Sunday, August 29, 2010 – Missionary Update for Rob & Martine Karch – 50th Wedding Anniversary Celebration for Jim & Gail Johnson
Relational Imperatives for Christians: #4. Love One Another
John 13:34-35; Galatians 5:14-15; Romans 12:10; 13:8-10
34 "A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 

35 By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another."
John 13:34-35 NIV

-----------
This morning I am wrapping up a four-part series on 4 general, yet major, Biblical and relational imperatives for Christians. I first addressed the command to serve one another. I linked that to the command to encourage one another. Second, we highlighted the command to be patient with one another. Last week our focus was on the command to forgive one another. You may recall that I spoke of these general commands as bundled commands in that they necessarily involve a number of other complementary commands in order to carry them out.

This week we look at the command that bundles together all the other bundled commands. In other words, it’s the queen of all commands as it gathers up all the other relational imperatives of Scripture and makes them into one over-arching command. It’s the relational imperative to love one another. 

Now I seriously believe that the Scriptures command us as believers in Christ and followers of Him to obey these relational imperatives precisely because they express the transformed character of those who have surrendered their lives to Jesus Christ. What I’m trying to say is that these relational commands are simply reflections of the work of God in a person’s life. They bear testimony to the power of God to change lives, to turn selfish and prideful people into joyful servants, to make irritable people into pleasantly patient partners and to take highly offended people and convert them into genuinely forgiving friends. And the mysterious miracle of all these relational imperatives is that God attaches each one of these changed people together in one body and He calls them His church. Thus, when a community of divinely transformed people work, live and play together, they display the glory of God to the watching world.

I believe this last statement could be a translation of our primary text for today. John 13:34 & 35 (NIV) 34 “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 35 By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you love one another.” 
Obedient Christians gather together will display by their conduct that Jesus Christ is their Savior and Lord.
Three weeks ago I did comment about the increasing opposition that Christianity is facing in our own American culture. Never in my lifetime has there been as much anti-church, anti-Christ rhetoric as I am seeing at this present time. Clearly, Christianity is losing its public welcome. Christian values no longer are held in high esteem among a vast number of public leaders.
All the while this is going on, Christ is calling on us as a Christian community to be His church within a hostile world. What we are experiencing is really nothing new for Christians over the centuries. In fact, it may be closer to the norm.

But, Christ’s message to His church does not change. We are still called to worship Him as the Lord above all lords. We are still called to be His people displaying His glory wherever we are. We are still called to make the Gospel message known to the world around us by word and by deed. Christianity was born in a hostile environment. We have tons of historical records that show that Christianity suffered greatly through persecution. And we have tons of stories that say that the blood of martyrs dissolved hatred and with the persuasion of the Holy Spirit turned hardened hearts to their Savior in repentance.

That is the historical record of Christianity. That is our legacy. A people called by God to follow Jesus Christ no matter the cost.

This is the backdrop for our discussion of the relational imperatives for Christians. Just because it is more difficult to live like a Christian, just because Christian values are not honored in our community, just because we may be hated for following Christ, does not mean Christ is any less Lord of our lives or that His call for us to be His church in this world is any less to be obeyed.
Christ has called on us to participate in what we may inadequately describe as a highly risky experiment. I think I just described faith. Faith is trusting someone enough to obey him or her. Each time we obey, we are testing our trust. Thus, each act of obedience is a risky experiment, though, one should safely conclude that after an extensive pattern has been established that a person is trustworthy the risk level certainly should diminish to a low, even very low risk.

I believe that the relational imperatives of Scripture challenge us to consider our trust level with Jesus Christ. Do we believe Him?

So, let’s look a bit more closely at John 13:34 & 35 (NIV) 34 “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 35 By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you love one another.” 
This is the epitome of the Bible’s relational imperatives. It’s the summation of all relational imperatives. Yet, as lofty as the command to love one another may be, it makes no sense apart from the sacrificial love of God demonstrated to us in His Son Jesus Christ. And it almost goes without saying that it makes no sense apart from God’s intention to create a community that displays His glory here on earth.

So, when you read verse 35, am I correct in saying that loving each other as Jesus has loved us will communicate to those who see our love that we are disciples of Jesus Christ? Is that an accurate reading of John 13:35? 35 By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you love one another.
So then, according to this teaching of Jesus, can we say that a major evangelistic strategy for us as a church should be to make sure we are loving each other? In our second hour together, I will give you an opportunity to disagree with that statement. But, you must convince us from Scripture that our loving each other as Christ has loved us is not a God-given and God-inspired strategy to make the Gospel message known to the watching world.

Our conversion from a rebel to a servant, from a sinner dead in sins to a new born alive in Christ, places us in a community of other former rebels and dead sinners who are now servants alive in Christ loving others in the way we were loved by Christ. That my friends is the church. That is New Heights Christian Church.

Jesus restated this command in chapter 15 of John and then clarified what He meant in chapter 13 by specifying that the greatest display of love is to lay down one’s life for a friend.

John 15:12-13 (NIV) 12 My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. 13 Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.
So clearly, Jesus is teaching us that He is establishing a community that gets its identity from Him and displays His glory to the world by behaving like Him.

Now, I want to explore what it is that can overpower our resistance to this command. What keeps us from loving each other as Christ is loving us? And what conquers that resistance?

Whether it makes any sense to you right now or not, what I am trying to give you is an answer to the question, why does Jesus say He is giving us a new command? What makes this command to love one another a new command? Somehow the answer to that question will address the problem of our resistance to the command and how to overcome that resistance.

Now part of the meaning of a new commandment takes us back to the Old Covenant and the well known Ten Commandments. God gave those Ten Commandments shortly after Israel was rescued out of Egypt and led them through the Red Sea into the wilderness. Now, apart from the grounding of those Ten Commandments in what God did for the children of Israel, there would be no point to obeying them. What is it that God did for them?
The Ten Commandments really begin with verse 2 of Exodus 20. Exodus 20:2 (NIV) 2 “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. 
Gerald Borchert says this about the significance of verse 2: “It is only when one understands the foundational liberating act of God for Israel that one recognizes the responsibility to obey the divine commands. To forget the covenant is to set the commands in a sea of meaninglessness.” 

So, when we hear Jesus giving us the imperative to love one another, it is a meaningless command apart from what He has done for us.

And, what has He done for us? When we were dead in our sins, He made us alive together in Him. When we were without any hope, He gave us hope through His redeeming death on the cross. When we were powerless to resist temptation, He implanted His resurrection power in us through His Holy Spirit. Friends, we who have surrendered our lives to Jesus Christ have literally and spiritually been brought back from the dead because of Christ. That is the grounding for obeying the commands of our Savior and Lord. We are alive now because of Him. In the words of our baptism, “buried with Christ; now risen to new life in Christ.” We’re dead men and woman brought back to life by Christ.

When Jesus says He is giving us a new command, He is also taking us back to the Exodus experience of the Israelites and saying: the grounding for Israel’s obedience to the Ten Commandments was My deliverance of them from slavery to Egypt. Now the command I am giving you today to love one another, is grounded in something new. It is grounded in My dying for you on the cross so that you will be delivered from slavery to sin. Jesus gives us a new grounding for our obedience. He gives us a new motivation for doing the relational imperatives. Thus, it is a new command.

So, we know what the command is: love one another. We have the motivation to obey that command because He has pulled us out of the grave and made us alive, more alive than we had ever been before. Now, how do we do this command? How do we love one another?

I would like to try to answer that question by starting it this way. Once I decide to love others as Jesus loves me, this is what I will begin to do:

1. I will remind myself often of the transformation Jesus has worked in my life. I am a sinner, saved by the grace and mercy of God through His Son Jesus Christ. I am a dead man brought back to a new life, entirely different than what life was like before I surrendered to Jesus. I will remind myself that I have been bought with the precious blood of Jesus Christ and am no longer my own boss but owe it all to Him. Who I am has everything to do with whose I am.

2. I will become more observant and a better listener. I will think about the needs of others more. I will listen to the voice of God through His Word and through His Spirit and obey His instructions.

3. I will get in people’s way more. I will get in your way. I will be present in the lives of others. And specifically regarding this command of our Lord to His church, I will get in the way of my church family consistently and faithfully - for apart from getting in the way of the other members of the body of Christ, we have no opportunity to obey this command.

Last weekend, our dear friends from Colorado paid us a visit. They placed themselves in our way. They announced to us upon their arrival, “What can we do to help you get ready to leave for Ecuador?” And they meant it. Well, my “to do” list was long. I knew Don was an electrician and there were a couple of items that were still waiting to be done for Micah and Johanna. So, I asked, would you be willing to fish a wire that Dan Buckett had already set up to go from downstairs to upstairs into the kitchen so we could install the new microwave over the stove? “Of course.” That was last Saturday.

Then on Tuesday, after Micah and Johanna had returned from the trip to Minnesota, Don & Donna joined us for the birthday party. During our time together, out of the blue we discovered that the electrical outlets in Micah and Johanna’s office room were all dead. Because Don understood himself as a servant of Christ, knew that he could at least start the troubleshooting process, offered to attempt to find the solution. And, within 5 minutes he had identified an outlet that had a short and 5 minutes later all the outlets were working again. Don had put himself in our way and could therefore obey Christ’s command to love one another.

I have one other illustration to help us understand our grounding and motivation for doing the Bibles relational imperative to love one another as Christ has loved us.

HAVE YOU BEEN TO AUSCHWITZ?

From Warsaw, take the train south to Krakow.  Find the small bus terminal and buy a ticket to Oswiecim, the pleasant town the Nazis turned into a horror.  From there, catch a tram which will take you to the camp.

On the tram you meet tourists.  You enjoy chatting together.  But then, as the tram nears the camp entrance, you are all suddenly bound by a common curiosity and a common dread.

You cannot quite believe you are here in this notorious place.  The double rows of barbed-wire fencing, the railroad tracks that transported millions to their deaths, the famous iron-arched gate with its ironic motto spelled out in foot-high letters:   “Work makes freedom.”

The camp is silent now, its brick barracks a museum, with rooms full of the ordinary items people brought to their imprisonment:  a huge case of eyeglasses, another of shaving brushes and bowls; stacks of suitcases; and a giant case piled with thousands of shoes, heaped on top of one another.  As you stand before the glass case, you know what happened to the people.

What was it like then? you wonder.  It’s unimaginable to us, this surreal concentration of evil.  How could anyone here have held on to hope of any sort?  Could good ever overcome evil in a place of such cruel despair?  Were there any flickers of faith in this darkness?

Father Maximilian Kolbe was forty-five years old in the early autumn of 1939 when the Nazis invaded his homeland.  He was a Polish monk who had founded the Knights of the Immaculate, a Franciscan order whose headquarters were near Warsaw.  There 762 priests and lay brothers lived in the largest friary in the world.  Father Kolbe presided over this friary with a combination of joy, love and humor that made him beloved by his brethren.

Maximilian Kolbe had a global vision for evangelism, and he saw the budding technology of his day as powerful potentials to be harnessed in his work.  Radio, publishing, mass media – he dreamed of having the resources to spread the good news.  In his room he sat each morning at a pigeonhole desk, a large globe before him, praying over the world and focusing on the many opportunities for the gospel seed to be sown.  He did so tortured by the fact that a far different seed was being spread in those dark days of the late 1930s.

A man with arresting blue eyes and a terrifying power of manipulation had whipped the people of Germany into a frenzy.  Whole nations had already fallen to Adolf Hitler and his Nazis.  Storm troops were already marching in the streets of Austria and Czechoslovakia.

“An atrocious conflict is brewing,” Father Kolbe told a group of friars one day after he had finished his prayers.

“We do not know yet what will develop.  In our beloved Poland we must expect the worst.  During the first three centuries, the Church was persecuted.  The blood of martyrs watered the seeds of Christianity.  Later, when the persecutions ceased, one of the Fathers of the Church deplored the lukewarmness of Christians.  He rejoiced when persecution returned.  In the same way, we must rejoice in what will happen, for in the midst of trials our zeal will become more ardent.”

Father Kolbe was right.  Poland was next.  His zeal did become more ardent.  On the last Sunday in August 1939, he preached an impassioned homily on the three stages of life: preparation, activity, and suffering.

As a young boy, Kolbe told the brothers, he’d had a dream in which he was offered a choice between two crowns:  one white to symbolize purity, the other red for martyrdom.  He had chosen both.  All of his life he had practiced purity; perhaps the Nazis would now provide the opportunity for him to receive the second crown.

Were that to be the case, he said, one thing was sure:  Greater love hath no man than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.  He smiled as he said the words, and those in the small church would carry that phrase to their graves, their zeal for ministry inflamed by the boldness of this bearded, unassuming brother.

On September 1, 1939, the Nazis invaded Poland.  As flames roared in the night and glass shattered, the brothers in the friary prayed.  When the skies cleared temporarily, Father Kolbe sent many of them home to their families; Thirty-six remained with him at the friary, which now became a hospital and haven for refugees.  But not for long.

On September 19, a group of Germans arrived on motorcycles and arrested Father Kolbe and all but two of his friars.  The monks were loaded into trucks, then into livestock wagons, and two days later arrived at Amtitz, a prison camp.

Conditions were horrible, but not horrific.  Prisoners were hungry, but no one died of starvation.  One day the camp administrator’s wife, touched by Father Kolbe’s grace in suffering, sent him a cake; he gathered all the brothers together and each received a thin slice.

The monks slept on beds of straw in barracks overrun by rats.  One night a brother woke from his troubled sleep, aware that someone was touching him.  In the dim light he saw that it was Father Kolbe, tenderly tucking his feet into the dirty rag that served as his blanket.  Kolbe smile, then moved on through the barracks, praying over each brother, sharing a quiet word with those who could not sleep.

Oddly enough, within a few weeks the brothers were released from prison.  Back at the friary, they found the buildings vandalized and the Nazis in control, using the facility as a deportation camp for political prisoners, refugees, and Jews.

The situation was a tremendous opportunity for ministry, and Father Kolbe took full advantage of it, helping the sick, comforting the fearful, and even publishing his magazine, which he now had to deliver by hand.

Sensing the anxiety of some of the brothers, he gathered a group of them before a chalkboard.

“I insist that you become saints,” Kolbe said with a smile, “and great saints!  Does that surprise you?  But remember, my children, that holiness is not a luxury, but a simple duty.  It is Jesus who told us to be perfect as our Father in heaven is perfect.  So do not think it is such a difficult thing.  Actually, it is a very simple mathematical problem.”

On the blackboard he wrote “w” = “W,” grinning widely as he did so.  “A very clear formula, don’t you agree?  The little “w” stands for my will, the capital “W” for the will of God.  When the two wills run counter to each other, you have the cross.  Do you want to get rid of the cross?  Then let your will be identified with the will of God, who wants you to be saints.  Isn’t that simple?  Now all you must do is obey!”

While the monks used their time for such lessons, the Nazis used theirs to decide just how to impose their will on the rest of Europe.  To the Nazis, the Jews and Slavic peoples were the subhumans.  Their cultures and cities were to be erased.  On October 2, while Father Kolbe prayed for his nation, Adolf Hitler outlined a secret memorandum to Hans Frank, the Governor General of Poland.  In a few phrases he determined the grim outcome for millions:

The (ordinary) Poles are especially born for low labor…the Polish gentry must cease to exist…all representatives of the Polish intelligentsia are to be exterminated…There should be one master only for the Poles, the German.

As for Poland’s hundreds of thousands of priests, spiritual leaders in a land nearly 100 percent Catholic?  They will preach what we want them to preach. If any priest acts differently, we shall make short work of him. The task of the priests is to keep the Poles quiet, stupid and dull-witted.

Maximilian Kolbe was clearly a priest who “acted differently” from the Nazis’ designs.  In early February 1941, the Polish underground smuggled word to Kolbe that his name was on a Gestapo list.  He was about to be arrested.  Kolbe knew what happened to those who tried to elude the Nazis grasp; their friends and colleagues and families were taken instead.  He had no wife or children; his church was his family.  And he could not risk the loss of any of his brothers in Christ.  So he stayed.

At nine o’clock on the morning of February 17, Father Kolbe was sitting at his desk, his eyes and prayers on the globe before him, when he heard the sound of heavy vehicles outside the thick panes of his windows.  He knew it was the Nazis, but he remained at his desk.  He would wait for them to come to him.

After being held in Nazi prisons for several months, Father Kolbe was found guilty of the crime of publishing unapproved materials and sentenced to Auschwitz.  Upon his arrival at the camp in May 1941, an SS officer informed him that the life expectancy of priests there was about a month.

Kolbe was transferred to Barracks 14, where he continued to minister to his fellow prisoners, hearing their confessions, praying with them, comforting them.  He would hug thin shoulders beneath gray striped uniforms and nod his understanding as men poured out their hearts.  Then he would raise his emaciated arm and make the sign of the cross.

The cross, he thought.  Christ’s cross has triumphed over its enemies in every age.  I believe, in the end, even in these darkest days in Poland, the cross will triumph over the swastika.  I pray I can be faithful to that end.

Then one July night the air was suddenly filled with the baying of dogs and the roar of motorcycles.  A man had escaped from Barracks 14.

The next morning there was a peculiar tension as the ranks of prisoners lined up for morning roll call in the central square, their eyes on the large gallows before them.  But there was no condemned man standing there.  That meant the prisoner had made it out of Auschwitz.  And that meant death for some of those who remained.

After the roll call, Camp Commandant Fritsch ordered the dismissal of all but Barracks 14.  While the rest of the camp went about its duties, the prisoners from Barracks 14 stood motionless in line.  They waited.  Hours passed.  The summer sun beat down.  Some fainted and were dragged away.  Father Kolbe, by some miracle, stayed on his feet, his posture as straight as his resolve.

By evening roll call the commandant was ready to levy sentence.  Fritsch began to speak, the veins in his thick neck standing out with rage.  “The fugitive has not been found,” he screamed. “Ten of you will die for him in the starvation bunker.  Next time, twenty will be condemned.”

Commandant Fritsch walked the rows of prisoners, choosing victims like horses.

The chosen groaned, sweating with fear.  “My poor wife!” one man cried. “My poor children!  What will they do?”

Suddenly there was a commotion in the ranks.  A prisoner had broken out of line, calling for the commandant.  It was unheard-of to leave the ranks, let alone address a Nazi officer; it was cause for execution.

“Halt!  What does this Polish pig want of me?”


The prisoners gasped.  It was their beloved Father Kolbe, the priest who shared his last crust, who comforted the dying, who heard their confessions and nourished their souls.  Not Father Kolbe!

The frail priest spoke softly, even calmly, to the Nazi butcher.  “I would like to die in place of one of the men you condemned.”

Fritsch stared at the prisoner.  #16670.  He never considered them as individuals; But he looked now.  #16670 didn’t appear to be insane.

“Why?” snapped the commandant.

Father Kolbe sensed the need for exacting diplomacy.  The Nazis never reversed an order; so he must not seem to be asking him to do so.  

“I am an old man, sir, and good for nothing.  My life will serve no purpose.”

“In whose place do you want to die?” asked Fritsch.

“For that one,” Kolbe responded, pointing to the weeping prisoner who had bemoaned his wife and children.

Fritsch glanced at the weeping prisoner.  He did look stronger than this tattered #16670 before him.
For the first and last time, the commandant looked Kolbe in the eye.  “Who are you?” he asked.
The prisoner looked back at him, a strange fire in his dark eyes.  “I am a Catholic priest.”

“Ein Pfaffe!” the commandant snorted.  He looked at his assistant and nodded.  He drew a line through #5659 and wrote down #16670.  Kolbe’s place on the death ledger was set.

Father Kolbe joined the group to be marched to Barracks 11.  As he did so, #5659 passed by him at a distance – the soldiers wouldn’t let them come near one another – and on the man’s face was an expression so astonished that it had not yet become gratitude.

But Kolbe wasn’t looking for gratitude.  If he was to lay down his life for another, the fulfillment had to be in the act of obedience itself.  The joy must be found in submitting his small will to the Will of One more grand.

As the condemned men entered Barracks 11, guards roughly pushed them down the stairs to the basement.

“Remove your clothes!” shouted an officer.

Christ died on the cross naked, Father Kolbe thought as he took off his pants and thin shirt.  It is only fitting that I suffer as He suffered to gain the glory He gained.

As the hours and days passed, the camp became aware of something extraordinary happening in the death cell.  Past prisoners had spent their dying days howling, attacking one another, clawing the walls in a frenzy of despair.

But now, coming from the death box, those outside heard the faint sounds of singing.  For this time the prisoners had a shepherd to gently lead them through the shadows of the valley of death, pointing them to the Great Shepherd.  And perhaps for that reason Father Kolbe was the last to die.  

On August 14, 1941, there were four prisoners still alive in the bunker, and it was needed for new occupants.  A German doctor named Boch descended the steps of Barracks 11, four syringes in his hand.  Several SS troopers were with him.

When they swung the bunker door open, they saw Father Maximilian Kolbe, a living skeleton, propped against one wall.  His head was inclined a bit to the left.  He had the ghost of a smile on his lips and his eyes wide open, fixed on some faraway vision.  He did not move.

The other three prisoners were on the floor, unconscious but alive.  The doctor took care of them first:  a jab of the needle into the bony left arm, the push of the piston in the syringe.  Then he approached #16670 and repeated the action.

In a moment, Father Kolbe was dead.

HAVE YOU BEEN TO AUSCHWITZ?

If so, you know there is a flame of hope burning in that place of death and despair.

You see it when you descend the basement stairs of Barracks 11 and make your way to the cell at the end of the dim hallway, where countless men died.  There on the floor next to a large spray of fresh flowers burns a steady flame.  Like the candle in the crematorium, it is a flame of remembrance, commemorating the strange truth that ordinary men and women can become great saints, demonstrating, in the greatest of horrors, the greatest of loves.
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