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Easter 2

Becoming better lovers:

love is what matters most

Introduction
The art of loving –

that is a skill which Erich Fromm claims we – as Americans – need to learn.

The art of loving –

that is the skill which Erich Fromm claims he can teach us…



teach us in a book he calls – you guessed it – The art of loving.

Fromm wrote that book in 1956.

Has he made any difference in the life of our nation?
In other words, have we become better lovers over the past 50 years?

Listen to this:

“In the nearly fifty years since The art of loving was published, the problems that Fromm described seem to have worsened.  If anything, we appear to be more confused about…love.”

Another recent review of Fromm’s book – and its impact – included this statement:
“Most people still see the issue as that of being loved, rather than that of loving. … Hence the problem to them is how to be loved, how to be lovable.  In our culture, being lovable means being attractive.”

No wonder we spend so much money making ourselves look good…smell good!

Two weeks ago, I went to a local elementary school –


one of those cradles of learning 

where minds are formed and hearts are shaped for future days.
When I asked what values the children were learning,


I was given a book entitled What do you stand for?
Subtitled as the Kid’s guide to building character,

the book presented 28 traits…
28 skills that were essential for success in today’s world.
Love was not on the list.
Something’s wrong with the picture, folks.

The God who made the world and everything in it says:


All that matters is your faith that makes you love others.  [Galatians 5:6 CEV]
Did you hear that?
The God who designed us says that


the most important thing in your life and mine 

is a faith that makes us love other people.
Starting today…and for most of that season called spring


-- that season when “love is in the air” --



we’re going to focus on what’s important in life.

We’re going to focus on “becoming better lovers”.

Now get this: to become better lovers, 

we’re going to use a guide written by a bachelor.

That’s right! We’re going to learn about love 

from a guy who never fell in love.

A man named Paul never lived with a woman.

But he did live with God –


that God who so loved the world…

that God whose love so transformed his life.

It was his relationship with God 

that prompted Paul to write about the “art of loving”.
No, Paul didn’t write a book…only a chapter


-- the 13th chapter in a book called 1st Corinthians --



a chapter in which he tells us what love is…what love does.

He begins this chapter by echoing what God says…


by reminding us that love is what matters most in life.

Love is what matters
What do you do when you want a friend or relative to remember what you say?
You probably tell them more than once, right?

That’s what Paul does, too.

He begins his chapter on love by telling us four times that love is what matters.

In our society, we’re impressed by great communicators.

We admire people who can ring our chimes with their eloquence 

We also try to imitate them…and influence others by what we say.

But that bachelor named Paul says:

If I could speak in any language in heaven or on earth but didn’t love others, I would only be making meaningless noise like a loud gong or a clanging symbol. 

[1 Corinthians 13:1 NLT]

If you or I don’t love others, nothing we SAY matters.
In our world, knowledge is exploding;
it doubles every five years.

We belong to the smartest generation that ever lived.

But we still have the same old problems, don’t we?

We still have war, terrorism, abuse, prejudice.

We don’t need more knowledge;


we need more love.

The bachelor knows that.

That’s why he says:

I may understand all the secret things of God and have all knowledge.  But if I do not have love, then I am nothing. [1 Corinthians 13:2 NCV]
If you or I don’t love others, nothing we KNOW matters.
In our churches, we stress knowing – and believing – some basic truths.
Lutherans highlight one truth: the grace of God.

Many other Protestants focus on another: the sovereignty of God.

Catholics tend to emphasize the church of God.

But all churches hold one truth to be self-evident: 

that it is important to believe the truth.
Listen, then, to what the bachelor says:

Even if I had the gift of faith so that I could speak to a mountain and make it move, I would still be worth nothing at all without love.  [1 Corinthians 13:2 NLT]
If you or I don’t love others, nothing we BELIEVE matters.
In our culture, we recognize – and reward – achievers.
If you win the championship, you receive a trophy.
If you succeed in business, your picture appears on the cover of Fortune.

If you make a major contribution to society, you can win the Nobel prize.
But God says a loving relationship is more important than all our achievements.
Even the bachelor knows that.

That’s why he tells us:

If I gave everything I have to the poor and even sacrificed my body, but didn’t love others, I would be of no value whatsoever.  [1 Corinthians 13:3 NLT]
If you or I don’t love others, nothing we DO matters.
So, what have we learned so far?
Let me summarize.

You and I can have the eloquence of an orator, 

the knowledge of a genius, 

the faith of a miracle-worker,


the achievements of a superstar...



BUT if we don’t love others,




it’s all worth zip…zero…nothing.

None of it counts – none of it matters – to God.

I like the way a translation called The Message summarizes what bachelor Paul says:


So, no matter what I say, what I believe, and what I do, I’m bankrupt without love.
[1 Corinthians 13:3 MSG]

Only love matters…


but what is this love that matters?

The love that matters
We listen to love songs, read love stories and write love letters.
But do we know what love is?

In the language you and I speak –

“love” is one of the most overused and least understood words.
We say “I love Krispy Kremes”, “I made love last night”, “I love my spouse”.

One word “love” --

but used in three different sentences…



used for three different situations…




used with three different meanings.

No wonder the bachelor 

· along with some of his contemporaries – 

coined a new word for the “love that matters”.

They obviously wanted us to know what this love is.

These writers of the New Testament called this “love that matters” αγαπη.
And they assigned a new meaning to that new word:


αγαπη – an extravagant love, concerned only with giving, not with getting
αγαπη – for most of us, a foreign word…with a meaning that also may be foreign.
Why do I say that?
Because of what the social scientists are saying.

These students of our culture claim 


that when we – as Americans -- think of love,

“the issue is that of being loved, rather than that of loving…

the problem is how to be loved, how to be lovable”
That, at least, is the idea conveyed in most of our love songs, love stories today.
Most love songs are just lust songs;


most love stories just lust stories.

They don’t prompt us to give;


they prod us to get.

They include the rapper’s refrain:


“Give it to me! Give it to me!


If you don’t give it, I’ll just take it!


And if I don’t get it, I’ll go somewhere else!”

That’s not love; that’s lust.

But αγαπη – the love that matters – 

is concerned only with giving, not with getting.
We need to grasp that concept

-- we need to put that idea into our hearts…

and put our hearts into that idea –

if we ever hope to become better lovers.
We also need to understand this about the love that matters.
First of all, this love is a command.

A man named John – a man whom Jesus loved – says this:

Love means doing what God has commanded us, and he has commanded us to love one another. [2 John1:6 NLT]


We often equate love with feelings:
no feelings…no love.

But the love that matters is not a feeling.

How do we know?

Because it’s a command…

and we can’t command feelings.

At least, I can’t

I have never succeeded in getting Carmen to stop crying 

simply by commanding her to “Be happy.”

The love that matters may cause emotion,


but it is not an emotion.

αγαπη is a command --

a command to give…but not to get.
Second, the love that matters is a choice…or decision.
The bachelor tells us:


Go after a life of love as if your life depended on it – because it does!  

[1 Corinthians 14:1 MSG]


Go after…

make a choice -- a conscious decision – to love.
And that destroys another myth we have about love, doesn’t it?

We often think that love is uncontrollable.

Erich Fromm, in his book The art of loving, says

that the majority of Americans believe that love is 


“a pleasant sensation, which we experience as a matter of chance,


something we ‘fall into’, if we are lucky”
No wonder so many of us keep gambling 

-- jumping from one relationship to another --



hoping someday to “strike it rich”.

We believe we can’t control love;


we simply fall into it…just as we accidentally fall into a ditch.

But the love that matters is not out of control;


it’s a choice we make.

With αγαπη, we choose to love –


we choose to give…in spite of what we may be getting.

Have you ever stayed up all night with a sick child? 


That’s αγαπη.

Have you ever been kind to your mate when they were grumpy?


That’s αγαπη.

Oh! That reminds me…

Last week, a friend asked my wife, “Do you wake up grumpy in the morning?”
“No,” she replied, “I usually let him sleep.’

The love that matters is a command from God;


it’s a choice you and I make;



and, finally, this love is a conduct.

Again, the man who knew Jesus’ love – a man named John – says:

Let us stop just saying we love people; let us really love them and show it by our actions. [1 John 3:18 LB]
The love that matters is not something we feel.
It’s not something we say, either.

It’s something we do.
We show it by our actions.

I like to tell my wife,

“I love you so much I would die for you.”

Last week she told me,

“You keep saying that…but you never do it.”

The love that matters is something we do.

αγαπη is what we do to give others what they need…
but not to get what we want.

Erich Fromm, in his book, claims that 

we need “to become aware that love is an art which can be learned”

How, then, can you and I master this love that matters?

Mastering the love that matters

I can assure you: it won’t be quick…and it won’t be easy.

It will take us at least eight weeks

-- and two steps…two actions steps --

 to become better lovers.
Step 1: be an investigator
Get to know God.

Call on this God who says he is love.

Interrogate him.

Ask him why on earth he loves you.

Try to pick his brain.

Better yet, try to probe his heart


and see just how big his love is…



how wide and long, high and deep his love for you is.

Then go to the scene of the crime.

Go to that hill called Calvary.

Look for clues.
Look at God’s son suffering the punishment for your lack of love --


your disrespect for the teacher…your rage on the road,



your lust at the office, your lies at home.

Look at what he gets.

Then listen to what he gives…


listen to him say, “Father, forgive them.”

That’s αγαπη.

Next, go to the tomb in the garden nearby.
Again, look for clues.

Do you see the strips of cloth?


the strips of cloth used to wrap the lifeless body of God’s dear son.
That’s what he got because of you –


your indiscretions, your insults, your iniquities.

Look at what he got.
Then listen to what he gives…


listen to the now risen Christ say, “Because I live, you too shall live”

That’s αγαπη.

Be an investigator.

Get to know God…and his love – for you!

The bachelor put it this way:

Keep company with God and learn a life of love.  Observe how Christ loved us.  His love was not cautious but extravagant.  He didn’t love in order to get something from us but to give everything of himself to us. [Ephesians 5:2 MSG]
Step 2: be a participator
Get together with God’s people.

You’ll never become a better lover alone.

You can only master the love that matters by meeting with other people.

So join other people in a small group.

You won’t know them;


they won’t know you.

There’s no reason on earth why you should love each other.

So guess what?

you’ll have to learn to love each other.
You’ll have to practice loving them unconditionally;


they’ll have to practice loving you unconditionally.

The small group then becomes an incubator –


an incubator for αγαπη.
Be a participator.

Get together with God’s people…and practice the love that matters.

The man Jesus loved tells us:

Let’s not just talk about love; let’s practice real love.  This is the only way we’ll know we’re truly living, living in God’s love.  [1 John 3:18-19 MSG]
Be an investigator…be a participator.

The first two steps on an eight week journey.

Conclusion

But will it work?

Will we become better lovers.

I would like to share a story taken from Rick Warren’s website.

Neil and Robin were members of Rick’s church, Saddleback in southern California.

The couple had been married five years


when Robin suffered an aneurism in her brain and slipped into a deep coma.

After the doctor examined Robin, he told Neil,


“Even if she survives, she will never walk or talk again.”

That’s the beginning of the story.

Now let’s fast-forward to the end.
One year later, Rick is sitting with Neil and Robin in the doctor’s office.

Rick watches as Robin gets out of her chair, 

walks over to the doctor and talks with him.

Rick asks the doctor for an explanation: “How is this possible?”
Listen to what the doctor said:

“In most cases like this – where there is major trauma and long-term incapacitation, the marriage doesn’t survive.  The stress becomes too much for the healthy spouse, and he or she leaves.  But, in this case, the man – the husband – never gave up and literally loved his wife back to health.”

Then the doctor added,


“I have never, ever seen such love.”

Rick Warren provides the reason for such love.

He tells us that Neil and Robin were investigators and participators.

They both knew God’s love for them – a love that never quits.

They both were also known by a small group of people


a handful of Christians who also never stopped loving them.

“In this life we have three lasting qualities…:” says the bachelor.

“In this life we have three lasting qualities: faith, hope and love.  
But the greatest of these is love!”  [1 Corinthians 13:13 PH]
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