Learning to Love God

& sermon preached by the Revd, Theodors S, Atkinson, pastor, Oxford Presbyterian Church, Oxford,
FéonMarsh 2, 1986, Soripturs Lessons: Deuteronorny &:4-5; 1 John 4:19-21 ; Jahn 21 15-17.

Kay's sister Ann just recently got married. Over the years that I've
known her she dated a number of really nice Christian men but she could
a? never really decide if she were in love. "How can | know | really love this
ﬁifﬂ,«f guy?” she would ask me. "l don't hear bells ringing. | don't hear thunder,
‘ J’Pvffd\ Don't bells ring when you're really in love?” |'ve tried to tell her that it's
(73} nice to hear bells every once in a while but if | heard bells ringing all the
¥ time I'd have s terrible headache. '

The sarme is true when it comes to our love for God. Sometimes a
Christian wonders, "Do | really love God? | don't hear bells ringing. | don't
hear thunder. I've never had a dramatic religious experience. Surely |
would if | really love God." We think if we really love God a flood of warm
feeling will flow over us and we'll swoon with love for God. And the
amazing thing is that this sometimes happens. Millions of people testify
to this experiential dimension of the Christian life which is so often
rjm 17’1g Bt‘Jé megﬂﬁﬂiﬁgn i ginend nwhese extraol?i% T — % ,
experiencess | really love Kay but | don't hear bells ringing all the time.

And | really love God even though | don't always hear bells ringing or feel a
wartn flood of feeling when | pray and worship. ﬁf%oltz&w&hﬁ

Yet everyone who 15 a growing Christian wants to love God more. How
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"y‘fﬁ;\(‘;’r an we love God more? Some people, in their desire to love God more,
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constantly seek for mystical spiritusl experiences during which they
become immersed in an ocean of love for Christ? Others go to the other

extreme. They fear Tove as an experience and as an emotion. For them love
("I\N\Qf‘l
for God is a duty io be performed apart from ang
T, te MM\ Mo predevaat wﬂ;.«aw e
eelings?* So often a church becomes polarised around these two exiremat.
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You have some Christians who are very experience oriented. Their love for
God 15 something that they feel and experience and want others to feel and
WE weed Wil gy MNse mm?«mﬁ-‘mw
experience” Un the other hand you have other Christians who feel very
uncomfortable about the experiential dimensions of the Christian faith.

we wied ™"Waslon 40

Their love for God is expressed in action mﬁgﬂfg\nﬂz& mi%m prsanly
hungry, visiting the shut-ins” But wouldn't it be great if our Tove for God P““@m
could include both these dimensions; where we'd experience our love for
God in deep feelings and express that love inaction in the world?

Love for God is both a duty and an experience. You love your mother, or
you love your husband, and it's your duty do fove them. But hopefully love
qoes beyond mere duty. You love because of the natural impulse within
your heart which moves you to love. In the same way, we have a duty to
love God as our heavenly Father and to Tove Christ as our Savior; but Tove
for God 1= so much more than a mere matter of duty. 1t's my duty to Jove
Kay but | also love Kay because | can't help loving her. Do you remember
that old Peart Bailey number, "1 just can't help loving my man"? Our love
for God is 1ike that. ‘We love God because we can't help loving. The
gratitude in our hearts is so great that we can't help lowing the Lord who
has done so rouch far us. So if we want to love God maore, if we want to
feel that love for him we'll go to the cross and let curselves be laved by
Christ. The Apostle John tells us that "we love because he first loved us.”

Think of the sun and the earth. The sun is this immense ball of fire
that warms the whole solar system. It has light and warmth in itself.
whatever warmth the planets have is derived from the sun. ‘whatever light
the planets have it's reflected light from the sun. When the sun shines on
the earth, the earth begins to warm up. As the daylight hours increase and

the sun shines longer on the earth the days get warmer. The side of the
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mnon that faces the sun is bright and intensaly hot

roan 18 unimagineably cold
The zame 15 true of our love Tor God, Whatewsr Jove we Teel for othars,
ooaome gegres. And gz

tor ourseives, of Tor God reflects Gods loave

we L our face Lo God in Chist, and Tet the Tight and tove and warmmith of
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frig face shing on ug we bagin 1o feel thal warmih of love and raflact i1 in

,—..
f_':?.
A
-
o
o

our Tivas aven as the Hght of the sun iz reflected by the sar

Like s cold stone that slowiy warms ug throughout The day s the sun
shimes on it o our hearts warm upow iU tove Tor God as we furm our face
Lo Dhrtet and allow ourseives Lo e loved Dy him

Hedmut Thiebicke tg a well known Garman castor He tells g heauiiful
siory in one of his books which | ibink otz 8 beautiful (Hustration of how
auit tove for God Orows & we turn our Tacs to God and allow aurselves Lo

e foved Dy i He writes, " once knew a very old married couple who

radisled g Uremendous happinass, The wife aspeciatly, who was almost

.

unable 10 move because of oid age and 1Hiness and nowhesa Bind old facs

the oys and sufferings of many years had etched & hundred runes, was
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fillad with such gratiiude Tor 1iTe that | wasz touched to the quick,
eatuntarily [asked myself what could poesibly be the source of this
Kindly old pereon’s radiance. Otherwize they wers »ery commar peogle and

their room indicated only the most modest comfort. Bul suddenly | knew

whare 11 all came from, for | saw thess bwo speaking Lo each other and
tneir gyas hanging upon gach olber, &11 al once 11 became olesr o me that
Lhis woman was desty Toved, And 10 was a5 17 she were ke & stone that

rzoand years, absorbing all its radiant
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1ing tack chesrfuiness and warmin shid
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of o cheerful ond sleszant peraon that she was Toved by her husband all

those years, {1 was probably the other way around, Because she was 5o
Toved, she bacaive he persoen | now saw before me”

the church az the Bride of Chrizt, whatever love theares
Paob the feart of His Bride is there becsuse His Bride s His Beloved and
Decause she iz g0 love by him B isn't Decauss we're =0 Kind and chearfil

ana oleazant and Toving that God Toves us. 1Us the other way around,

Firmal question, "How doows turn our face to Cheist? Howe doowe et the
supishing of mis Tove warm our hearts? How doowe allow ourselves 1o e
e/ bl B

Eogn think of @ number of ways By worshipoing together even

1ih Gad's peaple, the church, the Brde of Christ we hesr abn d's love
for us dn Lhrted i word and Sacrament, By sefling aside a time aach day

o read and roadiiale on the Tove Teiters God has given us T the Bilble. By

ahaying Hod's commands cencerning prociaiming the Gospsel

sy, vistting the sick, working for justice we put our tove into action

and begin to Teel grester fove Tor God. A1 these things, | believe, are

Friends, 10 may be that some of you have come Lo church this PTG
without much Tove Tor God fnoyour hearts. Maybe gou even farbor a it
Bt of hostiiity dn your bearts Tor God. Maghe things haver't gong so well
for qou in Tive and gouw Tael ke God is Tetting you down, Maybe gou just
dor't feel anything &t all. Bul | betieve that there's something within &bl

af us that will never be satiafied until we beqin to love God, And | belisve



that there's something within all of us that knows that our Tove for others

grovy ag our fove Tor Gog grows.
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The seazon of et 15 8 time that we emphasize Tooking to the suffering

and desth of Christ Tor us. He loved us and gave himeslf for s He

destined us In love o be hiz sons and daughters, He loved us to desth
That fove of Jdesus Christ for us has never changed, He's naver checked s
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b osteo us there with him, Aand

g tove me®t Mag we Take U
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aresyer i sincerely, "Lord, you know gverything, You koo that | love
a1
Ve love pacause he Tirst oved ys”
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