:30 the door swung open and in came Agnes.

Everyone yelled: “Happy birthday, Agnes”.

Tony says he’s never seen anyone so flabbergasted.

Her mouth fell open; her body began to shake.

Tony thought she was going to faint.

When the crowd began to sing “Happy birthday”, Agnes began to cry.

When the birthday cake with 39 candles came out, she literally bawled.

Harry yelled, “Blow out the candles.”

But Agnes couldn’t..so Harry blew them out for her.

“Cut the cake,” said Harry.

Agnes just looked down at the cake, then said:

“Harry, if it’s all right with you…I mean, is it okay if I keep the cake for a while…if we don’t eat it right away?”

She wanted to take the cake home…and Harry let her.

So Agnes slowly walked home, carrying the cake as if it were a diamond ring on a pillow.

After Agnes left, the diner fell quiet.

Tony, Harry and the prostitutes were still there – but the place was real quiet.

Tony says he wasn’t sure what he should do,


so – at the spur of the moment – he prayed.

He prayed for Agnes…for God to touch her…for her life to be changed.

When Tony finished, Harry was a bit angry. 

He leaned over the counter and said:

“Hey, you never told me that you were a preacher.  What kind of a church do you belong to?”

Tony says it was just one of those moments when the right words came right away.

Tony said: “I belong to a church that throws birthday parties for whores at 3:00 in the morning.”

Harry was shocked, then said:


“No you don’t.  There’s no church like that. 

If there were, I’d join it. I’d join a church like that”

Would you join a church like that?

Have you joined a church like that?

What’s that, Jesus? You want the last word?

Okay.


“All people will know that you are my disciples if you love one another.” [John 13:35]
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