SERIES: Bucket list: What if you had 6 months to live? (TALK 2 of 4)

(3800 words)

Note to preachers: this written out message was completed weeks before the actual message. The preacher would inevitably end up adjusting it somewhat – by adding stuff, taking stuff out, including personal stories etc. (listen to mp3s for examples of how they changed it). In this case we changed the talk substantially. 

TITLE: THE EULOGY

Intro to series.

Welcome to week 2 of our 4 week series, ‘Bucket List’. 

On a gravestone somewhere these words are inscribed: 

Remember friend as you walk by

As you are now so once was I

As I am now you will surely be

Prepare thyself to follow me.

Scary, but one day we will ‘kick the bucket’. There’s no avoiding it. That’s why people often write a ‘bucket list’ that reminds them of things they want to do before they die. 

We tend to forget just how short life is. We all have an appointment with death – and every new day means we’re 24 hours closer to it! So in this series, we’re making a bold suggestion and it requires that you use your imagination: Imagine you had just 6 months left – how would you live then? And once you can figure that out, why not start living like that today. (Besides, who knows but some of us may not even have six months left anyway!)

Intro to this talk: 

When you die there will be two evaluations of your life. First, the people you leave behind will evaluate your life on earth and second the God who made you will evaluate your life in heaven. Though in 2 weeks time we’ll look at the heavenly evaluation, today we consider the earthly evaluation. The earthly evaluation really comes to a head at your funeral, when people gather – and people begin to give eulogies of your life. 

Now for the first big question: ‘What will they say about you at your own funeral?’ Yes, they’ll mention some fond memories, they might retell some of your life story, they might mention some of your accomplishments. But one thing will stand out more than anything to all the people there: who you were as a person, how you treated them and others, your character. 

JR Miller summed it up like this, ‘The only thing that walks back from the grave with the mourners and refuses to be buried is the character of the person. Who a man or woman is survives him. It can never be buried.’ 

By the way that is your main legacy: the impression you make on the people you leave behind. It is an impression of what a life can become, or scarily what a life can fail to become. People will find themselves thinking, ‘I want to develop into the kind of person they were’ or (scarily) ‘I don’t want to be anything like that person was’. 

Next question, ‘what would you like them to say about you at your own funeral?’ And this is a soul-searching question that hopefully will get you to change track in your life. And your answer may be multi-faceted.

And now to let you know what this talk is all about. Let me be bold and suggest that if you live right the thing people will say and think about you at your funeral - even if they use other words – is this: ‘He/she really loved people, including me.’ By the way, there are 2 ways to have a large funeral: 1) be famous or 2) love people your whole life through. 

Becoming a more loving person.

Today I want to talk about becoming a more loving person, because there is no better use of your short life. Let’s look at the famous chapter on love in the Bible – 1 Corinthians 13 starting with verses 1-3…

 1If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. 2If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 3If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.

The first thing we notice about love is that …. Love is the highest motivation.

Paul is writing to the Corinthian church. They were people that believed that achievement and ability were more important than love. And this skewed their understanding of real spirituality. They thought real spirituality was about impressing people, and impressing themselves with all sorts of spiritual gifts (tongues, prophecy, knowledge) and dramatic feats (such as performing a miracle (like throwing a mountain into the sea by faith) or by giving everything you had to the poor or by dying as a martyr for your faith in flames). 

Now notice that all of these things are not bad. They’re good. But look what Paul is saying: these things, good as they are, are worthless if they are not done in a loving way, and if they are not motivated by love. It is common in our lives to do all these things with lower motives:

Motives like fear. ‘Oh I’ll do anything to avoid being left out or looked down on by God or others’. Motives like trying to prove ourselves. ‘If I can just do this then surely I am someone and my life has significance’. Motives like pride. ‘Hey everyone look at me. Look at what I can do!’

But when we do good things motivated by low motives this is what it is: noise without music. Paul describes it as ‘a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal’. (At this point someone in the crowd needs to bang together two cymbals). Noise without music. Deeds without substance. Action without love.

The highest motivation is love. Whatever we do, let’s do it in a loving way and let love be the driving force. That’s the first thing God wants us to know about love.

Next, let’s look at verses 4-7 next…

4Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 5It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 6Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. 7It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.

The second thing we notice about love is that … Love is Christ-like character.

Without going into too much detail, I want to show how these verses give 7 descriptions of what Christ-like character is, and 7 descriptions of what it is not…

The beginning of verse 4 and then verses 6-7 lists seven descriptions of loving, Christ-like character:

1) Love is patient. We’re able to endure waiting or delay without becoming annoyed or upset. We persevere calmly when faced with difficulties. We’re able to tolerate being hurt, provoked without complaint or loss of temper. 

2) Love is kind. If patience is passive – i.e. the withholding of negative response – kindness is active. It means we have a generous, warm, compassionate nature. We’re gentle and not harsh. We show courtesy and care to people. We take the trouble of thinking about ways we can bless other people. We’re hospitable and tender in how relate to people. We treat everyone, even the undeserving, in warm, caring ways. 

3) Love rejoices in the truth. We do not delight in evil. The double-clause phrase ‘does not delight in evil but rejoices in the truth’ describes two sides of the same reality. We don’t ever take delight in, or gossip about any kind of evil, whether it be war, the ill-treatment of the poor, the fall or failure of another, or some sin or crime at work, or in our family, or in our government. Instead we rejoice in all that is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent and praiseworthy (Phil 4:8). 

4) Love always protects. We do all we can to prevent people from being harmed in any way. We warn people about what threatens their wellbeing physically, personally and spiritually. 

5) Love always trusts. We’re not cynical. We trust in God to work in a person. If a person has failed us, and wounded our trust in them, and if they are sincerely repentant (and evidence it by a changed way of relating to us) we give them another chance. This ‘trust’ is not directed toward people, as much as it is toward God. Our trust in God enables us to keep on keeping on in our relationships with people. 

6) Love always hopes. We’re filled with the joy and peace that comes from trusting in the God of hope. We know that God always has the ability to turn a situation around, or to work in a person’s life. We’re not prone to negativism. We see the potential that God has put in a person, and what a person, by God’s grace, could become. And, by God’s grace, we believe in people, even when others don’t. 

7) Love always perseveres. Though a person disappoints us many times over, we remain committed to them, without backing off from them. We don’t give up on people. After all, Christ never gave up on us. 

The second part of verse 4, and the whole of verse 5 lists seven unloving qualities, qualities that are not Christ-like…

1) Love does not envy. We don’t experience, or at least don’t give in to, resentful and jealous feelings of wanting for ourselves another person’s success, good fortune, qualities, or possessions. 

2) Love does not boast. We don’t praise ourselves, and speak arrogantly about things we possess, or know, or have achieved. Since we’re not overly concerned about what people think about us, we don’t call undue attention to ourselves. And we refuse to look down on anyone, even if they possess, know or achieve less than we do.

3) Love is not proud. We don’t have an exaggerated view of ourselves. We are not ‘puffed up’. We see ourselves like God sees us. We are in touch with reality. We refuse to claim credit where credit is not due, and are ready to give it to whomever it is due. And we refuse any thoughts of superiority to take root in our lives. 

4) Love is not rude. We don’t act shamefully or disgracefully. We don’t relate to people in a way that is inconsiderate, insensitive or contemptuous. Even when we disagree with people, or need to confront them, we do it in a dignifying, respectful and non-attacking manner. 

5) Love is not self-seeking. We’re not caught up in ourselves – in our needs, our wants, our dreams and our desires. Rather, we live for the greater good of others. Being preoccupied with the wellbeing of others makes us self-forgetful. We’re also not interested in gaining an advantage over others. 

6) Love is not easily angered. We don’t become deeply annoyed or irritated easily. And when feelings of annoyance or irritation do rise up inside of us, we waive them off. 

7) Love keeps no record of wrongs. We don’t hold grudges, nor nurse feelings of resentment. 

Wow! Now we know what it means to be a loving person! What a brilliant practical description! Love is who you are. Love is how you relate to people. Love is Christ-like character. That is the second thing God is saying to us in this Scripture.

Now, let’s look at verses 8-11…

8Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9For we know in part and we prophesy in part, 10but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. 11When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.

The third thing we notice about love is that … Love is eternal.

‘Love never fails’. This is Paul’s way of saying ‘Love is eternal. It outlasts everything else.’ Paul does something very interesting now. He compares love with the abilities that God gives to Christ-followers (he lists prophecy, tongues, teaching and knowledge as examples of these abilities).

One major difference between the two is that love will endure beyond the end of life as we know it and beyond the coming of Christ, whereas those God-given abilities from the Holy Spirit won’t. The abilities and gifts will ‘cease’, ‘be stilled’ and ‘pass away’, but love ‘never fails’. Love is here to stay forever! Love is eternal.

Let me give an illustration. One way of thinking of this is to think of the kingdom of God being a building that is busy being built in our lives. The very substance the building is made of is love. But the God-given gifts and abilities are like the scaffolding that is needed to build this building. On completion date, when Christ returns, the scaffolding will be removed, but the kingdom of love will still remain standing. Love is eternal. The gifts are temporary.

‘For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears.’ Though the kingdom is already here, it is only here in part. The abilities and gifts of the Spirit help us to experience and advance the kingdom progressively and in part. But there is a day when ‘perfection’ (or perhaps a better translation in this case ‘completion’) will come. 

Then in verse 11 Paul gives an analogy that highlights the fact that the gifts are only appropriate for our earthly existence, but not for final glory: ‘When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.’ Redeemed humanity experiences two main stages: life on the earth, and life in eternity. Paul here likens life on the earth to childhood, and life in eternity to adulthood. Childhood is a temporary phase, whereas adulthood is the destination. In the same way that toys are appropriate in childhood, but not in adulthood, so the abilities given by the Spirit, though being totally appropriate for life on earth, will not be necessary in eternity. But in the same way love is necessary in both childhood and adulthood, so love is appropriate both now and forever. 

Can you hear what God is saying to us? In a world that is besotted with achievement and ability, we can so easily miss the main thing: who we are is more important than what we do. Ability and achievement are important, but not nearly as important as love. And pity the person who spends their whole lives trying, through fear or pride, to achieve – and forgets to love people everyday of their lives. They are like an adult who still acts like a kid – devoting their lives to their toys.

On this point let me jump down to verse 13 because it makes a similar point…

13And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.

Faith is so important. Faith rests in the goodness of God to us right now. And hope is so important. Hope rests in the goodness of God to us in the future. But as important as faith and hope are, love is supreme. Why is that? 

Answer: because love is eternal, whereas faith and hope are not. Let me explain. Like I said, redeemed humanity has two stages: life on earth, and life in eternity. While we’re on earth we need to live by faith, but in eternity we will no longer need faith because it will be replaced by sight. And while we’re on earth we need to live by hope, but in eternity we will no longer need faith because it will be replaced by fulfilment. But in eternity we will still love. The new heavens and the new earth will be a kingdom of love. Love is what we will be doing forever. Love is the greatest because love is eternal! That’s the third thing God is saying to us through this Scripture passage.

Lastly, let’s look at verse 12…

12Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.

The fourth thing we notice about love is that … Love is from God.

Paul is still making the point that love outlasts spiritual abilities. Now he says something interesting. He says that spiritual abilities (like preaching and prophesying and healing for example) can help us get to know God, but ultimately in eternity we will know the God of love face to face. 

Paul compares these spiritual abilities with a mirror that gives us a reflection of God. Now the city of Corinth was famous for making some of the best mirrors in the world. So Paul was in no way insulting the effectiveness of the gifts. The gifts indeed have the potential to provide us with an understanding of who God is – think about the gift of preaching for example. They enable us to know God. But, as wonderful and full as this knowledge is, it is still incomplete. Not incomplete in the sense that we have wrong doctrine about God, but rather incomplete in that, though we have so much information about God in the Bible, yet many of our questions remain unanswered. Not only that, but we only have a limited insight into and experience of God personally and as a church. It is as though we see God’s face, but only in a mirror reflection. The gifts of the Spirit enable the church, and the world, to see something of who God is. 

But in eternity we will see God face to face. Then the mirror image (that the gifts provide) will no longer be needed! We will have unrestricted face-to-face intimacy with God. 

Now let me make my point by asking, where does love come from?  This Scriptures gives us the answer. It comes from seeing the God of love with the eyes of our heart. We can’t see him as fully as we one day will but we can see him enough to know that he is a God of love.

‘God is love’ (1 John 4:16). And Christ came to this earth to show us who God is as concretely and practically as possible. ‘The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being’ (Hebrews 1:3). As we observe Christ’s life and death as recorded in the four Gospels, we notice that indeed…

‘Christ is patient, Christ is kind. He does not envy, he does not boast, he is not proud. He is not rude, He is not self-seeking, He is not easily angered, He keeps no record of wrongs. Christ does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. Christ always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Christ never fails.’

Wow. Christ alone is perfect love. Now I want you to do something scary. I want you to put your name in the place of the word ‘love’ in verses 4-7…

‘___ is patient, ___ is kind. ___ does not envy, ___ does not boast, ___ is not proud. ___ is not rude, ___ is not self-seeking, ___ is not easily angered, ___ keeps no record of wrongs. ___ does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. ___ always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.’ (This needs to be put on the screen and get everyone to read it out aloud at the same time only putting their name in the spaces)
Ouch. When we do that, it becomes so clear that we are so not loving, so not like Christ! We’re more sinful than we realized, aren’t we. But the good news is also that we’re more loved than we imagined. ‘Christ demonstrated his love for us while we were still sinners by dying on our behalf’ (Rom 5:8). Christ’s perfect love makes it possible for us to be forgiven of our lack of love toward him and others.

And not just forgiven. We’re told that ‘God pours out his love into our hearts through the Spirit he has given us’ (Rom 5:5). Christ does more than forgive us. As we look to him with the eyes of our heart – as we gaze upon the reflection of his face his love flows into us and begins to transform us! We have the hope of becoming more like him. ‘We all, who with unveiled faces gaze upon the Lord's glorious character, are being transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit’ (2 Corinthians 3:18). Every Christian can expect to grow progressively more loving as we continue to gaze upon Christ’s loving character and yield to the Spirit of love.

My friend, have you yet received God’s forgiveness and love by trusting in Christ? And if you already are a Christ-follower, have you learnt to daily drink of God’s love by yielding your life to the transforming work of the Spirit? If you haven’t why not today? 

Love is from God. Open your life to him. Yield your life to him. That is great secret to become a loving person! Let his love drive out the fear and the pride and the need to prove yourself. Love is the greatest force in the world. It has the power to displace evil in our hearts and lives. Let Christ’s love for you, and Christ’s love through the Spirit in you transform you. Let in produce in you Christ-like character. Let his love give you a taste of eternity where you will one day see him face to face… 

Listen to Spurgeon’s words to describe what it will one day be like to look God in the face… ‘The streets of gold will have small attraction to us, the music of angels will but slightly enchant us, compared with the King in the midst of the throne. He it is who shall rivet our gaze, absorb our thoughts, enchain our affection, and move all our sacred passions to their highest pitch of celestial ardour. We shall see God.’ And when we see him we will fully understand what is meant by the description, ‘God is love’. Finally, we will fully know and grasp how long and wide and deep and high is the love of Christ’. 

But between now and that day I know what I want to put in my bucket – God’s love. And I know what I want people to say and think about me at my own funeral. ‘He loved so many people – he loved me – he was patient, kind, not envious, not rude, not self-seeking, not boastful, not easily angered, forgiving, protective, hope-filled, persevering.’ 

