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I enjoy a good movie.  I love just the ability that film has to capture the imagination and draw us 
in.  But if there is one genre of film that I love less than all the others it would be the Christmas 
version of romantic comedy.  I just really have a hard time believing this can possibly be seen as 
art.  You may disagree, but in my opinion, this is like the stale twinkie version of cuisine.   
 
Here’s what I mean,  it’s always the same story.  So first there is this guy and something bad has 
happened to him.  His spouse died and he’s got this cute kid who needs attention - something 
like that.  And then he meets the perfect girl – that’s act two.  And they hit it off like crazy until 
act 3 starts.  And that’s when a misunderstanding occurs a week before Christmas. 
 
He’s got this secret that he wanted to tell her but couldn’t find the right moment.  And then 
somehow she finds out anyway.  And instead of talking about it they assume the worst and a 
whole bunch of drama happens – have you seen this movie?   
 
If you haven’t seen it, I’ll ruin it for you: late Christmas eve the guy finds a humiliating and 
expensive way to apologize and the girl runs to the airport to forgive him just in the nick of 
time.  And they find the love they both deserve and live happily ever after.  I just saved you 1 
hour and 31 minutes.  That alone makes this sermon a really good use of your time. 
… 
Now I’m not down on love.  But the problem I have with romantic comedy is the kind of love it’s 
based on.  You see we’ve watered down love so far that it doesn’t mean anything at all. 
… 
So today we are in the third week of Advent which means we are looking at love.  And we will 
be in 1 John 4.  So if you’ve got a Bible handy please open it up.  We will also have the text up 
on the screen.  We are going to pick it up in verse 7.  And would you stand with me as we come 
before God’s definition of love?  Hear now the word of the Lord. 
 
[Read 1 John 4:7-10] 
 
This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated. 
 
So Advent means coming or arrival.  And on the third week of Advent we traditionally look at 
love.  And from a Romantic Comedy perspective this is about as Christmasy a topic as you can 
get.  But the Bible’s version of love is very different from the world’s. 
 
So when I say something like “I love Nikki”  everyone thinks that’s good.  But it sounds just as 
good to say “I love tacos,” or “I love my job.”  Love for us has become this non-offensive, catch-
all term for everything that makes us happy.  But we don’t get a non-offensive, catch-all term in 
1st John.  The Bible defines love by attaching it to Jesus’ advent. 
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So look at verse 9.  John writes: 

God showed how much He loved us by sending His one and only Son into the world so 

that we might have eternal life through Him. This is real love—not that we loved God, 

but that He loved us and sent His Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins. (1 John 4:9-10) 
 
So there are two things that I want to unpack for us today.  First, God defines love, and second, 
God’s love is costly and offensive.1 
 
We will get to the hard bit in a second, but first, God defines love.  John says if you want to 
know what love is, you don’t want to look in Netflix’ Christmas section.  You don’t want to take 
a cultures catch-all definition.  What you need to do is look at God and what He does.  And John 
says God shows us what love is by sending His Son.   
 
And this sits at the center of what Christianity is all about.  We are the people who have been 
defined by the God who cast aside the pleasures of heaven in favor of putting on skin to walk 
among us.   
 
And this is an incredibly unique idea.  But it’s not unique in that no one else ever imagined the 
gods walking among us – Greek mythology is full of this.  But it’s not the same. 
 
So Jesus doesn’t show up with power or an army.  Hercules and Achilles come as warriors, but 
Jesus comes as a baby.  Nor does Jesus choose royalty for Himself.  Pharoah was considered an 
incarnate god.  He was the son of Ra, the creator of Egypt.  And he is born, and re-born, to 
royalty.  But Jesus doesn’t come to Rome in royalty.  He is born to peasants in Bethlehem which 
is like the suburbs of Vanderhoof.  He is born in utter obscurity. 
 
No other god ever takes on weakness and obscurity and poverty to save his people.  The son of 
Ra doesn’t do this.  Only YHWH sends His Son to be a sacrifice for the sins of His people. 
… 
But hold on, this is weird right?  I mean what kind of Father says: “I love you guys, and I’ll 
demonstrate it by sacrificing My one and only Son, the Son I love, so that you guys can go 
free”?  I mean if I said “Church, I love you.  And I’m going to show it by sacrificing my family on 
the alter of ministry.  I’ll just give them up in order to do a great job here.”  I hope you would 
look for another pastor.   
 
So how is what the Father does to Jesus supposed to instill the confidence of being loved in us?  
With love like this who needs hate?… Maybe you’ve wondered this.  To be honest it’s a big and 
nuanced question, but at its core is a misunderstanding about the nature of who God is.   
 
So God is a trinity.  And that means He has existed in three persons for all time: God the Father, 
God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.   

 
1 Outline adapted from Matt Chandler https://www.tvcresources.net/resource-library/sermons/the-advent-of-
love/ (Accessed December 9, 2021) 

https://www.tvcresources.net/resource-library/sermons/the-advent-of-love/
https://www.tvcresources.net/resource-library/sermons/the-advent-of-love/
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And He has been eternally happy in His relationship with Himself forever.  The early church 
leaders had a term for this called ‘perichoresis’ – peri means circle and choresis means dance.  
So the trinity is an eternal dance between Father, Son and Spirit.  And they share mutual love, 
they honour each other, and they fill the other with joy and respect.  
 
And God creates the world out of this dance.  So He wasn’t board or lonely.  God created 
because He wanted to share the love at the center of His essence with others.  And that is 
because, like verse 8 says, God is love.  Love is His nature.  He is in perfect community with 
Himself.  And He creates to invite us into that community.  This is who God is. 
 
So the hard bit about the Father sending the Son to be a sacrifice is not like the godhead drew 
lots and Jesus got the short straw.  No.  Jesus has been in on the planning of the incarnation 
from the very beginning because this is who God is.  God is love. 
 
And so redemption, restoration and recreation was God’s plan from before time.  Jesus coming 
as the sacrifice was God’s plan A, not His backup.  Friends, Satan and the fall and all the 
brokenness in your life hasn’t caught God off guard.  He wasn’t sent back to the drawing board 
to try to figure out how to make the best of a bad situation.  That’s not how sovereignty works.   
 
Instead, right from the very beginning God wanted to show us real love.  He wanted to let us in 
on what He has enjoyed with Himself forever – that’s what He wants for us.  But He needs a 
definition.  He can’t just say “I love you.”  Because we’d hear “I love tacos.”  Love doesn’t mean 
anything without a definition.  And so God designed the world to show us who He is.  He is the 
God who is eternally submitting, and surrendering, and preferring, and honouring and putting 
the Other first.  God is love. 
 
And so the Son, co-eternal with the Father and Spirit from forever past, puts on skin to 
condescend – to come down to us – in the most vulnerable and unexpected way.  And His goal 
is to wake us up to who we are.  You are loved by God.  God’s love defines you. 
… 
Now I want to make a statement here about something called “common grace.”  So common 
grace is the idea that all creation gets to enjoy a certain level of God’s blessing. 
 
So you don’t have to be a Jesus-lover to enjoy a great meal and a good glass of wine.  You don’t 
need to love Jesus to have a great sleep or a great marriage.  You can do all these things 
without any understanding of who God is and the dance He created us for. 
 
But there is more.  And Jesus wants you to have more than simply common grace.  And so 
throughout the Gospels Jesus is constantly saying things like: 

Those who drink the water I give will never be thirsty again. It becomes a fresh, bubbling 

spring within them, giving them eternal life.” (John 4:14) 
 
So Jesus is talking to the woman at the well.  And she’s alive.  But it’s only a common grace kind 
of alive.  And Jesus wants something more for her.  He wants her to really live now and forever. 
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Or in another place Jesus is talking about being the Good Shepherd.  And He says: 

The thief’s purpose is to steal and kill and destroy. My purpose is to give them a rich and 

satisfying life. (John 10:10) 
 
Sheep aren’t brilliant.  They will eat cruddy grass until the shepherd leads them beside quite 
waters and into green pastures.  And that’s what God wants for us.  He wants us to have a rich 
and satisfying life - “life to the full.”  And this requires Jesus.  You see Jesus is the Form behind 
the shadow.  Without Jesus all the good things we experience are ends in themselves. 
 
So you are at the Keg and you have a great steak and a twice baked potato – that is amazing 
common grace!  But that’s not the end.  The end is that there is an incredible and loving God 
who designed this place to taste good!  You see there is a Form behind the shadow.   
 
Or if you’ve ever had a deep and meaningful friendship.  If you’ve been known by another 
person and loved anyway that is an amazing common grace that everyone can have.  But it’s a 
shadow of something more.  You can actually know God and be known by Him – that’s the 
Form. 
 
So everyone in the world gets to experience common grace.  But the greatest blessing is for 
those who see the Form behind the shadow – the source of grace.   
 
So, do you live in that?  Are you in the practice of pointing your appreciation back to the source 
of the grace you are enjoying?   
 
Without this there is poverty.  The thief comes to steal, kill and destroy and he works overtime 
at Christmas.  Did you know the average family will spend $998 on gifts and holiday items this 
year?  But for the vast majority of Canadians the joy of Christmas will only last a few minutes.  
 
For a brief moment we will be living the dream as we take the paper off and  hold in our hands 
our very own “Hawaiian Shaved Ice and Snow Cone Machine.”  We’ve arrived!  But after one 
use, the joy of even an easy to clean kitchen appliance will diminish and the hunger for the next 
thing will start to grow. 
 
Friends, that’s steal, kill and destroy – that’s living without really living.  But without the Form 
behind the shadow that’s all there is.  And that’s because we weren’t created for snow cones, 
we were created for the perichoresis of God – you were created for real love.  
… 
That’s the first point – God defines real love, but then John takes this one step further.  And 
here is where the love God wants for us clashes with the Canadian catch-all term – God’s love 
has offensive cost.  Look at verse 10: 

This is real love—not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son as a 

sacrifice to take away our sins. (1 John 4:10) 
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John says we can’t define love by watching humanity try to love.  All our romantic comedies are 
pathetic lies, and that’s because the best of humanity is tainted by sin.   
… 
So if you can remember back to the pre-COVID days when we could go to weddings you know 
that brides come dressed in pure and radiant white.  She’s stunning.  But the reality is nobody is 
clothed in perfect white.  The gown masks reality.  So Paul writes: 

No one is righteous— 

    not even one. 

No one is truly wise; 

    no one is seeking God. 

All have turned away; 

    all have become useless. 

No one does good, 

    not a single one.” (Romans 3:10-12)  
 
That’s a pretty humbling description of humanity.  But this is the broken glass we look at life 
through.  And so everything we see – even the purest things – the love of a parent or the love 
between a bride and groom – all these things are only shadows and broken reflections.  We 
simply cannot love well...  But maybe you don’t believe me. 
… 
So let’s do an object lesson.  Picture someone you love deeply.  It could be a spouse or a child 
or a really good friend.  You love this person with your whole heart.  You know them deeply and 
you’ve known them for a while.  Don’t choose a secondary relationship.  Choose the best 
example of love you’ve got.  Have you got that person in your mind?   
… 
Now, have you ever hurt them?  Have you ever had some significant conflict with them?  Have 
you ever started the conflict?  Have you done it on purpose?   
... 
Friends, all human love is tainted by sin.  It’s the closest there is to an ideal, and it’s broken.   
 
And that’s why romantic comedy is a farce.  You see the human problem isn’t 
misunderstanding.  The conflict that happens in these films always happens in a way that 
neither character looses the affection of the viewer.  The problem that threatens love has to be 
nobody’s fault.   
 
If he was really a jerk then it’s good she dumped him.  She should wait for Mr. Right who will 
never desert her; never make her cry; never hurt her.   
 
But that person doesn’t exist.  We all hurt the people we love because we are sinners.  But even 
while we hurt each other we hunger for something more.  We were built with a hole in our 
hearts for real love that can’t be satisfied by any number of snow cone makers.  And so we 
need Someone to enter our brokenness and bring us love from the outside.  And this is what 
Jesus came to accomplish.  So John tells us: 
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For this is how God loved the world: He gave His one and only Son, so that everyone 

who believes in Him will not perish but have eternal life.  God sent His Son into the world 

not to judge the world, but to save the world through Him. (John 3:16-17) 
 
Jesus came to seek and to save the lost.  And this was the plan before creation.  God would put 
on skin to walk among us for a purpose.  He would come to seek and save the lost.   
 
But this means we are lost and that’s offensive.  We aren’t enough in and of ourselves.  We are 
broken.  We can’t love like we long to be loved.  We sin and we are sinners. 
 
And God knows this.  Friends, God’s not surprized that after all the work you’ve put into 
becoming your best version you’re still a miserable failure at love.  You still bring hurt the 
people closest to you.  This doesn’t surprize God!  And it doesn’t stop His plan either. 
 
You see God comes not to judge your brokenness but to save you from it.  He wants to bring 
you beyond the shadow and to the Form – life with God. 
… 
But friends, to save us required a sacrifice.  There was a price that had to be paid.   
 
It’s like this: I have a Jesus-loving friend whose wife cheated on him.  And he’s wrestling with 
this right now.  He’s angry and his natural desire is to hurt her back – to be mean, to be 
unfaithful, to make her pay.  Imagine someone hurt you like this.  But in place of that he’s 
choosing to forgive.  But the forgiveness isn’t free!  It means instead of making her pay he has 
to absorb it.  And there’s real cost to this!  It’s not just “I forgive you, and it’s all better.”   
 
And this is what God does for us in Jesus – He absorbs the cost of our forgiveness.  He can’t just 
forgive and make it better, there’s a real cost to the pain of our sin, and He bears it Himself.  
And He does this so that we can know what love is. 
 
So here’s the gospel: You are so bad that the God of the universe had to die for you – when it 
comes to you there was just no other way – but you are so loved that He rejoiced to do it.   
… 
This is why the manger should absolutely rock us.  Because when it comes to our brokenness it 
was never a simple misunderstanding.  Our sin has always been a deliberate attempt to throw 
off God’s rule in favor of being our own gods – it’s treason!  It’s adultery.  And the Bible says we 
were dead in our trespasses and sin.  And then love came down.   
 
And this is why if we are going to see love then we need to see Jesus.  He became the sacrifice 
that paid the price for our unfaithfulness.  This is the Form behind the shadow; this is real love. 
… 
So what do we do?  How do we live in God’s kind of love?   
 
First you need Jesus.  If you aren’t a Jesus-follower, you need to submit to living for His glory – 
this is the only path from life to real life – from the shadow to the Form.  Will you do it? 
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But if you are a Jesus-follower there are two things.  First, we need to see the Form behind the 
shadow.  And to do that we need to pray.  Pray. 
 
You see this is God’s world and He is at work in everything that is going on.  And He wants to 
enter every aspect of our lives.  But often we don’t even notice He’s here.  We enjoy the 
shadows – we enjoy the steak and snow cones – but we don’t see the Giver of the gifts. 
 
And the way we fix this is by praying.  So when your eyes pop open for the first time in the 
morning pray “Jesus, help me to see You in the midst of my day.”  And then when your kids tear 
the living room apart - pray.  And when you are in the lunchroom with a co-worker – pray.  And 
when there are no deals at work – pray.  And when there are lots of deals at work – pray.  And 
when you are in the lineup at Costco and have nothing to look at but thousands of people 
buying bulk Christmas items – pray.   
 
Fill your day with talking to God.  And the result will be you will start to see the Form behind the 
shadow.  This is God’s world.  He loves us.  And He doesn’t want us just to live, He wants us to 
have real life. 
 
And the second thing we need to do is consider each other – think about the people you are 
church with.  John says: 

 Dear friends, let us continue to love one another, for love comes from God. (1 John 4:7) 
… 
This week some new COVID regulations came down the pipe about how we can function as a 
church – we are now allowed to gather as long as we use vaccine passports.  And your leaders 
are trying to work this out.  And it’s not as simple as it might seem.  And we want to be wise so 
we are spending time praying and discussing this.   
 
You see we want to make sure our decision is not based on what we have the right to do, at the 
exclusion of some, but based on what it means to love each other.  And I don’t know exactly 
how that is going to play out yet, but I do know that God has shown us what love is – it’s a 
sacrificial, preferential love that puts the real life of the other first.  And that’s the Form behind 
the shadow that we need to live out this Christmas. 
… 
We get this in the word, and we get it in communion.  And we are going to go to communion 
now, so if you’ve got those elements ready go and grab them.  We need the Lord’s Supper more 
than ever right now.   


