Why Am I Here? #15

“What Matters Most”

selected Scriptures


With today being Mother’s Day, we honor our mothers, grandmothers, and step-mothers for the impact and influence they have had in our lives. Often on Mother’s Day we step away from whatever sermon series we may be pursuing and preach a special message for the occasion. 


In our present series, however, we began last week to see how as Christians we now belong to a family—the family of God at large and the smaller family of believers we call the local church. As I prepared for this service I realized that we have come to a subject that converges quite well with motherhood, and so we will do both this morning: We will continue our series asking the question, “Why am I here?” and, in doing so, take time to honor our mothers.


When we think of roles within the family, we usually think of the father as leading and the mother as loving. This is not to say that father never loves or that the mother never leads, but we make these general associations. There is something about a mother’s love that is both individual and indispensable. A family without love is really a group of people living under the same roof. A church family without love is no different.


Life is all about love.


Throughout the Bible love is given the preeminent place. “The greatest…is love” Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 13:13. When asked what was the greatest commandment, Jesus replied, “Love the Lord your God…and love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:37-40). Twice Paul stated that the entire law of God could be summarized in one phrase: Love one another (Rom. 13:10; Gal. 5:14).

The Obligatory Expectation of Love: Our Test


Why is love given such a high priority? John writes in 1 John 4:8 and 16, “God is love.” When we love, we are most like Him. We read in Ephesians 5:1-2, “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love…” As members of God’s family, we ought to bear a resemblance to our Heavenly Father. That happens when we love.

Love, though, does not come naturally. In fact, love runs counter to our self-centered nature. In Heaven we will enjoy God’s family forever, but first we have some tough work to do here on earth to prepare ourselves for an eternity of loving. Like one poem puts it,

To live above with those I love, oh, that will be glory,

But to live below with the ones I know, now that’s another story!

That is why we are commanded to love one another. I call this the obligatory expectation of love. God does not call us to love each other when we feel like it, or to love those who are lovable or who love us in return. As Jesus said in Luke 6:33, “even ‘sinners’ do that.” No, we are called to a higher expectation.

This obligation is spelled out in 2 John 6: “And this is love: that we walk in obedience to his commands. As you have heard from the beginning, his command is that you walk in love.”  Warren Wiersbe writes,

To “walk in the truth” means to obey it, to permit it to control every area of our lives. This paragraph opens and closes with an emphasis on obedience, walking in the truth. It is much easier to study the truth, or even argue about the truth, than it is to practice it! In fact, sometimes zealous Christians disobey the truth in the very way they try to defend it.

We sing the hymn, “Trust and Obey,” and once I even preached a sermon entitled, “To Trust Is To Obey.” According to John, we can say the same about love: to love is to obey. And we can also turn it around: to obey is to love!


But how can one be commanded to love? Isn’t that the same as commanding someone to “Stop being sad!” or “Quit feeling afraid!”? No, it isn’t the same. Christian love belongs to the sphere of action rather than of emotion. Love is not an involuntary, uncontrollable passion, but unselfish service undertaken by deliberate choice. 
 Love does not ask, “What can I get out of that person?” but “What can I do for that person?”
 Christian love is an act of the will. It simply means treating other people the same way God treats you! This is how it is possible to love people that we really do not “like.”

So how do we learn this kind of love? God places us in a family—the gathering of fellow believers called the local church. Life in this family is characterized by various privileges and responsibilities, all of which are grounded and motivated by that one biblical declaration: God is love.
 This is how we develop the skill of loving. Love cannot be learned in isolation. We have to be around people—irritating, imperfect, frustrating people.


The test of our faith is love. John writes in 1 John 4:20, “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ yet hates his brother, he is a liar.”  That is failing the test. We read in 1 John 3:18-20 how to pass the test:

Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth. This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us.

The Outward Effect of Love: Our Testimony 

Not only does love demonstrate to ourselves that we are, in fact, part of God’s family, there is the outward effect of love, namely our testimony to others. Jesus told His disciples in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” Our love for each other—not our doctrinal beliefs, or even our love for God—is our greatest witness to the world. 


Again, that is not easy, as Rick Warren points out:

It’s easy to love Christ for all He is, for all He’s done. It’s not so easy, however, to love other Christians. Yet that is the command we have been given. That compelling mark of the Christian will be a powerful witness to non-Christians. It has nothing to do with talking to the lost about their spiritual condition. It has everything to do with how we treat one another. If you want to make an impact on the world around you, this rugged society that is moving in the wrong direction more rapidly every year, He said, “love one an​other.” That’s how they’ll know that you’re different. Your love will speak with stunning eloquence to a lost world.

You see, love for one’s brothers and sisters in Christ is the dominant characteristic or evidence that one knows God. It is a mark of belonging to Christ. The opposite is, therefore, also true: The person who does not love his or her fellow believers does not know God.

Before Andrew Jackson became the seventh president of the United States, he served as commander of the Tennessee militia. During the War of 1812, his troops reached an all-time low in their morale. A critical spirit grew among them. They argued, bickered, and fought among themselves. Reportedly Jackson called them together on one occasion when tensions reached a breaking point and said, “Gentlemen! Let’s remember, the enemy is over there!”
What a sobering reminder for us today!
To our shame, the world sometimes looks on Bible-believing Christians as self-seeking and divisive, even unloving and argumentative. We aren’t always known for our love and support for one another. Instead of being loyal and fiercely committed to each other, we tend to look for ways to pick at and fight with each other, to put down rather than build up. 
The Bible calls us to be better than that. We need to pull together and find strength in each other’s company. As a result, their circle refuses to be broken or weakened from within. However, in our day the frequent occurrences of “brother bashing” and “sister smashing” mean that we need to remind ourselves to pull together as a family—the family of God..
 Those outside the family will take notice when we do.

The Optimal Expression of Love: Our Time


So how do we do it? Love is easy to say, but not so easy to show. While I do believe that unselfishness is at the heart of love, I am convinced that the optimal expression of love is our time. 

The importance of things can be measured by how much time we are willing to invest in them. The more time we give to something, the more we reveal its importance and value to us. If you want to know a person’s priorities, just look at how they use their time. 

Time is our most precious gift because we only have a set amount of it. You can make more money, but you can’t make more time. When you give someone your time, you are giving them a portion of your life that you’ll never get back. Your time is your life. That is why the greatest gift you can give someone is your time. 

It is not enough just to say relationships are important; we must prove it by investing time in them. Words alone are worthless. “My children, our love should not be just words and talk; it must be true love, which shows itself in action” [1 John 3:18 tev]. Relationships take time and effort, and the best way to spell love is “T-I-M-E.” 

The essence of love is not what we think or do or provide for others, but how much we give of ourselves. Men, in particular, often don’t understand this. Many have said to me, “I don’t understand my wife and kids. I provide everything they need. What more could they want?” They want you! Your eyes, your ears, your time, your attention, your presence, your focus—your time. 

Nothing can take the place of that. 

The most desired gift of love is not diamonds or roses or chocolate. It is focused attention. Love concentrates so intently on another that you forget yourself at that moment. Attention says, “I value you enough to give you my most precious asset—my time.” Whenever you give your time, you are making a sacrifice, and sacrifice is the essence of love. 

You can give without loving, but you cannot love without giving. “God so loved the world that he gave…” [John 3:16]. Love means giving up—yielding my preferences, comfort, goals, security, money, energy, or time for the benefit of someone else. 

The best gift of love is time, and the best time to love is now. The Bible says, “Whenever we have the opportunity, we should do good to everyone” [Gal. 6:10 nlt]. “Use every chance you have for doing good” [Eph. 5:16 ncv]. “Whenever you possibly can, do good to those who need it. Never tell your neighbor to wait until tomorrow if you can help them now” [Prov. 3:27 tev]. 

Why is now the best time to express love? Because we don’t know how long we will have the opportunity. Circumstances change. People die. Children grow up. We have no guarantee of tomorrow. If we want to express love, we had better do it now.
 

As members of God’s family, we are called to love God and to love one another. I’d like to challenge you this week to see how you spend your time. Take a sheet of paper and make seven columns—one for each day of the week. Block out the times you sleep, the hours you work, various daily or weekly commitments you have, meal times, travel times…put it all down! 

Once you’ve made that list, ask yourself the following:

· How much time do I invest in my marriage?

· How much time do I invest in my children?

· How much time do I invest in the church?

· How much time do I invest in my relationship with the Lord?


I am amazed at how much time and energy is spent in financial planning, compared to how little time and energy is used in allocating our most precious asset—time. As a culture we have nearly made “not having time” a virtue, when in fact time is the one commodity everyone has an equal amount of. We all have twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. We may not know how many days, weeks, and years we have, but as long as we live, we all have the same amount of time!


And when we get to the end of our lives on earth, what is the one thing we would like to have more of? Time. Wealthy folks would give it all away for one more day, one more hour, one more breath. But they can’t. And they can’t take their wealth, their careers, or their accomplishments with them.

The only thing that lasts beyond this life is relationships. Shouldn’t we invest more into what is eternal and perhaps less in what is temporary? The best use of life is love. The best expression of love is time. The best time to love is now.

On days like Mother’s Day, we often reflect back on those who have gone before us. We speak in terms of heritage and legacy. Love leaves a legacy. How we treated other people, not our wealth or accomplishments, is the most enduring impact we can leave on earth. As Mother Teresa said, “It’s not what you do, but how much love you put into it that matters.” Love is the secret of a lasting heritage.

I find this a fitting message for Mother’s Day, for moms seem to understand the importance of time. Usually it is the men who are most guilty of spending time with everyone other than those they claim to love the most. The national average for meaningful time spent with spouses and children per day or week is nothing less than embarrassing. The same can be said for a lot of folks when it comes to the time spent with their church family and their Heavenly Father as well.

What matters most to you? I remember reading once, “Show me your checkbook, and I’ll tell you something about your faith.”
 There is a lot of truth to that, but I think we could add to that, “Show me your calendar, and I’ll tell you what matters most to you.”

On this Mother’s Day, along with the flowers and cards and gifts, why not honor Mom with our time. Spend quality time with her—not just today, but on a regular basis. In order to take time you may have to make time, and that’s alright, too. Make some time for your Heavenly Father and your brothers and sisters in Christ while you’re at it. 
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