Eph 4:29-5:2 LOVE IN THE TRENCHES 2/14/10

Introduction:

A. lllus.: As Dave Barry used to write, I’'m not making this up.
MEMPHIS — In the back room of a theater on Beale Street, John Renken, 37, a pastor, recently led a
group of young men in prayer. “Father, we thank you for tonight,” he said. “We pray that we will be a
representation of you.” [So far, so good.]

An hour later, a member of his flock who had bowed his head was now unleashing a torrent of
blows on an opponent, and Mr. Renken was offering guidance that was not exactly prayerful. “Hard
punches!” he shouted from the sidelines of a martial arts event called Cage Assault. “Finish the fight!
To the head! To the head!”

The young man was a member of a fight team at Xtreme Ministries, a small church near Nashville
that doubles as a mixed martial arts academy. Mr. Renken, who founded the church and academy,
doubles as the team’s coach. The school’s motto is “Where Feet, Fist and Faith Collide.”

The article tells about another church near Seattle where the pastor told the reporter, “Compassion
and love—we agree with all that stuff, too, but what led me to find Christ was that Jesus was a fighter.”
That church sells T-shirts that read “Predestined to Fight‘.”i

| bet those congregational meetings are interesting. | wonder how you get on the Elder Board?

B. Most of the time, fighting is what kills churches and it is the name and reputation of Jesus that takes a
beating. The tragic irony is that Christ has gifted his church with all she needs to be supernaturally
unified and loving. Our study of Ephesians has taught us, as Mike McDonough put it in our elders’
meeting, “We know how to do community better than anyone else.” Jesus said our love for one
another would show the world that we are his disciples. The loving unity in our church is intended to
be our medicine and megaphone to a world of lonely and self-centered people.

C. But you know as well as | do that churches have a way of turning into fight clubs. And there’s not a soul
here who is not vulnerable. Last Sunday, in Eph 4:25-28, Paul warned us about unity bombs like lying,
anger and selfishness hidden in each of our hearts which must be diffused if we are to preserve the
unity of the church. Today Paul continues that line of thinking in v.29-3 2 Lthink the point of those
verses is:

. LET US LOVE ONE ANOTHER EVEN WHEN WE’RE TICKED OFF (4:29-32)

There are three requirements here if we are to do that:

A. Let us always choose our words carefully (v.29-30). lllus.: When we were waiting for our kids to head
off to the winter retreat on Friday one of the parents was telling me about his creative use of stink
bombs at retreats he’d attended. Stink bombs, he told me, smell like the worst rotten eggs you can
imagine. A vial quietly slipped through the door of a cabin, say, can bring a whole cabin of Jr. High boys
to their knees! This word, Gunwholesome¢ means rotten, decayed. Stink-bomb words. Here are words
dripping with sarcasm or contempt, or words poisoned with slander, lies or innuendo, words that stink
of vulgarity, or that reek with abuse and insult. And the people who receive those words are poisoned
and sickened. Plus, words like that are contagious, spreading more rottenness to the language of
others. Like stink bombs, they provoke a ‘gotta-get-even’ in their victims.

Instead, our talk should only be “what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that
it may benefit those who listen.” Here is a picture of our words carrying strong stones or beautiful
glass for the building of inner temple of fellow believers. The word “benefit” means “give grace;”
words that convey grace to those who listen. As Christians, our words—even when we’re ticked off—
must be constructive and grace-filled. The Message puts that last phrase, 8 S @S NB & 20NdRew!
life in Christ gives us a new capacity to speak what is wholesome, helpful and grace-giving, even when
we’re upset! So whether we are kidding around or counseling, chatting or challenging, writing or
singing, our words can shape the architecture of another person’s soul; our words can satisfy the
secret need of a sister or brother’s heart. Every word can be a gift.
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Do you see how v.30 is tied to v.29 by an and. “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom
you were sealed for the day of redemption.” Paul was thinking of a sad passage in Is. 63:9-10 about
God’s love for his people:

“In all their distress he too was distressed,

And the angel of his presence saved them.

In his love and mercy he redeemed them;

He lifted them up and carried them
All the days of old

Yet they rebelled and grieved his Holy Spirit.”

When we won't listen to God’s Spirit, after all he has done to love and save us, he is grieved.

No Christian ever resorts to throwing stink bombs into his/her conversation but that the Holy Spirit
within them has been pleading with them to hold their tongue. He sees our temperature rising, or our
cynicism looking for words, or our pride preparing a few arrogant remarks and he sets off alarms in
your heart—auugah! auugah!—“don’t say it! Hold your tongue. Think about what you’re going to say!”
And when we pay no attention he is grieved.

“The Holy Spirit of God” is not your conscience. He is your loving companion, sent by God to seal
your salvation and bring you safely home, and when we let unwholesome talk come out of our mouths
it not only offends his holiness, but it is also grieves him because we’ve flat out ignored his pleas that
we hold our tongues. So the damage is more than doubled—our rotten talk has torn down someone
else, and God’s Spirit within us is grieved. And if the Spirit of God is grieved how great will be the
heartache of the church?

So let us always choose our words carefully. Secondly,

Let us rid ourselves of all anger gone bad (v.31). As we talked about last week, angry feelings come

upon all of us, and sometimes it is even righteous. But anger is always, always dangerous, and left out

overnight, it goes bad. V.31 tells us what anger gone bad looks like. Bitterness is hurt crusted with
anger. Rage and anger are the red face, the exploding language, the slammed door. Brawling is anger
making a terrible scene, with or without flying fists. It is a clamor even bystanders cannot ignore.

Slander is the word ‘blasphemy’. It is the worst kind of verbal trashing; taking away a person’s

reputation, and at its worst, trashing even God. Malice is the thug mindset that unchecked anger stirs

in us, it is a heart that is a menace wherever it goes.

The word picture here is that we must get under this terrible burden of anger, as if it is a heavy old
trunk, hoist it up and carry it out to the curb. If you need help to do that, we will help you, but for all of
our sakes, please “get rid” of all that anger gone bad.

And that bringsustov . 3 EZen.when we’re ticked off, let us always respond redemptively. This is

one of the first verses we teach little kids in Sunday School. | suspect it is in the vain hope by the

teachers that it will have some effect on the hair-pulling and toy-stealing! They’re on to something,

because thisgentle-h ear t ed verse is targeting the ti mes
damage. Three key words here:

1. “Bekind... to one another.” That means do something gracious, something gentle, something
good—especially when a Christian brother or sister has been difficult, rude, or hurtful. Christian
kindness gives grace the upper hand. Remember, “Be kind, for every person you meet is fighting a
great battle.” philo]

2. “Be compassionate to one another.” In the Bible, especially when this word is used to describe
God, it almost always speaks of his attitude toward sinners. Remember the father of the prodigal
son, that wastrel and ingrate, who came home only when he had no other option? “But while he
was a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him.” Compassion?
Compassion is for innocent victims—like the kids in Haiti—not for people who hurt other people...
especially when they hurt me! But we Christians are called to compassion even for people who’ve
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hurt us because we know what a burden sin is; we know what the sinner has lost; we know how
terrible a heart like that feels, and how dark is that kind of night. Be kind, be compassionate, and
then...

3. “Forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.” In the intimacy of a church or home, you
can really get hurt badly, and it isn’t right. People shouldn’t get away with words like those, with
that kind of gossip or power-play or thoughtlessness. Something has to be done! But if we ask the
Lord, he always says, “Be kind, be compassionate, and forgive.” We are to forgive because God
forgave us. The Bible brings us back to that again and again, doesn’t it? The Greek words behind
‘forgiving’ and ‘forgave’ here mean grace. Gracing others with forgiveness as God graced you when
he forgave you. Grace is always an undeserved gift. Forgiveness is a gift we choose to give, with the
help of Jesus. And it is especially necessary in the church if we are to be the kind of loving body
Christ created us to be. lllus.: Clara Barton, the founder of the American Red Cross, was reminded
one day of a vicious deed that someone had done to her years before. But she acted as if she had
never heard of the incident. "Don't you remember it?" her friend asked. "No," Barton replied. "I
distinctly remember forgetting it."

Even when we’re ticked off, let us always respond redemptively.

Now in 5:1-2 Paul summarizes the commands of the last several verses...

HERE'S THE BOTTOM LINE: LET US IMITATE GOD (5:1-2)

The Message puts it, “Watch what God does and then you do it.” The Greek word here is the source of our
word mimic. Mimic God. That seems pretty daunting doesn’t it! Talk about setting the bar high! But
remember three things:

A. We have God’s own Holy Spirit with and among us. He can make what God thinks and does natural to

us. He gradually shapes our minds and hearts through Scripture and the church. He gently puts his
hand on our backs as we walk. He whispers in our ears. He changes our spiritual DNA. He gives us the
mind of Christ and power to live holy lives. When we’re confronted with difficult situations in the
church or our homes—when we’re tempted to lying or anger, to self-absorption or unwholesome
talk—we don’t have to respond badly. We really can do what God would do.

We are “dearly loved children”? We mimic God’s love the way a little boy wants to be like his dad. We
love how it feels when God loves us, when God forgives us, when God is kind and compassionate with
us. We imitate our Father’s love because his love has been such a gift to us.

V.2, “And live a life of love,” or literally, “Walk in the way of love.” Whatever it is you and | have to walk
through, whatever conflict or crisis, whatever long night or battle-gray day, there is through that
situation a “way of love.” Jesus found a way to walk through the very worst of this world on a path of
love, and we can walk in his footsteps.

“Just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us.” Loving and forgiving people who hurt usis a
sacrifice. Kindness is a sacrifice. Compassion is a sacrifice. Forgiveness is a sacrifice. It was for Jesus,
too. But it was not an empty sacrifice, and our sacrifices to live a life of love are not empty either. They
draw people to God and his grace.

And those sacrifices delight God. “A fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” When God sees one of
the people he has loved and forgiven mimic him by loving and forgiving someone else, especially in the
church, he breathes in the fragrance of that sacrifice with delight, the way we breathe in the breath of
roses from our beloved.

Conclusion

Lent begins this week. Originally in the church, Lent was a time when new believers were instructed in the

faith in advance of their baptism on Easter Sunday. We’ve gotten away from that. But what if we each saw
these next few weeks as a time to focus on this one basic of the Christian life: live a life of love. | know | heed
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to step up my “life of love” for other people. | need to focus on that more than I've been doing. How about
you? Instead of going without sweets or coffee, why not look for ways to sacrifice in the pursuit of love? |
suppose some days the sacrifice will be what | do and some days what | don’t do. I’'m going to try to do this at
least once each day in a way | might not have otherwise
| am going to make this pledge, and | invite you to join me:
With God’s hel p, I w i, liké Jesuis,mwilt sacttifiee inlordesto doit.f e o f
If you’re in, write it down. We start on Wednesday. What do you think? Look, I'm going to need your help.
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