A Weary World Rejoices:  Love Draws Near
1 John 4:1-12          John 3:16
	Well, it’s almost here! Merry Christmas!  We have journeyed together in this Advent season.  This is a season of waiting, of hope, of peace, of joy, but at its very corps, it is a celebration of love.  Love encompasses all the other elements we’ve celebrated;  it is not a fleeting, conditional kind of worldly love, but the deep, sacrificial, and unshakable love of God, revealed to us in Christ Jesus.   C. S. Lewis writes, “Once in our world, a stable held something that was bigger than our world.”  He has us see the resurrection and the life, the cup of salvation, sigh for the blind, hearing for the deaf, living water, forgiveness of sin, living water—all in the Prince of Peace, swaddles in cloths in a manger.  Love came down, not just to a manger, but God stepped into our world to be with us.  Paul writes, “Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!”( 2 Corinthians 9:15). Christ is God’s gift and commitment of God—God taking flesh to love us.  This is not a hands-off love from a distance.  It is love that moves into the neighborhood.  This is God moving into our mess, our pain, our struggles, our humanity.  He is Emanuel, God with us: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14).  Advent reminds us that God’s love is personal, present, and active.
	For our Gospel reading this morning, we are reminded again of the depths of God’s love.  Don’t let the familiarity of the passage cause you to miss the magnitude of the truth that this love is freely given.  It is not earned.  For God so loved the world that He gave—GAVE.  Love is expressed by giving.  The love of God is not just a theological concept.  It is a transformative power that changes us from the inside out.  When we experience the depth of God’s love, we are compelled to live differently—with humble confidence, gentleness, kindness, and joy.  Love is the first element of the fruit of the Spirit.  Love is the virtue from which all other virtues grow.  Clearly, love reflects God’s character.  The root supports the branches.  Paul writes to the Christians in Ephesus to live:
so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.  --Ephesians 3:17-19
Christians are to be grounded in the love of God, rooted and grounded in love.  Family, listen.  Our motivation to live a consecrated life is not fear, shame, or guilt.  The motivation is love.  And we know, of course, that God is love, in nature and character.
	“But what about those seasons, Pastor Chris, when we don’t feel loved?” you might ask.  These times of distance from the feelings that assure us of God’s love happen to us all.  First of all, I must tell you that our feelings are not a barometer of truth, and remember, the devil is a liar.  The Apostle Paul knew that the struggle to feel the love of God would be part of any Christian’s spiritual warfare.  He prays:
For this reason, I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom every family[a] in heaven and on earth derives its name. 16 I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.
20 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. --Ephesians 3:14-21.  
Tim Kellar has said, “Paul is praying for a spiritual sensitivity to the gospel truth.”  That truth is that the Holy Spirit may prepare your inner being to grasp God’s love.  I have personalized Paul’s prayer to help us in those season when we need to grasp again the fullness of the love of God: 
	For this reason, I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom every family in heaven and on earth derives its name. 16 I pray that out of His glorious riches He may strengthen me with power through His Spirit in my inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in my heart through faith. And I pray that I, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that I may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.
20 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within me, 21 to Him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. -
Family, God did more than tell us He loves us.  He gave; He sent; He dwelt among us.  As we experience God’s love, we are called to extend it to others.  That’s the message of our passage in 1John 4:7-12:
7 Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. 8 Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. 9 This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. 10 This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 11 Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 12 No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.
The Lord loves you; the Lord loves everyone.  And He can’t change.  It is our testimony.  Reach out to the lonely and the struggling.  Prioritize meaningful connections.  Be present.  Offer help.  Love is demonstrated best through sacrificial acts of service.  Extend forgiveness—just as we have been forgiven.  Love is constant, the greatest evidence of God abiding in us.  You are loved with a perfect love by a perfect Father.  His love actively preserves us and sustains us.  His love motivates us in our redemption and our discipleship.  Christmas shows us that God’s love is sacrificial.  It shows us that His love is personal; Paul writes, “4 But when the set time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem those under the law, that we might receive adoption to sonship” (Galatians 4:4-5).  Christmas is the gift that is knowledge of the love of Christ, a love which passes knowledges and understanding.  And, let me offer one more thought:  God loves you, and there is truly nothing you can do about it.  Reflect on this truth. Pray for greater sensitivity to the Gospel truth.  Walk in His love. Know that it is the kindness of God that leads to repentance:
	In obedience to the Father and out of His perfect agape love:
	He will never leave us or forsake us—because he loves us.
	He has overcome the world—because He loves us.
	His grace is sufficient in our weakness—because He loves us.
	He tells us that the truth that His yoke is easy and light—because He loves us.
	He tells us, “I know the plans that I have for you”—because He loves us.
	He tells us, “Be anxious for nothing”—because He loves us.
	Christ comes for the rebellious and the wayward—because He loves us.
	His undeserved, all-consuming, abiding love radically changes us:  He loves us.
John 6:37:  “37 All those the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me, I will never drive away.”
He loves you, and there’s nothing you can do to change that! 
MERRY CHRISTMAS!!
Passages in support of this sermon:
1 John 4:1-12
4 Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 2 This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3 but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world.
4 You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. 5 They are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. 6 We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us. This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood.
God’s Love and Ours:
7 Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. 8 Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. 9 This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. 10 This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 11 Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 12 No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.
John 3:16-17
16 For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.
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