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Social Justice, Part 3: Compelled by His Love

June 3rd, 2007

Can you remember back to your first crush or when you first fell head over heals in love?  Can you remember how you felt when those feelings were first reciprocated? 

· Of course there were a several significant cases of “puppy love” in my much-younger days… but the first time I was really smitten was with a girl I was passing notes with in health class.  

· She knew I like her because, through little notes folded up a hundred times, I bravely fessed up!

· But what a day it was when she told me that she liked me too! All I could do was make Ralph Cramden sounds… humanahumana… we ended up dating for two years.  

Now, of course, that was many years ago… but actually, she goes to the same swimming club my sister goes to. 

· Well, a few years ago, my dad brought my girls there to swim with their cousins. Just so happened that she, the “girlfriend”, was there that day.  

· So, my dad pointed her out to them… do you see that woman over there?  She was your daddy’s girlfriend. 

· So, a little later that day, Becca & Sarah went up to her, with her husband and two daughters at her side, and said, “Aren’t you my daddy’s girlfriend?”
· Well, needless to say, until he figured out what was happening, her husband pretty much sat there in desperate silence.

When it comes to love, the English language uses some strong words to describe what it looks like… words that seems pretty strange especially to people learning our language.  

· For example, we talk about people being madly in love… 

· “Oh, those guys are just crazy about each other.”  

· “Her boyfriend gets insanely jealous when another guy looks at her.”  

· “Those two are so hopelessly lovesick!” 

· We talk about people being ga-ga in love. Swept off their feet. Bowled over in love.

But, if you really want lunacy and insanity, listen to the cute names that people give to each other when they are in love: 

· honey-bunch, little punkin, smoochie, cutie-patooti, snookie-ukems, pookie… 

· I mean, what woman would not be swept off her feet after being affectionately referred to as “pookie?” Come on!

Now, I met Joyce while at the University of Delaware… we each had our own circle of friends, so we never really got to know one another all that well. 

· I did like her, though, and would stop by her dorm room from time to time to say hi. 

· And while we always had a lot to say… it just never seemed like she liked me back.

· I mean, I baited the hook and threw out the line… but no bites at all.  And yet, it turns out that she did like me… but somehow, we both missed each other’s signals.

· Well, about four years later, I was visiting a church we had both gone to in college.  Neither of us had been there in several years… but amazingly, she decided to visit that Sunday as well.

Eventually, we went out on a date… in fact, we scheduled it for three weeks later since we both were so busy before that.  Well, without even realizing it, no kidding, that night happened to be Valentines Day… 1992.

· The plan was that I’d arrange the dinner part of the evening… and that she’d plan the second half of the night.

· Well, she surprised me by taking me to a ballroom dancing club.  I never ballroom danced in my life, in fact, I wasn’t much of a dancer at all… which she sort of guessed… 

· So, she scheduled an hour lesson before hand. Turns out that she’s a really good dancer.

Truth is, it wouldn’t have mattered what we did as long we got to hang out together!  

· All I know is that when I left my apartment that night to pick her up… I sort of liked her. 

· But when we were out there waltzing across that room… the bells went off… “Houston… I think we’re falling in love!”  And before the end of that night, I knew I’d be marrying her!

· Six months later we were engaged.  Then, six months after that, we tied the knot!  She became and remains the love of my life.

Now Joyce and I never really had “pet names” for each other… just the standard stuff… honey, cutie, “ultimate stud of the universe”…stuff like that!

· But our insanity took on other forms.  I mean, have you noticed how people do crazy, insane, absolutely irrational things when they are in love? 

· I’ve known people who’ve traveled 500 miles to see girlfriends or boyfriends for just a day. 

· They’d drive 6 hours there, spend six hours together, and then drive six hours home through the night. Almost every couple has some kind of story like that. 

· A person in love will loose sleep, risk their own health, do or give just about anything…  for just the chance to express their love to the person who has so captured their hearts. 

That’s the way it was when I first experienced God’s love in my life. Can you remember that experience when you first realized that Jesus was so completely real… and that He has loved you with an unconditional, sacrificial, eternal love?

· It was so real and so fresh… how He had sent His own Son to die for me so we could live eternally in intimate friendship together.

· All of sudden I found myself talking to my friends about Him… I started living life differently… wanting to stay clear of things that would get in the way of walking in deeper relationship with Him.

· Anyone who has a relationship with Jesus has experienced something like that… the desire to be with Him, to give your heart to Him, to more fully embrace the things that are on His heart.

Suddenly, we’re giving up our Sunday mornings to attend church… and yet, we were genuinely happy to do it.  

· In spite of the apparent challenges that came with this, we even began giving away a portion of our hard-earned income to Him.

· I mean, why would we do this? Why would we sacrifice our time and money?  

· Why would we risk social embarrassment by talking with a neighbor or coworker about Jesus?  

· Why would someone use most of their vacation time to go on a short-term mission project? 

When our lives are complicated enough, why would you begin to care about the people around you… not just the people like you… but those too weak & powerless to care for themselves? 

· Why care for the marginalized and abandoned… for those suffering from poverty or sickness or injustice?

· We do it because we are in love with Jesus. Because something has gripped us. Because in a real sense we are out-of-our-minds for Christ. 

It’s the kind of heart Peter expressed in Luke 5 when, exhausted after a long day of fishing without catching a thing, Jesus asked him to go out one more time and try again.
· Well, Peter knew that it was the wrong time of day for fishing… there was simply no way they’d catching anything. 
· But even if they could, he didn’t have an ounce of energy left.
· But do you remember what Peter said next?  He said, "Because you say so, I will let down the nets."
· It may not be all that clear to me… but, because it’s you, I’ll do it.  Because it’s you, I’ll rearrange my life, I’ll rearrange my priorities…
It may not be all that clear to me… but because it’s you, I’ll forgive that person who hurt me so much.
· I wouldn’t do it for anyone else, but because it’s you, I’ll reconcile with my brother and make things right.
· You know I’m shy, Lord, that it sends shudders up my spine to even think about it, but because it’s you, I’m going to talk to my friend about your love.
· Because it’s you, as painful as it will be, I will end this unhealthy relationship I’m in, Jesus.
· Because it’s you, I’m going to love what You love… and embrace what You embrace… and care about what You care about. 
· I’m going to care for those who have less than I do… and I’m going to let that care translate into action… to reflect your heart to the world around me.
You see, it’s crazy what we do for love… but Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5:13-14, 
· “If it seems we are crazy, it is to bring glory to God. And if we are in our right minds, it is for your benefit. 14Either way, Christ's love compels us. Since we believe that Christ died for all, we also believe that we have all died to our old life. 15He died for everyone so that those who receive his new life will no longer live for themselves. Instead, they will live for Christ, who died and was raised for them.”
· “If it seems we are crazy, it’s because we love Him… because we want to bring glory to God…  because His LOVE compels us!”

And yet over time, after the newness has long passed by, we can so easily begin to loose that passion for Him we once felt.

· We no longer want to drive those six hours to see the one we love… Receiving and expressing our love is no longer the most exciting thing we can do.

· And not only do we find our passion waning… but we find ourselves more and more unresponsive to His expressions of love… less concerned about what’s on His heart.

· Without realizing it, for all kinds of reasons, our hearts are growing a little harder.

· Suddenly his heart for us is in conflict with our lifestyle and our own desires. 

And when that happens, without even realizing it at times, our instinct is to tweak his commands & calling to better fit our present lifestyle or circumstances. 

· Truth is, guys, to one degree or another, we all do this.  In fact, as Christians, we are masters of this game… learning how to hear the truth while dodging the bullets.

· Every now and then we hear a sermon that hits close to home… and almost intuitively, we begin looking for a way out.  

· “Well… even though that sermon hit me head on… like it was reading my mail, there are other issues that I need to deal with right now… I’ll have to leave that for another time… plus, I’m probably doing better in that area than a lot of people… and truth is, my situation is a little different than what he talked about anyway.”

· We become experts in hearing the truth while dodging the bullets.

What happens is that we subconsciously emphasize those parts of Scripture that fit where we’re at… while downplaying those truths that confront us or are in conflict with what we’re wanting from life.

· Without thinking about, we assign a value to various issues based on how they fit our lifestyle and goals.  

· “Reaching out to the poor?  Yeh, that’s important… but God clearly wants me to focus on reaching the people I’m working with.”  

· The problem is that after working with them for six years you haven’t reached out to them either.  

· You see, all we’ve done through our excuse-making is to ease our way out of the conviction God is placing in our hearts.

The problem is that when we play these games with God’s standards and calling for us, we unknowingly create a caricature of Christianity… one that doesn’t accurately reflect who God really is and how God really thinks.  

· Instead, it exaggerates or distorts certain aspects of our faith while minimizing others. 

· And, while it shouldn’t be any surprise, the sad thing is that we do this in a way that actually makes us feel better about ourselves... or more righteous.

Imagine the dad who marches up the stairs and bangs on the door of his teenager’s bedroom… Pulling the plug of his stereo out of the wall while launching into a 30-minute lecture about his son’s bad music…

· How it’s bad for his relationship with God… how it dishonors God.  

· “So, you just stay in your room for an hour and think about this while I go downstairs and turn on the television and watch the visual equivalent of what you’re listening to.  But, of course, that’s different because… it just is… I mean, that’s how I unwind after a hard day of work…”
We proudly judge other people for what they do… feeling all self-righteous about how we’re walking with God in that area… all the while ignoring the areas we’re falling short in.

· We judge them for the splinter in their eye when, in reality, there’s a log in our own.

· So, we live life conforming God’s heart for us based upon our lifestyle.  I’m a Christian… so my kid’s music should be honoring to God.  “But my TV shows… well, there only a little off-color… but I’m older… it doesn’t affect me.”
And as we edit God’s desire for us… we can de-emphasize and reemphasize to the point where we end up worshiping a god who doesn’t exist… a god that we’ve created for ourselves.  

· He may bear a striking resemblance to the God of the Bible, but our god is personalized… custom-made to fit our lifestyle & desires… just a slight variation of the real thing.

· But here’s the deal… while it is far more subtle… it isn’t unlike the Israelites gathering up their gold and fashioning it into the shape of a calf.  

· You think… how ridiculous could they be… how could they make a statue of out their earrings and necklaces and think that somehow they’ve just made a god worthy of worship?

It sounds crazy, doesn’t it?  So then why does it seem so reasonable for you and I to pick and choose which of those things on God’s heart we will embrace or dismiss?

· Could it be that by picking and choosing for ourselves what parts of God’s Word we’re going to take seriously…

· Or what part of God’s commands and calling we’re going to take to heart…  that in the end, we are simply forging our own personal idols?

You see, here’s the bottom-line.  We can worship the God of the Bible… or we can worship a god that simply makes us feel good about ourselves regardless of how we’re living our lives.  

· We can worship God… or some man-made god that never challenges us to anything but the lifestyle and passions we would choose for ourselves.

· Listen… a hard heart is not a heart that is necessarily in conscious rebellion against God.  

· It is a heart that no longer feels the conviction of God.  It is a heart that has grown insensitive to the voice of God.

Maybe you’re hearing me and you have a sense that your heart has grown a little hard… that the willingness you once had to do whatever He asked of you is nowhere near where it used to be.

· Maybe you’re hearing me… and you have a sense that the willingness & desire to embrace His passions & purposes has become a little callused in your life.

· Truth is, it’s a hard thing to see… because, by its very nature, hardness translates into numbness.  

· Its what calluses do… they create such thick skin as to protect you from the nerve endings underneath… they keep you from feeling.

But still, as believers, we can become experts at hearing truth and dodging bullets.  And so, with our hearts a bit numb to God’s passion & purposes for our lives, we simply emphasize other things. 

· And so we downplay the charge we’ve been given to love & minister to the poor… while emphasizing other things… good things like Bible Studies and prayer meetings.

· That’s why there is such a divide between the black inner-city churches and white suburban churches.  

· It’s why the white suburban church scratches its head wondering how the other could host a democratic pro-choice candidate while they wonder how in the world we could be ignoring God’s call to the poor and marginalized.

Is God a republican? Give me a break.  God unspeakably greater than any political party.  With a breath, a mere thought, He causes nations to rise and fall.  

· God is a god of Justice and Mercy… it grieves Him that one group seems to care more for the poor and needy while the other seems to care more for the unborn.

· However you vote, God has not offered His people the option of choosing which of these issues to embrace.  

· *My point is this, it is human nature to try to compensate for our disobedience in one area of our spiritual lives by overachieving in other areas.

We allow a good measure of disrepair to exist in one area of our relationship with God… because, after all, “look at how good I’m doing in this other area.”
· And so, it is possible to maintain an impeccable, religious routine while our hearts are as hard as steel. 

· Is it any wonder then, that the world’s most hard-hearted people are amongst the world’s most religious people?

So, how do you know if you’ve grown numb and calloused to the passions & purposes of God in your life?  If you’re willing to just be honest… even for a moment… you’ll probably just know.

· Though, Andy Stanley suggests that the degree of our hard-heartedness is equal to the disparity between what grieves that person and what grieves God.

· In other words, the question to ask is this… “Am I grieved by the same things that grieve God? Do I feel what God feels? Am I bothered by the things that bother God? Is my heart in sync with His?”
If something grieves God in Scripture, but it leaves you wondering if He might have overreacted a bit, then, yes… you may have some work to do.

· If you are beginning to see that, in your walk with God, you have emphasized some of those things on God’s heart that fits your lifestyle and desires… 

· While minimizing those things that don’t… then, again, you may have some work to do with God.

I’ve mentioned Andy Stanley a few moments ago.  I’m reading a book by him called, “Louder than Words”… it’s about developing deeper character in our lives.

· And in it he writes “character is acknowledging that life isn’t about doing what’s good for me, or what’s easy for me, or what comes naturally to me.  Character is about being conformed to His image, not conforming Him to ours.”

· If our hearts are to walk in authentic, intimate relationship with God, and yet our lifestyle & passions reflect values & standards different from God’s… 

· Then we need to consider whether we have created a caricature of God… forged out of our desire to fit God into our preferred lifestyle.

And to help us see whether this has become true, in any way in our lives, God says to us in the passage we looked at just two weeks ago in Amos 7:7, that He has set a plumb-line alongside His people… to measure His community against one of His clearest standards…
· And that is, are you feeding the hungry? Are you ministering to the sick? Are you standing up for the oppressed? Are you caring for the lonely widows? Are you befriending those being discriminated against?  

· That’s the plumb line, the measure God has set for us in the Book of Amos. He says, that’s the standard that I’ll measure you by.

· So want to ask you… As you place yourself before God’s standard, is your heart true to plumb? Are you grieved over what grieves Him?
· Does your life reflect God’s heart in this area… because, guys, this means something to Him? So, just between you and God… is your life true to plumb?

In the most powerful way Jesus could have expressed it, in Matthew 25, He says that in His judgment of humanity, what He expects to characterize His people, are hearts of compassion…

· For Him, that’s the ultimate expression of a transformed life…

· That of all the values embraced within the Kingdom of God-- love, mercy, and compassion are the most important… 

· In every respect, they authenticate our faith and identify us as His people…. 
· They demonstrate & validate that life we receive solely by His grace as we believe in Jesus.

You see, whenever we see another human being in need, somebody loaded down with a burden, we have a choice. 

· We can extend our hand. We can notice. We can see. We can feel. We can hear. We can pray. We can care. We can serve. 

· We can extend ourselves OR… We can avoid. We can withdraw. We can look the other way. 

· We can even come up with some reason why it’s not that important… 

· We can minimize the weight God places on this because it conflicts with our plans and our lifestyle.

· Or, we can just dodge the issue altogether.  

· It’s up to you.
So, how will you respond?  How will you respond to Jesus’ call in John 14:15 when He said, “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments.”
· Will we pick and choose which of those commandments works with our personalities & plans?  

· Will we forge for ourselves and worship a caricature of God created by us to keep us comfortable and feeling good?

· If so, our hearts will grow colder and more calloused to Him and His voice in our lives will grow increasingly dim.

But, if we begin to say yes… if we make His presence the priority in our lives… if we embrace His passions & His purposes in our lives… regardless of their impact upon our plans and desires… 

· Then we’ll find our hearts growing more and more passionate for Him.  Suddenly the love relationship we experienced with Him is renewed…

· Suddenly, a six-hour drive each way to be with the one you love seems like a drop in the bucket compared to an afternoon spent with each other.

· All of a sudden your heart begins to feel more of what He feels… you find yourself loving, more and more, the things that He loves. And grieving for what it is He is grieving for.

· You begin to see the poor differently… as indifference is replaced by indignance at the injustices & suffering around us. 

What is God asking for?  Micah 6:8 says, “He has shown you, O man, what is good; And what does the Lord require of you. But to do justly, To love mercy, And to walk humbly with your God?”
