ST TIMOTHY'S CHURCH - SERMON NOTES + GROUP NOTES

	DATE
	SUBJECT     (also at StTims.org.uk)
	TEXTS      

	17/05/09
	To love = to lay down your life
	John 15.8-17; Luke 6.27-38


“I have told you this so that my JOY may be in you and that your JOY may be complete. John 15.11:

Do you believe that? That it is possible for you?

That God loves us and delights in us and longs for us to experience fullness of joy?

It's not just in the Gospel of John…

for instance Romans 14: the Kingdom of God is more than eating and drinking: it is the Righteousness JOY and peace which the Holy Spirit gives;  Galatians 5.22 - the fruit of the spirit is Love JOY peace; Philippians 4.4 REJOICE in the Lord always again I say REJOICE; one Thessalonians 5.16: REJOICE always pray constantly give thanks in all circumstances for this is the will of God in Christ for you. 
This is God’s desire for you. Do you believe it - that it is possible? Do you expect it? 
We so easily doubt God - think that the Christian life will be a ghastly moral obligation etc

That is the lie of the devil - from Genesis 3 onwards when he convinced the man and the woman that God's motives were impure. Christians can begin to doubt God too
But what kind of joy is this?

Notice that it is HIS joy… so it is likely to be a different kind of joy than some kind of permanent feeling of happiness.
Indeed Isaiah 53.3 is a prophecy which said that Jesus would be… despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief. 
So this is hardly going to be an experience of constant bliss…
So let's look at the context of the passage to understand how God wants us to come to experience this joy:
V5: “I am the vine, and you are the branches. Those who remain in me, and I in them, will bear much fruit; for you can do nothing without me...” 
Jesus plans our lives to be fruitful in his service. Indeed verse 16 says: You did not choose me; I chose you and appointed you to go and bear much fruit, the kind of fruit that endures
we are chosen and destined to bear fruit, to be useful in God's service to achieve something significant for him that lasts, that endures. One of the most dreadful thing about being unemployed is a feeling that our lives are not valuable that we are worthless. Conversely one of the greatest joys of all is to know that our lives have been valuable, are valuable, are useful.

HOW bear fruit? 

V5 also tells us what we need to do to bear much fruit:  Those who remain in me, and I in them, will bear much fruit; for you can do nothing without me...”
We need to be rooted and grounded in the vine if the sap is to rise up within us and bear much fruit.

How are we to remain in him - and he in us? 
Naturally we think of spiritual disciplines like reading the Bible, praying, coming to church, being involved in a fellowship group. Quite rightly so because without the use we will certainly drift away. But he Jesus is telling us that these alone will be insufficient. The most important thing is this:
V10 if you obey my commands you will remain in my love just I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love
How do we remain united to him? By obeying his commands

What is his command? Evangelism? Coming to church? Etc. etc?

My commandment is this: Love one another, just as I have loved you. v12.

What does this mean? What does it mean to love one another - eg after the service over coffee - or over lunch - at home - or tomorrow at work - your command from God for you at work - is to love - at Choir practice?
My life is to be a channel of love (much like the song, make me a channel of your peace… make me a channel of your love)
Most people will have seen a chocolate fountain: liquid Belgian chocolate cascading down from the top over successive layers; a veritable curtain of falling liquid chocolate into which you dip various gastronomic delights -- delicious!

In the same way my life is to be a Fountain of Love, God's love flowing out from my life cascading down into the lives of others, so that everyone whose life I touch is blessed by an expression of God's love flowing out of me.

But what kind of love is this? Jesus says Love one another just as I have loved you
The love that Jesus has for us is unconditional. Romans 5 says “it was while we were yet sinners that Christ died for us”
Most of the love around us - even perhaps within the church - is conditional: I love you, you love me; I give to you, you give to me. Friendship, hospitality, service, etc. You scratch my back and I'll scratch yours. Quid quo pro. 
The Love of Jesus is sacrificial love, self giving, generous

V13 - the greatest love a person can have for his friends is to give his life for them.

To love someone is to value someone’s life above your own - lay down what is precious to you - for them 
Jesus did this - giving without expecting reward - trusting his Father to provide and protect - even unto death.

And he called his disciples to echo the same kind of love: 

Seek first the Kingdom of God and he will provide you with all you need. Trust God even for essentials and he will make you prosper one way or another. This is the teaching echoed in Luke 6:
“If anyone hits you on one cheek, let him hit the other one too; if someone takes your coat, let him have your shirt as well. Give to everyone who asks you for something, and when someone takes what is yours, do not ask for it back… If you love only the people who love you, why should you receive a blessing?” Luke 6.27-32
He is asking us, daring us, to love that way, like him. Humanly speaking it looks crazy. 
Sounds too much like hard work!

But he is assuring us that if we are willing to step out in weakness, in obedience to him to allow our lives to be a channel for his love to flow through us into others where there is need, he will bless us. In two ways. Of course he will provide for us at sea as promised -- that if we seek first to Kingdom of God he will provide for us. But more than that, he will bless us with the fellowship of the holy spirit as we do this, drawing close to those whose lives please him and bless him in their willingness to trust and obey. Giving without hope of award is Christ like love.

This is where we are heading as Christians. Not that we will ever perfectly reflect that kind of love - in this life! And no doubt we will fall back into the quid pro quo mentality quite a lot. But this is where we are heading, to live like Christ to love like Christ to bear fruit like Christ. And if we listen and obey the Spirit he will guide us so that we will grow incrementally to become more like Christ: more like him this week and last, this month and last month, this year than last year, etc.
In practise what it means is that most of the time we live in the normal round of give and receive. Most of the time when we give we know that sooner or later we will get back. But God will present us with specific opportunities where we have a chance to demonstrate his life within us -- to give in a situation where we are not likely to get back; where we had to lay down something precious to someone else - who may or may not be deserving!

What God wants from us is that we are willing to be led by the Spirit when the time comes. We know the theory that it is more better to give than receive, but when it comes to practice will we be obedient to the prompting of the spirit?

Jesus looks to have a relationship with us in which he is a good Shepherd and we other sheep and follow him as he calls us by name. This is the teaching of John 10.3,4:
The sheep hear the shepherd’s voice as he calls his own sheep by name, and he leads them out. When he has brought them out, he goes ahead of them, and the sheep follow him, because they know his voice. 
Do you and I know the voice of Jesus, as he expects us to? Are we in the habit of listening out for his voice as he beckons us to follow him? As he calls us out by name. He knows is personally and intimately, knowing what we can take and what we can't.

From time to time we will sense his voice calling us to follow him, to step out on water, into the unknown, to be with him where he is loving those who are in need. He once asked to share with him the trust of the father, to share with him the fellowship of the holy spirit as we walk with him in the Resurrection life of Jesus.

And in so doing, the love of Jesus will cascade from our lives into the lives of others, bearing much fruit for his glory.

And bringing us his joy in the process!

And we will fall - but he loves us anyway - help us to try again…

Please see below for questions relating to this sermon, linking into the Asha Project
Questions for this week:
1. The John 15 passage
1. How can Jesus be both “a man of sorrows acquainted with grief” - and the source of complete joy?!
2. How does this resonate with what Paul says in 2 Corinthians 6:4-10
a. Rather, as servants of God we commend ourselves in every way: in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and distresses; in beatings, imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger; in purity, understanding, patience and kindness; in the Holy Spirit and in sincere love; in truthful speech and in the power of God; with weapons of righteousness in the right hand and in the left; through glory and dishonour, bad report and good report; genuine, yet regarded as impostors; known, yet regarded as unknown; dying, and yet we live on; beaten, and yet not killed; sorrowful, YET ALWAYS REJOICING; poor, yet making many rich; having nothing, and yet possessing everything.
3. How does Paul’s “always rejoicing” above compare with the idea of “joy” that most people understand outside - and perhaps inside - the church? Why is there a difference? Do Christians today see the difference? 
4. What is the key to the joy Jesus and Paul spoke about do you think? What have you learnt about it from John 15?

5. How can Jesus help us to experience this kind of joy more? 
6. Why do you think that obedience is the key to remaining united to Jesus, rather than, say, prayer?

7. What does Jesus mean, that we should love one another as he loves us? What does this mean in practice?
8. Why is it a Commandment? Why is it in fact the ONLY commandment He gave us? 
9. What does this fact tell us?

10. How can we learn to love unconditionally - like Jesus?

11. What opportunities to love unconditionally might God give us in our normal week? At Home, work, Church, etc?
12. How can we learn to be more open to being led by the Spirit in such cases? How might this lead to Joy?
13. What are the battles we face? How can we make headway? How might the group help us?
2. ASHA project - Unconditional Love in Action
1. Why is the John 15 passage relevant to our Link with Asha? What might we learn about unconditional love, obedience, abiding in Jesus, Joy, and bearing fruit, through our link with this Christian project?

2. Why having a close and personal link with a project like Asha help us to learn more deeply about Christian giving, sharing and trusting in God?

3. The AIM of our link with Asha is to help us to…
A) begin to really change our perception of the gap between rich and poor

B) begin to really change our lifestyle and our attitudes 

C) grow spiritually in faith and love, 

D) …which will also help us to shine for Jesus amongst the wider community

With the result that…

We reconnect with those in our community who are seeking after, or are open to, some spiritual answer to life – and then help them become disciples of Jesus 

From what you have experienced and understood of our Link with ASHA so far, 
in what way do you think it might help us progressively to achieve these aims? 
4. How can we / I get involved? Here are some suggestions to discuss in your group - or think of more!
	A) CHANGE YOUR PERCEPTION
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	Find out more about Asha - from the website, from Leaflets in church etc.
	

	Join St Tims Friends-of-Asha - to receive regular info and be on hand to help with practical things.
	

	Find out about directly emailing members of the ASHA project
	

	Get your group or organisation to develop a personal link with one of the groups at ASHA
	

	Consider going with Phil to visit Asha later this year (or perhaps February next year)
	

	B) CHANGE YOUR LIFESTYLE
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	i) save money to give to Asha:

eg. eat less meat, forego some treats, buy fewer clothes, mend things instead of throwing away, make things last longer, redecorate less, use soap nuts instead of laundry powder (www.inasoapnutshell.com), talk more & spend less - it soon adds up! A small amount here goes a long way there!
	

	ii) use the resource share database etc, and make a donation to Asha
	

	iii) reduce your environmental impact to indirectly reduce your impact on the lives of poor people around the world: 

eg. chose products with less packaging, use less energy in your home, use the car less, eat less meat, recycle more, etc
	

	Give money directly to the various Asha fundraising events or gift aid directly to Asha through http://www.justgiving.com/friendsofasha 
	

	Join ReActs2 - which meets once per month on a Tuesday evening to encourage each other in living more simply and promoting an Acts 2 lifestyle in the Church.
	

	Sign up to become involved in BLAST-for-ASHA
	

	C) SEEK TO GROW SPIRITUALLY as we allow God to challenge and change us!
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	Commit to pray for ASHA - sign up to get notifications about the Asha prayer request section on the St Tims website. (NB uploaded by the end of May)
	

	Read the bible more - especially passages like the sermon on the Mount and others that look at trusting God more for material things and living generously
	

	Ask God to help you respond to what He shows you about this link - how he wants you to learn to live more by faith and let go. To live more simply that others might simply live.
	

	Ask members of your Fellowship group or prayer triplet to support you in this
	

	D) HELP US TO SHINE FOR JESUS
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	Pray and Invite a non-Christian friend to a Church organised ASHA event (eg September International evening or December Christmas dance)
	

	Organise a fun-fundraising event as a homegroup, or your organisation - and invite friends along!
	

	Think about how you might answer people who ask questions as to why we are doing all this (1 Pet 3.15)
	


