· John 15:8-10 “8This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.

9“As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. Now remain in my love. 10If you keep my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commands and remain in his love.

Luke 6:32-36 32“If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even sinners love those who love them. 33And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? Even sinners do that. 34And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, expecting to be repaid in full. 35But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked. 36Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.
The central message of Christianity is Love.
The word, “Love,” has taken a beating in our culture. We can use the word love to describe our affection for our spouses or children, and in the same breath express our affection towards pizza, or things that we can’t seemingly live without.
Surely, we could stand to restore a better understanding of love that isn’t dictated by our culture, but revealed in Jesus Christ.
As the above passages state in John 15:
1. Love is from the Father

2. The Son shows us the love of the Father

3. We have an invitation from Jesus to live in his love

4. Remaining in Jesus’ love, and essentially God’s love is doing what he commands

We see in Luke 6:32-36
1. Sinners have the ability to love

2. But their love is often layered with conditions, they love because they may benefit from loving

3. Christians are called to a selfless kind of love

4. One way that manifests itself is through giving of self, without expecting anything in return

5. Jesus promises that your reward will be great

a. Considered a child of God, the Most High

6. One of loves most identifiable trademarks is Mercy

Jesus applies what this sort of selfless kind of love would look like in Luke 14:12 “12 Then Jesus said to his host, “When you give a luncheon or dinner, do not invite your friends, your brothers or relatives, or your rich neighbors; if you do, they may invite you back and so you will be repaid. 13 But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, 14 and you will be blessed. Although they cannot repay you, you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.” In other words, when inviting people over to dinner, invite those who you don’t stand to benefit from. To show love, an other-directed, unconditional kind of love in throwing a party, invite  guests who generally don’t get invited over to your party. Bring on the lesser known, the lowly, the outcasts, the suspects the rejects.

The central message of Christianity is Love
As we see throughout the New Testament

1. Galatians 5:6 “The only thing that counts is faith made effective through love.”

2. Colossians 3:12-14 asks of us to “Clothe ourselves in love”

3. In John’s gospel we hold tightly to these familiar words “For God so loved the world…”

4. Later, John would write “God is love.” In 1 John 4:8

5. We are taught that the law is summed up in love for God and our neighbor, in the story of the Good Samaritan, the boundaries of our love are expanded beyond family and friends.

6. In 1 Corinthians 13:13 – the greatest gift we have is love, more than faith, more than hope, it’s love.

7. And in Galatians 5:22, love is the very first fruit mentioned. I believe for a reason. As you will see, throughout this study, love is central to kindness, goodness, peace, joy, patience…all of the fruit. Without love, there is little hope to be patient, there will be very little, if no peace at all.

Love is the central message of Christianity, it is central to the life of a Christian.
In our culture, we live in a world filled with obstacles to such other-directed, selfless kind of Love.
We have such obstacle as a culture that promotes self-interest:
We pay attention to others only to the extent that they can benefit us.
Think about this:

When you go to the grocery store, how much do you really care about the person stocking the shelves? He is merely providing a service for us, if he doesn’t do his job well, how then do we feel about him?

The cashier is subject to the same treatment. My love for them is based on how well they perform the service I expect of them.

Story about Nappanee McDonald’s – she got my sandwich and my change wrong, you can imagine how I feel about her.
We live in a world that has to put  a Price on Everything – Even people
I am constantly putting a price on things.

Barry’s Garage
We are so accustomed to putting prices on things that we put a price and value on people as well.
We naturally put a value on people. A lawyer or a doctor, we naturally attribute to them a greater value and net worth than say, someone working in a sweatshop, or a day farmer, or a guy digging a ditch or a maidservant.

We’ve assigned values to people, whether we realize it or not.

It creates an obstacle for unconditional love in this: we are more apt to help those who we value more. It runs counter to the love of Christ in this, we are asked to value everyone the same.

It’s why the lost sheep story doesn’t make sense to us. Remember that story, found in Luke 15:3 “3 Then Jesus told them this parable: 4 “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? 5 And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders 6 and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.’ 7 I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.” 

Why would the shepherd go after one sheep, when the rest of his flock is fine? We’ve attributed a value to that sheep and counted the sheep as not worth the trouble.

We find it difficult to avoid judging a persons worth to what they are paid. Notice, in telling the parable, Jesus doesn’t describe the beauty, the bountiful yield of wool the sheep might have, it could be the ugliest and dumbest sheep of them all, and the Shepherd still will find it. Because every lost sinner, every person heading down the wrong road, every one, rich or poor, male or female, Jew or Gentile, Black or White and every color in between, matters to God.

Video
We are called to an other directed love. Not to just care for those who we may benefit from. The sinners, even they do that.

Did you notice that the good looking, well dressed woman found near immediate help. But the homeless, the presumed drunk, no help really at all. Until (name) arrives does anyone care for him at all.

How can we cultivate a love for others in a culture and world that is dominated with a concern for self?
Cultivating Love
· Kenneson offers practical advice in a few areas

Worship
· He says “At its best, worship schools us in the art of paying attention to others, drawing our focus away from ourselves and redirecting it toward God. We gather to worship first of all not because we desire to be blessed, or because we need our “spiritual batteries charged,” or because we believe God will love us more if we go to church. We gather first of all out of gratitude, as a response to God’s prior activity. We gather to give God praise for creating and sustaining the entire cosmos and for creating us in the divine image in order that we might have communion with God and with one another. We gather to give God praise for creating a covenant people, Israel, who would be a light to the nations and through whom all nations would be blessed. We gather to give God praise for sending the Son in the person of Jesus Christ, in order that we might be reconciled to God and the rest of the cosmos. We gather to give God praise for pouring out the Spirit upon the church that we might be the body of Christ for the world.”

· There are, of course, many more reasons why we might gather to praise God. I hope, however, that the point is clear; IN GATHERING TO PRAISE GOD AS GOD DESERVES TO BE PRAISED, WE ATTEMPT TO SET ASIDE OUR SELF-INTERESTEDNESS AND FOCUS OUR ATTENTION ON THE ONE WHO CREATES AND SUSTAINS ALL LIFE.

· Receiving and Giving generously

· The heart of the Christian faith and practice is the giving of Gifts.

· God has given to us, we give gifts to others.

· WE need to learn how to accept gifts. Not all of are relationships have to consist of mercantile exchanges. I’ve had to learn this in ministry, I’ve been blessed in such ways, specifically monetarily, that I will never be able to repay. It all goes into my silo of cash and I don’t like taking it out.

· Sustaining Stewardship

Cereal Story – Along the lines of giving generously, entertain this hypothetical situation. You are leaving for a week, and you want to make certain the kids are fed, so you leave behind enough cereal for all of them. You instruct them to each care for themselves, fend for themselves. They get by through the week, and each of them is fed.

The next time you left, you tried something else, instead of giving every kid their own cereal, you gave the majority of it to one child and asked that they be generous in dolling out the cereal through the week.

God designed things the second way. If God wanted everyone to be fed, he would have arranged things differently. But God didn’t design things that way, he leaves some people hungry because it opens the door for other directedness. He didn’t bless us so that we would give out 10% and enjoy one heck of a big breakfast.

He has blessed us to be a blessing to others.

We will live counter to a culture of self-centeredness when we gather for worship and pay attention to others instead of ourselves.

When we learn to receive and give generously.

When we practice a generous form of stewardship, caring for others, using God’s blessings to be a blessing to others.
