The Love-Driven Church

The apostle Paul addressed a host of errors in his first epistle to the church at Corinth, but the climax of his inspired letter exposed their primary problem – their failure to realize that Jesus suffered, bled and died to purchase a love-driven church. Remove love and you rip the heart out of Christianity and nothing else really matters. That’s why Satan strives to eliminate love from the Christian’s life – or at least pervert it.

The church at Corinth didn’t realize how important love was so, as we noticed last week, the Holy Spirit cleared that up in verses 1-3. The priority of love floods the New Testament:

Host of commands exist regarding love: Put on love (Col. 3:14); Follow after love (1 Cor. 14:1); Abound in love (Phil. 1:9); Continue in love (Heb. 13:1); Increase in love (1 Th. 3:12); Be fervent in love (1 Pet. 4:8); (Phil. 2:2); Provoke each other to love (Heb. 10:24); Be sincere in love (2 Cor. 8:8). God expects the church to be driven by love. But now, knowing love is essential to salvation is not our greatest challenge, but rather recognizing our personal deficiencies and correcting them. This morning we’ll explore some of the keys to being a love-driven church. First, enjoy our song…

A salesman was traveling in the mountains and hollows of the Appalachia. At one stop, an old man came in from plowing in the field to look over his wares. Nothing interested the farmer until he saw the salesman’s mirror. He’d never seen a mirror before, so he thought he was looking at a picture frame with a picture of his father. He bought it and took it to a special place in the barn where he hid it. Ya see, times were hard and he didn’t want his wife to know he had bought it.

The old fella would go by the barn whenever he could during the day to look at picture of his pa. This went on for a time until his wife became suspicious. One day she followed him and watched as he carefully removed the “picture” from its special hiding place. Wondering what he was looking at, she stormed onto the scene and demanded to see for herself. He stepped aside so she could, and when she did she turned around, slapped her husband and said, “So this is the old hag you have been running around with!” Ya know, we don’t always see things as really are; we don’t always see things as G sees them, do we?

Twenty-one times in I Corinthians, Paul writes, “ye are.” This is how God sees you. He wrote in I Cor. 3:3, “ye are carnal, selfish, immature.”

So, this morning, how do we know if we are carnal, selfish and immature or if we truly love God and others? How is love defined?

    * Holman Bible Dictionary – “Unselfish, loyal, and benevolent concern for the well-being of another.”

    * International Standard Bible Encyclopedia – an earnest and anxious desire for and an active and beneficent interest in the well-being of the one loved.

    * But the best I’ve ever heard for its clarity and simplicity: Active good will. Love is not a feeling, but a way of acting toward others regardless of how deserving they are, regardless of how treat us, regardless of how they make us feel. 

Ya know, the Bible actually never defines love. Instead, it describes love - and the fullest description of love is in I Corinthians 13:4-7. The Holy Spirit first states the priority of love in verses 1-3, and then offers a fifteen-fold description of love. About half of these are what love is and does; half are what love is not and does not do. As one man put it, “The Apostle Paul takes the concept of love, shoots it into a prism, and out comes fifteen different colors – the spectrum of love.” God is love and so is Jesus. So when Paul describes love, he is also describing the way Jesus of Nazareth walked on earth. That’s how God wants us to live. Notice I Corinthians 13:4-7:

4Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not puffed up; 5does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; 6does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth; 7bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.

Well, let’s look at six descriptions of what love is not…

First of all, Love Is Not Jealous (v. 4c) Another word for envy is jealousy. Shakespeare called it the "green sickness"; Solomon "rottenness of the bones" in Proverbs 14:30; an old Latin proverb refers to jealousy as the "enemy of honor"; "sorrow of fools."

Jesus was not jealous. He wasn’t jealous of the Father who sat on throne in heaven while He had no place to lay his head. Jesus did not envy the Holy Spirit who was spared the fleshly agony of the crucifixion. Jesus did not envy the position of the angels, Pilate, the High Priest or Caesar. He loved them every one. He cared for their souls.

Shallow, superficial jealousy says, "I want what he has." I want his car, her house, her wardrobe, his ability, her personality, his education, his influence. Deep-rooted jealousy growls: "I wish he didn't have it." The first kind of jealousy is wanting what someone else has, but the second resents that they have it. William Barclay described it this way: "Meanness of the soul can sink no further than that."

The root word for envy means "to boil." We’re talking about an inner boiling, a seething, or steaming over something somebody else has. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 3:3 "For ye are yet carnal; for whereas there is among you envying, and strife, and divisions...." They were suffering from "rottenness of the bones" (Pr. 14:30b).

Love does not envy. When love sees somebody prosperous, popular, powerful or privileged in some other way...it rejoices. Remember what Paul writes in Philippians 1:16, "(Some preachers) preach Christ from selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing to add affliction to my chains… 18What then? Only that in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Chr is preached; in this I rejoice, yes, and will rejoice. What a lofty attitude toward those who mistreated him!

The first sin in the Bible is a sin of jealousy. In Genesis 3:5, Satan said to Eve, "Wouldn't you like to be like God?" Eve must have thought, "I sure would! Why should He be the only one with the knowledge of good and evil? I don't want to be left out. I want to be like God!" Jealousy instigated Eve's sin, and man was expelled from the garden.

Cain killed Abel. Why? Because he was jealous of Abel's sacrifice being accepted and not his own. We see the same sickness in Joseph's brothers and the Prodigal Son's older brother. Solomon writes in Proverbs 27:4, "Wrath is cruel, and anger is outrageous, but who is able to stand before envy?" Envy eats a man up from the inside out.

In the New Testament, James 3:14-16, James links jealousy and envy with the darkest behavior: "But if ye have bitter envying and strife in your hearts…This wisdom descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, demoniacal. For where envying and strife are, there is confusion and every evil work." There it is. This insidious evil must be beaten down.

A story is told about two great Italian symphony conductors, Toscanini and Mascagni. Mascagni was a proud, egotistical, spiteful man. To give you an idea of what he was like, he dedicated one of his operas to himself. Well, Mascagni resented Toscanini because of Toscanini's popularity. One day, a committee in charge of putting on a music festival in Milan (to honor the composer, Verdi), inquired as to whether Toscanini and Mascagni would lead the orchestration. Mascagni was so jealous of Toscanini, that he didn't even try to hide it. So, he said, "I will conduct on one condition--that I am paid more money than Toscanini." The management agreed, and at the close of the festival, Mascagni received his fee--one lira. Toscanini had conducted for nothing, and Mascagni came out a fool. Envy and jealousy is the devil’s trap - it always makes us look foolish – to God if to no one else. Love, on the contrary, rejoices in the excellence of others, in the beauty of others, the winsomeness of others, the success of others, and in the gifts of others. Love holds no jealousy.

Next, Love Is Not Boastful (v. 4) "love vaunteth not itself." We’re talking about the verbalizing of pride, the actual action of pride. “Puffed up represents the attitude of pride--conceit that is down inside. The Greek root means "windbag" – “a blowgut.” Boastfulness: the windbag words of a proud, conceited person. Love is not a windbag. Love does not toot its own horn. Bragging is an effort to make other people feel inferior – to make them envy you - because of what you are, what you have, what you’ve done or can do. In other words, it is the flip side of envy. Envy is wanting something that other people have, and bragging is making people want what you have. “My daddy can whoop your daddy!” Love doesn’t behave that way, but that’s what was going on at Corinth.

Jesus was not boastful. Jesus was God, yet humbled himself to become human on our behalf and carried the cross of shame for us. Jesus was not proud or boastful, but instead washed the filthy feet of his disciples. Pride says, “I’m the important one. They should sacrifice for me. They should serve me.” But, love is not boastful, love is not proud. Love values others highly. Love says, “I should serve others. I should sacrifice for others.” No job, no work is beneath you and no person is so low you cannot serve them. That’s how Jesus could wash Judas’ feet. If Jesus could humble himself to serve the son of perdition, who are you too good to serve??

Love Is Not Conceited (v. 4) "is not puffed up"  J was not too good for the woman at the well, not too good to stand up for the woman caught in the shameful sin of adultery. He was not too good for the children, the lepers or tax collectors, but these Christians at Corinth were intoxicated over their own self-importance. They had spiritual gifts, but were among the most carnal congregations.

Listen, to Paul working on this with them in I Corinthians 4:6-10: "that ye might learn in us not to think of men above that which is written, that no one of you be puffed up for one against another." In the same chapter, Paul writes, "Now some are puffed up, as though I would not come to you." Early in the next chapter we find, "2And you are puffed up, and have not rather mourned, that he who has done this deed might be taken away from among you.”

He later warns (8:1) of the quicksand of gaining knowledge, “Knowledge puffeth up, but love edifieth [builds up]." See, you can be right on the issue and still be wrong because you are so overbearing and obnoxious. It became more about them than about honoring God. Can you imagine an entire congregation of these people? No wonder there was so much trouble! But who among us does not struggle with pride in some area of our life. Love is not puffed up. Solomon presents some powerful proverbs along these lines:

Proverbs 8:13--"The fear of the LORD is to hate evil; pride, and arrogance...do I hate."

Proverbs 13:10a--"Only by pride cometh contention...."

Proverbs 29:23a--"A man's pride shall bring him low...."

But my favorite, is the way John the Baptist put it, "He must increase, but I must decrease" (Jn. 3:30). If every Christian had this attitude toward all his brothers and sisters, we could work through any issue.

Love Is Not Rude (v. 5) "doth not behave itself unseemly..." How sad that the Holy Spirit would find the reminder necessary. But we so need to hear it, don’t we? Love doesn't behave rudely or "in an unbecoming manner." The rude man says, "I don't love you, I could care less what affects you. I’ll do what I want whether ya like it or not."

When they came together, on top of corrupting the Lord’s Supper, some at Corinth would feast royally while the poor did without. Their women had overstepped the bounds of female propriety, usurping the role of men in the church. That was unbecoming and Paul rebuked them for it.

In Luke 7, when Jesus was eating at the Pharisees house, a notoriously sinful woman came in and washed Jesus feet with her tears and her own hair, kissed His feet, and anointed them with expensive perfume." In verse 39, however, "Now when the Pharisee who had bidden Him saw it, he spoke within himself, saying, This man, if He were a prophet would have known who and what manner of woman this is that toucheth Him; for she is a sinner." Jesus put him in his place. The lesson? It’s never right to be rude! ($20) Are you rude to unbelieving people? If we’re not Christ-like we may never have an opportunity to share the truth with them.

Love is not thoughtless. Love is not careless. Love is not graceless. Love is not rude. If I am more concerned about speaking my peace than producing the right effect of what I say. I need to learn to bite my tongue.

Love Is Not easily Provoked (v. 5) Message “doesn’t fly off handle” NLT “love is not irritable”. We get our English word paroxysm from the Greek word translated "provoked." Paroxysm means "sudden outburst." Love is slow to get upset, irritated, or angry. Love is not pugilistic.

Sure there is a time for righteous indignation – like when J threw moneychangers out. But many times we get too angry, angry too often and angry too easily. That’s not love! I’m sure the man who attacked a little league football player because he put a late hit on one of his players felt justified. If he claims to be any sort of Christian, no doubt, he would maintain “righteous indignation.” We must be mad at Satan, we must be mad at flesh, and we must be angry when truth is assaulted, but we need to remember love is not easily provoked!

Paul is saying: the next time you get mad at your husband or wife, son or daughter, mom or dad, brother or sister in Christ – you remember this may signal that your love for them is lacking. I need to think about that – but so do you! Those angry words that wound and confuse your children or spiritual siblings show a lack of love. When you blow up, you revert to early childhood, "I want my way, and I want it the way I want it. And if you don't do it the way I want it, somebody’s gonna pay for it." Wounds. Pain. Scars. Alienation. Why? Because I was easily provoked…because I did not love like my Jesus.

Love Is Not Selfish (v. 5b) "seeketh not its own" Or as one the New Living Translation puts it, love does not demand its own way. Here’s a good example: Right now, are you thinking of how selfish someone else is or how you too have work to do? Lenski nailed it when said: "Cure selfishness and you plant a garden of Eden." That was Corinth’s trouble and too often it is ours.

"He that speaketh in an unknown tongue edifieth himself...." 14:12b, where Paul says, "...seek that ye may excel to edifying of church." Corinth twisted purpose of spiritual gifts. Instead of using their gifts for others, they were using their own gifts to build selves up. But love doesn’t do that. Love is other directed. "Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ."

Jesus selflessness is incontestable. Matthew 20:28 says, "Even as the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give His life a ransom for many." And how about the love of a mother for her child?

In 1878, Princess Alice – daughter of Queen Victoria – was told by Doctors to stay away from her young son. He was quarantined with the horrible disease of black diphtheria. One day she overheard him whisper to a nurse, “Why doesn’t my mother kiss me anymore?” The words melted her heart till her own health and safety were meaningless. She ran to her son and smothered him with kisses. In just a few days, she was buried. Isn’t this really the same kind of love that nailed Jesus to a cross? Neither Father nor son could say no. If you would like to receive a copy of this message, stay with us after the song and we’ll tell you how…

Thank you for watching Let The Bible Speak. We pray you have heard God speak to you through His word. If you’d like a copy of this sermon, “The Love Driven Church,” please write us at the address on your screen and we’ll be glad to get it out to you. You may also request a free Bible study course you can complete at home. If that interests you, please let us know. On behalf of the congregations listed shortly, we echo the sentiment of the apostle Paul when he wrote in Romans 16:16, “the churches of Christ salute you.” Until next week, goodbye and God bless!

