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Pentecost 1

Becoming better lovers:

love is truthful

Introduction
Honesty – we usually say it’s the best policy;


but we often think it’s not such a good idea.

Why?  Because of the consequences.

“If I told my father the truth, he’d never speak to me again.”

“If I let my wife know how I really feel about our marriage, she’d blow up.”

“If I tell my boyfriend what I don’t like about him, he’ll leave me.”

“If I even suggest that what we’re doing is unethical, my boss would fire me.”

“If I confronted my friend and encouraged her to seek counseling, I’d never see her again.”

Since the beginning of April, we’ve been striving to become better lovers.
We’ve studied what love is…what love does.

We’ve learned that love is kind, love is patient, love respects others.

However, before you and I can be certified as better lovers,

we need to take a graduate-level course…
a course rated “For mature audiences only”.

No, we’re not going to talk about sex today.
I don’t know about you, but I’ve always found sex to be quite enjoyable.

I’ve never gotten much of a thrill, though,

from confronting people with the truth.

But that’s the skill we explore this morning

-- a skill our parents probably never taught us…

a skill we’ve more than likely never acquired –




how to confront those whom we love…how to tell them the truth.

The  bachelor who has been our tutor – that man named Paul – 

tells us to speak the truth in love [Ephesians 4:15 NIV]
Why?  Because that’s what love does.

The bachelor says love rejoices with the truth [1 Corinthians 13:6 NIV]
Fortunately, the bachelor not only tells us what to do;


he also shows us how to do it.

He models this “tough love” in two letters that he wrote.
In his first letter to Christians living in the Greek city of Corinth


-- in that letter where we find Paul’s grand description of love --



we also find Paul confronting people whom he loved…




confronting them with a problem they were trying to avoid.

Then, in a second letter to the same people, he tells what happened as a result.

He shows the value of “speaking the truth in love”.

In these two letters,

we discover four keys for confronting someone you love.

Confronting someone you love 
1)  Check your motives
First of all, check your motives.
Ask yourself why: why do I want to confront this person with the truth?

You know, it’s possible to do the right thing for the wrong reason.
We can confront people simply because we’re annoyed…angry with them.
We can confront people because we want to get even with them.

We can even confront people to make them feel bad and ourselves look good.

What, then, is the proper motive?

To help, not to hurt.
Listen to what the bachelor tells the people he is confronting:


I am writing these things not to shame you, but to warn you as my beloved children.

[1 Corinthians 4:14 NIV]

We tell you this as Christ’s servants … Everything we do, dear friends, is for your benefit. [2 Corinthians 12:19 NLT]
For your benefit.
My wife always tells me that;

but can you and I say that when we confront others?

Are we just venting…making ourselves feel good?

Or are we actually trying to help them become good?

By the way, whom are we to confront?

The butcher, the baker, the candle-stick maker?

God says: Wounds made by a friend are intended to help [Proverbs 27:6 GWT]
Isn’t that a relief?

We don’t have to be the world’s police officer.
We don’t have to confront the clerk who’s a jerk.

We only need to show “tough love” to our friends…our family…to those we love. 
Wounds made by a friend are intended to help [Proverbs 27:6 GWT]
And get this, we don’t have to be a saint to speak the truth in love.

Isn’t that good to know?

We don’t have to be faultless to help a loved one see a fault in their lives.
Almost 30 years ago, a pastor confronted me about a behavior pattern...

a way of interacting with people that was potentially damaging.
You know, I needed that intervention; I needed to change.

Was that pastor perfect?

Today, at age 74, he is still working full-time.

Several weeks ago, when I asked when he was going to retire, he said:

“When I get it right…or when I get to heaven.  

And the way things are going now, I’ll get to heaven first.”

We don’t have to be a saint to confront others;

we only need to be a sinner who loves them.

2)  Plan your presentation

After you’ve checked – and corrected – your motivation…


after you’re convinced that you’re confronting because you love the individual,


then you plan your presentation.

That’s right!  Plan your presentation.

We think through what we do before we do it.

God tells us:

Intelligent people think before they speak; what they say then is more persuasive. [Proverbs 16:23 GWT]
That’s what the bachelor did when he confronted his friends in Corinth.

Listen to what he says:
I wrote you out of great distress and anguish of heart and with many tears, not to grieve you but to let you know the depth of my love for you. [2 Corinthians 2:4 NIV]
When Paul challenged his friends, did he act impulsively?
Did he quickly sit down and hurriedly blast off an e-mail message?
No! He agonized over what his friends had done.

He agonized over what he would do with his friends.

Read his two letters to the Christians at Corinth,

and you get the distinct impression that he first planned what to write,



then wrote what he had planned.

Last week – as I prepared this message – God amazed me…again.

I learned that 

what business professionals and the helping professions discovered in the last century,
God revealed thousands of years ago.

Did you know that in the book of Proverbs – written 1000 years before Jesus was born –


God not only suggests planning our presentation



when we need to confront a friend or family member,




he also reveals all that we need to plan.

He tells us, first of all, to plan when…plan when we will say what needs to be said.
God says: 

A wise friend’s timely reprimand is like a gold ring slipped on your finger.
[Proverbs 25:12 MSG]
Columbia University recently completed a study 

that revealed most arguments occur right before dinner.

It’s obvious, isn’t it?

Friends and family members don’t confront when the food is cooking.

There also are others times when we’d be crazy to confront:


when a loved one is in a hurry, under pressure, tired.




Remember what God says:
A wise friend’s timely reprimand is like a gold ring slipped on your finger.
God also tells us to plan what…plan what we will say.

The right word, he says, 

the right word at the right time is like precious gold set in silver. [Proverbs 25:11 CEV]
As an American, I – like you – have a penchant for sarcasm.

Are you aware that we’re one of only a few cultures on planet earth 

that like to use sarcasm to communicate “truths”.

But sarcastic words are rarely, if ever, the right words.

Sarcasm almost always hurts, hardly ever helps.

“The roaches are begging for Raid, Dear!”
Hardly the way to begin a serious conversation 
about the sanitary conditions in your home, right?
Remember: the right word at the right time is like precious gold set in silver.
Finally, God tells us to plan how…how we will say what needs to be said.
Listen to this:

Thoughtless words can wound as deeply as any sword, but wisely spoken words can heal. [Proverbs 12:18 TEV]
Think, says God… think about how you will say what needs to be said.

Think, too, about how your loved one will hear what you say.

Dr Gary Chapman claims that there are at least five languages of love…


five different ways that people like you and me sense we are loved.

Some of us need to get a gift to feel loved.

Others need to see an act of service to know we are loved.

Still others require time together to believe they are loved.

I’m not advertising Chapman’s book, but I am promoting his concept:


that we need to understand what “love language” our loved one hears



so that we can speak to him or her in that language.

It’s worth the effort, simply because – as God says -- wisely spoken words can heal. 

During my years as a training manager,

we had a formula for correcting staff behavior:

Truth + Tact + Timing + Transformation.

Now, isn’t that exactly what God tells us in the book of Proverbs?

The right word, wisely spoken, in a timely manner helps us
help our loved ones change damaging behavior patterns.

3)  Give them affirmation

After we plan our presentation, we are prepared to speak the truth in love.

We begin the “confrontation”, though, with affirmation.


God says:

A word of encouragement does wonders!  [Proverbs 12:25 LB]
What God says, the bachelor does.

Look at what Paul writes to the very people he confronts.

He begins by saying: I always thank God for you…  [1 Corinthians 1:4 NIV]
Then he goes on to tell them: I have great confidence in you. [2 Corinthians 7:4 NIV]

And he concludes by assuring them: My love to you in Christ Jesus...  [2 Corinthians 16:24 NIV]
What a way to deal with those whom we love!

I always thank God for you…
How often do we do that?
How often do we thank God for gifting us with family and friends?
How often do we tell our family and friends that we treasure them as a gift from God?

I have great confidence in you…
How often do we communicate our belief in those whom we love?

How often do we let them know that we believe in them…


that we believe – with God’s help – they can change?
When Paul told the Christians in Corinth, “I have great confidence in you”

he added the word “and”.
We usually add the word “but”, don’t we?

“I appreciate all of your strengths, but…”

After we inflate, we proceed to deflate.

I think our education system…our employment practices condition us to do that.
What if we started to “butt out” the “but” and add the “and”?

“I know we have a good relationship…and I believe – with God’s help – it can be even better.”

“I know you’re talented…and I’m sure – with God’s help – you can do even more.”

I have great confidence in you and…
Did you note how the bachelor ends the “confrontation”?

He says, My love to all of you.

Again, how often do we do that?

How often do we assure those whom we confront…


how often do we assure them that we love them deeply?

4)  Risk their rejection

This, folks, is not grade-school...it’s grad-school loving.

And if we’re serious about becoming a master in the art of loving,


we need to take the last step: we need to risk rejection.

Read what bachelor Paul wrote to the Christians he confronted in Corinth.
You’ll sense that he didn’t know what the consequences would be.

There were no guarantees,

yet he was willing to take the risk.

Listen to what he writes:

I know I distressed you greatly with my letter.  Although I felt awful at the time, I don’t feel bad now.  The letter upset you, but only for a while…  You let the distress bring you to God … And that’s what I was hoping for…when I wrote the letter. 
[2 Corinthians 7:8-11 MSG]
Paul was willing to risk rejection to help people he loved?

Are we?

In a song called Honesty, Margaret Becker implies that most of us won’t take the risk.
This is what she writes:


“Tonight by the glow of the firelight


you found the courage to speak your mind


and tear down the walls you’ve been hiding behind.


So many of us spend so much of our time


smoothing things over and pretending they’re fine.”

Why do we do this?

Why do we prefer to “smooth things over and pretend they’re fine”?

Because we’re afraid, aren’t we?

We’re fear the consequences.

We’re scared that our loved one will blow up…or blow us off.

So we make excuses.
We say, “I don’t want to make things worse.”

However, by doing nothing, things will get worse.

We say, “I don’t want to be judgmental.”

However, it’s not about being a bitter judge; it’s about being a better lover.

We might even say, “It’s none of my business.”

But, folks, it is our business;


we are our brother’s – our sister’s – keeper;



God designed us to live together…help each other.

God reminds us that real friends and true lovers are honest with each other.
He says:


An honest answer is a sign of true friendship. [Proverbs 24:26 TEV]

He also assures us that honesty is the best policy…


that it’s worth the risk.

In the end, he tells us…

In the end, people appreciate frankness more than flattery.  [Proverbs 28:23 LB]
Conclusion
There you have it…


the secret of tough love



the four keys to confronting someone you love.

You may wonder: where is God in all of this?

You know, I asked that question as I prepared this message.
I wondered if I had crossed the line…


if I was acting more like the trainer I was yesterday that the pastor I am today.

After all, those four keys form the outline of a training course in staff management.
Then I realized;


when God tells us how to treat those whom we love,



he is also showing us how he treats us.

God, you see, is not reluctant to confront us.

Through the proclamation of his prophets…


through the message of his ministers,



he challenges us to change.

But sometimes words don’t work.

So he goes to work;


he allows trials and troubles to come our way.

His motive?  Check it out.


It’s the child he loves that God disciplines; the child he embraces, he also corrects


[Hebrews 12:6 MSG]
Does God have a plan to change us?
You bet he does!
Before he formed the universe, he formulated a plan…


a plan to accept us just as we are through the work of his Son…



a plan to change us through the work of his Spirit…




just so he doesn’t have to leave us in the sorry state he found us.

Long before he laid down earth’s foundations, he had us in mind, … to be made whole and 

holy by his love. [Ephesians 1:4 MSG]

Does God affirm us?

Does he value you, me…even though we violate his laws?
As a pastor, I treasure each one of you…


but not enough to exchange one of my children for any of you.

I suspect the feeling is mutual.
But God values each of us so much


that he sacrificed his Son just to secure you and me as his children.
God demonstrates his own love for us, in this: while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.  [Romans 5:8 NIV]
Will God risk rejection to change us?

He did more than risk rejection;


he experienced rejection so he could change us.

We are told that he came to his own people, but his own did not receive him. [John 1:11 NIV]
Yet he still loved us.

Yet to all who received him…he gave the right to become the children of God. [john 1:12 NIV]

This is our God…


the God three young people will promise to follow today…



the God whom we would do well to follow everyday.

This is our hope, too…


our only hope of becoming a better lover…



at the grade-school…at the grad-school level.
What we heard at the beginning, we hear also at the end of this series:

We can love, only because he first loved us.
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