SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 25, 1983

“GOD AS LOVER”
(No, 2 in a Series on “The Statement of Faith”)

[ John 4.:7-12, 19-21
John 3:16-17

What is the Christian religion? How would

vou define the Christian faith? What is it
all about? These questions get all kinds of

answers. “The Christlian faith is following
the ten commandments,” says one person. “It’s
obeying the golden rule,” says another, “It’s
belonging to the church,” says still another.,
And there are many more answers, some partly
true, others far removed. The point is, for
many people the Christian faith is many times
thought of In terms of our having to do
something, of our obeying rules or commandments
or fulfilling requirements.

But the Christian faith is first and foremost
and essentially a distinctive message and
pelief about God., It is not primarily a new
ethic., It is not in the main a philosophy of
[1fe or a social or political program. To be
sure, all these 1ssues from 1t--1t involves
an ethic, supplies a philosophy, proclaims
forgliveness for all people, but at the
foundation, at the center, basically, it is a




message about God, about what God has done,

what God is doing and what God will continue
to do. Thus the Statement of Faith which we

are considering in this sermon series 1s (God-

centered.

Last Sunday 1in the first sermon in this
series, we looked at God’s activity as the
creator, and we considered some new and
additional metaphors and adjectives for our
talking about God. One of the traditional

metaphors 1s to think of God as a ldving
father, however it ig equally appropriate to

think of God as a loving mother, God as lover
and God as friend.

Today we come to the very center of the

message about God which the Christian faith
Droclaims--the Statement of Faith puts it

this way: “In Jesus Christ, the man of
Nazareth, our crucified and risen Lord, God
has come to us and shared our common lot,

conquering sin

whole creation

and death and reconciling the
to its Creator.”

To say that God has come to us In Jesus iIs 3
concrete and personal way of speaking about

God as lover.

IT there 1s one word the

Christian tradition has been willing to apply
unqualifiedly to God it is “love.” (od

exemplifies love, God is the model of love.
We learn what love is by looking to God, not

to ourselves,

God loves not only us, but the



whole creation. The gospel of John puts it
very succinctly--"God so loved the world,
that God came to us 1In Jesus--in a human
being.”

Thus we learn most about God as lover by
looking at the story of Jesus of Nazareth,
his teachings, death and resurrection. In a
little country which we now call Israel,
about 2000 years ago, Jesus was born into a
Jewish family. He grew up in the small town

of Nazareth, was educated in the local
synagogue in the Jewish religious tradition

and for the greater part of his life was a
working carpenter in the same town.

He wrote no books. His friends were mostly
common people, fishermen and peasants and the
outcasts of society. When at about age 30,
he began his public ministry as a itinerant
teacher, his own family tried to dissuade
him., The theologicans, priests, religious
leaders and clever people were not impressed
by him,

Soon he began to gather a small group of
disciples who walked about the countryside
with him, he crowds at first gathered
inquisitively to listen to his teaching and
many came to be healed of their diseases.

His teaching, his vocabulary, his rhetoric,
his style were solidly in the Jewish tradition.
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ferment on the fringes of the Roman Empire--
hardly worth noticing., The stone was rolled

across the entrance to the tomb and he ought
to have been promptly forgotten.

But he wasn’t. For something strange happened.
[t was rumored that death had not finished
him. It was reported that he had been seen
alive. And then quite suddenly, the same
disciples who had deserted him, appeared 1in
the streets proclaiming that he had risen.

They said he had come back to them. They now
had his power. Instead of being in one place,

he was Nnow everywhere,

Was 1t surprising that the world hearingd

that, tried to laugh it to scorn? But the
story continued to circulate and his followers
continued to tell others about this love of
God that had come among them, and the
extraordinary thing 1s that neither the
laughter nor the force of the Roman Empire,
nor anything else could stop the message of
Jesus. The persistence of Jesus In life was
a validation of his message. God 1s a lover
of this world and of each one of us in it,

[t’s an astounding claim. God has come to Uus

and IS with us in every aspect of life and
death. he Statement of Faith puts it this
way, "God has come to us and shared our common

lot,” To say that Jesus shared our common
lot is to say that Jesus was fully human even
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and saves the world because it 1S valuable,
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models for us, persists because the other 1Is,
given whatever negative qualities, still
worthy and desirable. To be sure, we human
beings cannot 1n some circumstances attain
this 1deal.

But as a model for God’s love to us as seen
and experienced in Jesus, and hence our love
to others 1n our time, which 1s better? Is

it better as has been usual In the tradition
to love others in spite of their worthlessness

(recall the old adage, “Hate the sin, but
love the sinner.”) or because of their

valuableness? Do we want to be loved 1in
spite of who we are, or because of who we
are? Would you rather be told by someone who
loves you, "I love you in spite of the fact
that you are a worthless, no good bum.” Or,
“I love you because you are a child of God
and therefore of value to God and to me.”

God as lover values the world and all its
creatures so passionately and totally that
God enters into the beloved, becoming one
with them. As God did In Jesus, God also
invites us to become lovers of the world and
healers of 1tsS wounds.

In this model of God as lover, salvation is
not something recelived so much as 1t IS
something performed; it 1s not something that
nappens to us SO much as something we
participate in. In this model of salvation,
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1t 1Is not sufficient to be loved; it Is
necessary also to love. We are made whole
only as we participate in the process of
making whole,
salvation as well as the salvation of others.
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joyous, God is there too. Problems will

still arise, temptations will come. We still
have to work each day; our loved ones will

die and so will we. But 1n all of this, God
1S with us and God’s love is at work redeeming
us and all of creation. "In Jesus Christ,
the man of Nazareth, our crucified and riser
Lord, God has come to us and shared our common
lot, conquering sin and death and reconciling
the whole creation to i1ts creator. AMEN.

Let us now join together 1n saying the
Statement of Failth.



