June 27th 2010

Could Do Better

Reading:  

1 Corinthians 13
Love 

 1If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. 2If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 3If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing. 

 4Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 5It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 6Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. 7It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. 

 8Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9For we know in part and we prophesy in part, 10but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. 11When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me. 12Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 

 13And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.
Sermon
Recently I was throwing out some old papers when I came across a collection of my school reports. I wonder what yours were, or are, like? “John has completed another outstanding term, with A grades in every subject. He has captained the school in rugby, hockey and cricket and has set a superb example of behaviour and leadership to every other pupil”. Were yours like that? Mine weren’t. Reading them now brings tears to my eyes. “Could do better”. “Could do it if he tried”. “Shows very little interest”. Once I brought home a report which said this: “Reasonable at sport but too rough in the playground”. My mother still mentions it to me 50 years later.

It’s a crying shame to see someone given opportunities or have real talent only to squander them. Quite apart from seeing it in ourselves there is so much of it around us. Two of the best natural salesmen I’ve ever met spend 90% of their time in the pub getting drunk. What a waste. With regard to unfulfilled talent or opportunity I thought of mentioning the England football team or British tennis players but decided I shouldn’t go there. 
This throwing away of opportunities, this wasting of talent, is nothing new. It was happening 2,000 years ago and the Apostle Paul had to deal with it in the church at Corinth. 

In those days Corinth was thriving. One commentator has said this: “It was the biggest city Paul had yet encountered, a brash new commercial metropolis. It squeezed nearly a quarter of a million people into a comparatively small area, a large proportion being slaves engaged in the unending movement of goods. Slaves or free, Corinthians were rootless, cut off from their country background, drawn from races and districts all over the Empire – a curiously close parallel to the population of a 21st century ‘inner city’.”

The town was full of traders who could make or lose a fortune very quickly. Fast money was there for the taking. Not surprisingly morals were lax. The area attracted prostitutes, both female and male, and the sex trade was rampant. Dominating the city was a hill nearly 2,000 feet high on which stood a large temple to Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love. The 1,000 priestesses of the temple, who were sacred prostitutes, came down into the city when evening fell and plied their trade in the streets. 
It wasn’t easy being a Christian in Corinth. External forces were very much against the church; but it was growing rapidly. The services were very exciting. You certainly wouldn’t have been bored in any of their meetings. You’d have struggled to get in the door because of the packed crowd in the meeting hall. There was plenty of action with people speaking in tongues and prophesying. They’d seen many miracles performed and, as a church, they’d been very generous with their money. We’d have been very impressed, if not overwhelmed, by the life in this church. Paul was too; but he soon spotted its shortcomings. 
Someone once described the Corinthian church like this: “It was full of cliques. Many Christians were very snobbish: the rich kept to themselves, and the poor were left alone. There was very little church discipline. They were unwilling to submit to authority of any kind. They were proud. They lacked concern for others, some even being prepared to take fellow Christians to court.  In general they were very keen on the more dramatic gifts of the Spirit and were short on love rooted in the truth.”

And there were rows. There was internal strife. Jonathon Swift, who wrote Gulliver’s Travels, was a very keen observer of human nature. He once wrote this about a church, “They have just enough religion to make them hate but not enough to make them love one another”.  How true this was of the Corinthian church.  Don’t get me wrong, the spiritual gifts that the Corinthians were exercising were wonderful and truly from God. I’ve been in many meetings where these gifts have been in evidence and they’ve been some of the best times of worship I’ve ever experienced. But it was obvious in Corinth that there was a great deal of showing off and people simply speaking because they liked the sound of their own voices.

As most of us know we, as a benefice, have just finished looking at the Natural Church Development course. I wonder how the Corinthian church would have rated under the 8 subjects that we’ve been studying in our home groups.
They would have scored high marks on Passionate Spirituality, Inspiring Worship, Evangelism and Gift Oriented Ministry. They would have been only okay at Empowering Leadership and Functional Structures because everything seemed to be done on a “spur of the moment” basis. And we don’t know whether they had any Holistic Small Groups. Where they would have come bottom of the class is in what we are looking at today – Loving Relationships.
One of the big mistakes we can make when we look 1 Corinthians 13, this chapter on love, is that we take it out of context. Maybe you’ve heard the saying “A text, taken out of context, can become a pretext”.  Pulled out of its setting, a Bible passage can be twisted and used to mean just about anything. Many people look at this passage say “What a beautiful hymn to love. What a purple passage”. Taken out of context, it can look like that but in context we see its true meaning. In fact it’s a stinging rebuke, a bombshell, a rocket for this young church.
Paul was having to deal with major problems already here and he could see even more problems ahead. Sexual immorality was all around it in the city and it was creeping into the church. One man was even sleeping with his father’s wife. 
The Christians were thrilled with the gifts they had been given but the fruit of the spirit was noticeably absent.  Everyone loves receiving gifts at Christmas. When we tear apart the wrapping paper, there is the gift ready to be worn, used or played with. But it’s not so thrilling to be given something that seems miniscule and seemingly insignificant and be told “If you work at this, with God’s help, it will be something that will be of huge benefit to you and to others. But developing it will go on for the whole of your life.” 
In our garden we have an apple tree. I looked at it this week . There is no evidence of any fruit on it at all. But I know from previous years that in the Autumn it will produce some apples so big it will need 2 hands to carry each one. Gifts can be used immediately. Fruit needs some time to grow.
I’ve just finished reading an autobiography of a man called Charlie Spedding. You’ve probably never heard of him. He was born and brought up in Newcastle. Academically he wasn’t bright. In his class of 42 he consistently used to come 41st. He was hopeless at games because he had an eye problem. When he tried to focus on a moving ball he would see double. In his first school sports day he came last in the 100 yards. However, he discovered that, although he couldn’t sprint he could run at a reasonable pace for a long time. Now aged 58, Charlie is still the English record holder for the marathon, a past winner of the London Marathon and the last British athlete, man or woman, to win a medal in the Olympic Marathon. After being a comparative failure at school he went on to get a degree and now runs his own very successful business. Charlie took his tiny natural ability – a minute seed, if you like – and produced massive fruit. No waste of opportunity or talent for him. 
The state of the Corinthian church was rather like my school reports “could do better” or like my friends who have tremendous talent but waste it. And if we look at 1 Corinthians 13 we can see how frustrated Paul must have felt. 
If we’ve only taken a passing interest in the World Cup we would have become aware of a new word that millions of us have learnt over the past month – “vuvuzela”. 
We now know that a vuvuzela is a small trumpet that plays just one note – a B Flat, I understand – but when blown by tens of thousands of football fans it sounds like the largest swarm of bees the World has ever known!
Vuvuzela is the word we’ve just learnt in 2010.  In the 1st Century a new word had to be invented to describe the experience someone felt when they became a Christian – the sudden flood of God’s love into a human heart. There already were several words used for love. There already was a word used of a couple falling in love, already a word, “eros” for sexual desire, from which we get the word “erotic” and already a word for brotherly love. But when the Holy Spirit came a new word for love had to be invented. The Christians called it “undeserved love” or “agape”.  They knew it was undeserved because they had done nothing to earn it. They knew they were hopelessly lost in their own wrongdoings but Jesus had reached down, forgiven them, and what love they felt in return when they realised how much he loved them. Nothing has changed in 2,000 years. Today we can only call ourselves Christians if we know that love, that “agape”, in our hearts and lives. 
But “agape” isn’t simply limited to a personal relationship between Jesus and each Christian. The agape we have received from him is to flow out horizontally out to our fellow believers and into the outside World as well. In our arrogance we may think that some people don’t deserve our love but agape is undeserved.  It’s the love Jesus had for us on the Cross. Having been given it by Jesus, it’s now our turn us to give it to others.

Just this week at home we received the EPIC news letter where Chris Fox reported on her contacts across Europe. On her latest trip she drove 5,000 miles, mainly along potholed roads. What is the power that drives her on? – agape – passing on the love she has received, to others. 

It was obvious to Paul that agape was the ingredient missing in this young church. All the Christians had been given the love of Christ in their hearts but it wasn’t growing and maturing – in fact we know that it was withering. They loved the gifts of the Spirit but weren’t prepared to develop the fruit. That’s the sting in the tail of 1 Corinthians 13.

There is an interesting trick that was mentioned in our home group which brings this passage more alive. The word “love” appears 15 times in this chapter. Try replacing it with the word “Jesus” every time and you will see that it is a perfect fit. Then try replacing it with your own name – Murray is patient. Murray is kind. Murray does not envy. He doesn’t boast. He isn’t proud. Doesn’t quite ring true, does it?
I would dare to say that Loving Relationships is the most important of the 8 subjects we have looked at. And I was very struck by a couple of comments made about relationships in the course. Firstly, that if newcomers to a church make 2 or 3 friends in the first few weeks they will stay; if not, they won’t. Secondly, people don’t want a friendly church; they want a church where they can make friends.

How is our agape? Is it growing? Is it flowing into us from God and flowing out to others through us? As a church what would Paul say to us about our loving relationships both in and out of church? Do we make an effort to make new friends or do we just stick in own little cliques? Are we prepared to develop the agape fruit which has been put in our hearts in the same way that Charlie Spedding developed his running ability? This morning, who are you going to speak to over coffee – old friends or will you go out of your way to meet someone new? Who, in need, are we going to visit this week? Who will we invite into our home? Will we pray for an opportunity to help a comparative stranger?
I am thrilled that we now have Solos on Sunday and Open Door. They are a great way to bring new people into the church and make new friends. We are certainly moving in the right direction. But in a couple of hundred year’s time how will people view our church? What will our legacy be? Will they say “Could have done better”? I hope not. But wouldn’t it be wonderful if they said, “Wow, how those Christians in Bures loved one another!”       
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