Sermon “Perfect Love”
Scripture: 1 John 4: 7-21

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. God's love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us. 

By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent his Son as the Savior of the world. God abides in those who confess that Jesus is the Son of God, and they abide in God. So we have known and believe the love that God has for us.

God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love. We love because he first loved us. Those who say, "I love God," and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen. The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also. 
Introduction:
Since yesterday was Valentine’s Day, I chose this scripture on love as the subject of today’s sermon message. Over the centuries, grown ups have tried to define what love is. An abundance of songs, stories and poems have been written on the subject. And yet, no one has been able to come up with a definition that everyone can agree on.  

A certain individual, who thought that perhaps the reason for this was that the topic is too broad, decided to narrow it down a bit—to the kind of love that exists between married couples. The experts on this would be kids, she decided. So she rounded up a group of children and asked each of them a question: 
The first question was asked of Eric, age 6: 
“What exactly is marriage?”

  … to which he replied: 
"Marriage is when you get to keep the girl and don't have to give her back to her parents."

Kelly, age 9 was asked: “How does a person decide whom to marry?”
…to which she responded: 
"You flip a nickel, and heads means you stay with him and tails means you try the next one."

Carolyn, age 8 was asked the question: 

“What’s the best age to get married?”y

"Eighty-four,” she said, “because at that age, you don't have to work anymore, and you can spend all your time loving each other in your bedroom."

Martin, age 10, was asked this question: 
“What do most people do on a date?”

"Well, on the first date, they just tell each other lies, and that usually gets them interested enough to go for a second date."

Craig, age 9, had a different answer:

"Many daters just eat pork chops and french fries and talk about love." 

“When is it OK to kiss someone?” the interviewer asked Allan, age 10.

"You should never kiss a girl unless you have enough bucks to buy her a ring and her own VCR, 'cause she'll want to have videos of the wedding."

Another person wondered if perhaps the true meaning of love could be obtained by having children write to God—anything they wanted to say. This is what she got:

Neil writes: “Dear God, I went to a wedding and they kissed right in church. Is that OK?”

Donna writes; “Dear God, Maybe Cain and Abel would not kill each so much if they had their own rooms. It works with my brother.”

And lastly, Nan writes: “Dear God: I bet it is very hard for you to love all of everybody in the whole world. There are only 4 people in our family and I can never do it.”

[pause]

Well, I’m chiming in with this last one…

How does God love all of everybody in the whole world? 

And what does this mean—exactly—to love as God loves?
I believe that the answer to this question can be found in this morning’s scripture reading. 
Let’s take a closer look…

The best description of love that has ever been given
can be found in this morning’s scripture reading
We find it in the book of 1st John 

…which is all about love. 

The author of 1st John, who identifies himself as “the elder,” 
uses the word “love” a total of 38 times!


…which is more than we find in any other book of the Bible.

Apparently, elder John wants to make a point, here

--a point that has to do with love

--a point that will change the way we live our lives.

Love is not a static thing, according to John.
It is a changing thing--something that grows…over time. 

…gradually

… as we do our best to obey the command we have been given:

to “love one another.”

Love one another….easier said than done.
Like the little girl, Nan, who couldn’t even love the 4 people in her family, 

we too fail in our attempts to love one another.
And yet, God’s Holy Word informs us that love has been perfected among us


--because God, who is love, abides in us:

The perfect love of God.
What this looks like, we will not fully realize until the final day of judgment,

when we stand before our Lord and boldly proclaim 

that He is God.  
As scary as this may sound, we will not be afraid on this day,



says writer John, because the perfect love of God,





who lives within us, casts out all fear.

This being true, why is it that some modern day writers would have us believe differently?

Take books like the Left Behind series, for example.

Though the authors of these and other books may claim that they are fiction,

they are nevertheless designed to scare the readers.

“There is no fear in love,” writer John claims.


“Perfect love casts out fear. Fear has to do with punishment,




and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love.”

What John seems to be saying here is that reaching perfection in love is a process.

He is not saying that fear is a bad thing, though.

What he seems to be saying here is that fear is the starting place. 

The book of Proverbs chapter 1verse 7 teaches us exactly this:


that “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge.”
The Psalmist also proclaims that “the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom;



--that all those who practice it have a good understanding.”

Fear is the beginning, 
both of these Old Testament passages say.

Clearly, fear is not a bad thing.


It is the starting place for growing knowledge and wisdom.

It  can also be the beginning of love, for, over time, 



if we grow in our relationship with God,




fear is cast out and it is replaced with perfect love.

Even scholars in the field of human development and psychology agree with this.

Lawrence Kohlberg, who studied extensively in the field of human development, 

had a special interest in the moral development of children

 - how they develop a sense of right, wrong, and justice. 

Over the years, he came to the observation 

that growing children advance through definite stages of moral development.

 His observations, together with testing of both children and adults, 

led him to theorize that human beings progress consecutively from one stage 

to the next in an invariant sequence, 

not skipping any stage or going back to any previous stage.

What I love most about his findings is this:

His concept of consecutive stages of moral development 

helps us make sense of out of the ways God has related with his children 

over the centuries—and the way we presently relate with God. 

I’ll explain briefly…The first stage of KOHLBERG'S STAGES OF MORAL DEVELOPMENT

is the PREMORAL STAGE.

Behavior, in this person, is motivated by the desire for reward 

and the fear of punishment.

For a person who is at this beginning stage of learning what is right and what is wrong,

it is the immediate physical consequences of an action that determine this. 
Writer John would say that fear of punishment was this person’s motivation 

for obeying God’s commands.
[give example of a child who obeys out of fear of punishment]
[give an example of a grownup who obeys out of fear of punishment]
According to John, for the person in whom God’s love has been perfected,



fear of punishment is not the motivation for loving one another.

For a person who is mature in their relationship with God, love is the motivation.

Growing to maturity is so very important, for as it has been said: 

"The person who obeys God from a sense of obligation, merely, 

never enters into the joy of obedience."

This leads us to what Kohlberg has described as the highest level of moral development 
which he calls : UNIVERSAL  ETHICAL  PRINCIPLES.

A person who reaches this stage lives out of universal principles 

based upon the equality and worth of all human beings.

A list of rules is no longer necessary because love is the motivation. 

Persons at this stage live by the "Golden Rule" 

which actually can be found in the Bible in Matthew 7:12

“Do for others what you want them to do for you.”

[give example of a child who obeys out of love for a parent]
[give example of an adult who obeys God out of love]

So here we have it.

There are four more stages (in between one and six), and it would be a fascinating study 

to see how these are manifest in the lives of persons who are at different places 

in their Christian formation. 

But for now, we are challenged by this question, which we have before us:
“What does all this have to offer us--we who have gathered this day


to worship our Lord?” 

Well, this is what it says to me:

“Whatever it takes” to motivate us —be it fear or love



--our goal is to obey God--specifically the command 

to love one another.

For…“If we love one another,” John says, “God’s love is perfected …in us.”

Obviously, learning to love perfectly is not something that happens to us instantly.
But rather, it is a process.
Learning to love perfectly is a goal that we grow toward…over time.

And the way that we do this is two-fold:

by doing our best to live the Golden Rule 

and… by seeking to know God intimately.

“Everyone who loves is born of God and knows God,” John has taught us.

  And John tells us that the way that we know God is none other…

than through knowing his Son--Jesus Christ

—who lives inside of every one who confesses that he is the Son of God.

For, when we confess that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, we abide in God,


and God abides in us.

So how do we come to believe that this is true—in our hearts?

“Be still and know that I am God.”

the Lord has said to us through the song of the Psalmist.

“Be still and know.”

[talk about what this looks like in our daily lives.]

When we take the time to be still, space is made for God’s love to grow inside of us.

As we rest in the arms of our loving God, our fear of punishment will be cast out


--and his perfect love will abide.

And finally, when we stand before the Lord on that final day of judgment,


we will stand in boldness, assured that we are loved by God—completely

and confident that we have pleased God by the way we have loved our brothers and sisters.

But did you know that we do not wait until the end of time for moments like this?
For those whose aim in life is to love perfectly, fear can already be a thing of the past


as it was for a certain young man in the movie, First Knight (knight with a “k”) 
In this movie, entitled First Knight, which came out in 1995, we see a great example of how love casts out fear. The storyline is based on the legend of King Arthur and chronicles the rise of Lancelot to knighthood. The scene is Arthur and Guinevere’s wedding celebration. During the event, the guests are invited to participate in a game or sorts--the challenge of the Gauntlet. 
Now…the Gauntlet, as some of you may remember, is an elevated obstacle course composed of a hundred moving parts, including heavy whirling balls and sharp swinging blades. Up to this point in time, no one has ever successfully navigated the Gauntlet before. Nevertheless, several young men line up for the chance to show their valor. The prize for making it through the course successfully is what every young man desires--a place of honor at King Arthur’s table and a kiss from the queen. So, as the story goes, the young men suit up in huge padded outfits to protect themselves and prepare to hurtle through the obstacle course.

The first three attempt, and all fail. One by one, they misgauge the course and are swept aside. When Lancelot’s turn arrives, he enters the platform without a single pad on his body. The crowd cries out, “You’re mad! You’ll kill yourself!” But Lancelot ignores them and proceeds. His first obstacle is a set of huge swirling balls, which he dodges with graceful timing. Next, he leaps up to grab one of the spinning wheels from which the balls are suspended. The crowds watch as he rides the wheel to the other side, creatively circumventing another set of oncoming obstacles. Then he faces his greatest threat—dozens of blades slicing across his path. Blade by blade, he inches across, and at a crucial moment, he pauses—just long enough for the right opening. He plunges forward, headfirst, and dashes to safety as the king and crowd applaud loudly. 

Later, Lancelot tells the king how he did it: “It’s not hard to know where the danger is,” he explained, “if you watch it coming. As for the ones who failed, perhaps fear made them go back when they should have gone forward.”

Perhaps this is the way it is for us too—that as we face the obstacles that come our way 

during the course of our lives, love will propel us forward.

    Rather than going backwards when the challenges of life come our way,

we will continue moving forward…

Our motivation will be not for a place at the roundtable of King Arthur 
or to receive the kiss of Queen Guinevere. 
Our motivation will be to live in loving relationship forever and ever 
at the table of God and to receive the kiss of King Jesus.  

Every once  in a while, the Kingdom of God comes near to us.

Worship is one of the ways this happens.

In gratitude for the love that God has for us, we now have opportunity 
to sing songs of love …to the One we long to know intimately
…Father, the Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Let us now pray in song… 

