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SERMON – RESPOND TO HUMAN NEED WITH LOVING SERVICE 
 

What I appreciate most about the Bible Project videos… is that they are so good at reminding us … 
that we are part of a BIGGER story. The most important story that we can ever be part of.  
 

As I’ve said before, this is one of the core reasons I came to faith. That in and through Jesus Christ, I 

can be part of a community of people who are passionate about being the healing, restoring 

presence of Christ in a broken world. Instruments of God’s Peace and agents of God’s Justice.  
 

As the video reminded us, this is our divine and sacred task. To be the ‘Image bearers’ of God in the 

world. The responsibility for living out this true vision for humanity, is given first and foremost to 

the Church of Christ.  
 

This is our mission vision and Resurrection Hope. 

And even in my darkest moments and my times of deep suffering, it’s this ‘way’ and this ‘truth’ 
that never ceases to inspire me with meaning, purpose, and hope. 
 

Today I’m exploring this particular ‘mark of Mission’ … To respond to human need through the 

way of LOVING service… So I want to begin by emphasising 2 core truths about this mission 
purpose.  

  
Firstly, I want to emphasise the integrated nature of these 5 marks 

 

If we are to be the full flavour, the full illumination of our salt and light calling, then we can’t see 

them as separate standalone parts of our mission calling. A very tangible example of this integrated 

nature … is shown in the excellent documentary The True Cost.  

 
It shows how our rapacious appetites for cheap goods and clothing, drives not only the unjust 

structures of cheap labour and appalling work conditions in vulnerable countries, but also pollutes 

and poisons the local land and rivers.  
 

So there we have straight away, the mission to safeguard the integrity of creation and to challenge 

unjust structures side by side, walking hand in hand. And both of these of course are about 

responding to human need with loving service. 

And if we want to be the full reflection of the Christ we follow, the teaching and nurturing of our 

faith as believers, should reflect this fully integrated nature of these 5 marks of mission.  

And if our proclamation of the ‘good news’ is to have genuine biblical, kingdom integrity, then ALL 

of these marks of mission must have equal priority. 

To neglect or diminish any of these mission callings… 

is to diminish the full credibility of our Christian proclamation. 

 
Secondly, given that this mark of mission is about responding to human need through the way of 

loving service, the second thing I’d like to do, is reclaim a little, the sublime words of St Paul and 

1 Corinth 13 from being more than just a great passage for wedding couples.  
 

Don’t get me wrong they’re beautiful words to start a marriage journey together but I can’t help 

but wonder whether hearing them so much in this context, and just the sheer familiarity of them … 
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has stripped and robbed us of the deeply provocative and unsettling truth they give to us, about 

what in the end, defines us as Christians and just HOW IMPORTANT this character of love is… to 
the heartbeat of our faith and what it means to be people of mission. 

 
Let’s just remind ourselves of some of these words and try not to let the brain switch off as you 

hear exactly what it is that Paul is spelling out to us. 
 

 Verse 1…  If I (you, me and the church), speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but 

do not have love… we are a noisy gong, a clanging cymbal.  
 Verse 2 …If we have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and have all the 

knowledge…. if we have the kind of faith, that can remove mountains… but we do not 
have the quality of Christ-like love, then we are nothing. 

 Verse 3…And if I, (you, me and the Church), give away everything we own to the poor and 

even go to the stake to be burned as a martyr, but we fail to love as Christ loves, then no 

matter what we proclaim to believe, without love, we are bankrupt and we gain nothing.  
 

These are pretty definitive words from Paul to ponder. Without love, we are nothing and we gain 

nothing. And in Colossians 3:14 Paul is equally definitive… 14 Above all else, above all the other 

beautiful virtues, clothe yourselves in LOVE. Because it’s this quality of Love that will bind all the 

other virtues together in perfect unity and harmony.  

What St Paul spells out, is that the ultimate truth of our Christian faith,  

is LOVE. To love as CHRIST LOVES. No ifs, no buts, this is the ultimate truth.  

So why does Paul make the expression of love the ultimate Christian truth? 
 

Is it because Paul knew that if we are to be the image bearers of God in the world, (the God who 

the bible tells us IS LOVE), then we must reflect and radiate the love of Christ in every arena of 

life? 
 

Is it because Paul knew that Jesus Christ the author of our faith said that the 2 greatest 

commandments at the epicentre of who we are, is to love God and love neighbour? On this said 

Jesus, everything hangs. Fulfil this and you fulfil your calling. Again, definitive words from the 

author of our faith. 
 

And when you hear those words … and think of all the arguments that have divided the Church 
down the centuries, inflicting grievous wounds on the body of Christ. Just imagine if all these 

energies had been spent less on arguing about who is right… and more on being the image bearers 
of Christ’s love, to put things right.  
 

And you won’t get better words for this truth of our mission calling, than these words from Tom 

Wright … 

 
“Our task as image-bearing, God-loving, Christ-shaped, Spirit-filled Christians, following Christ 

and shaping our world, is to announce redemption to a world that has discovered its fallenness - 

healing to a world that has discovered its brokenness - proclaim love and trust to a world that 

knows only exploitation, fear and suspicion. 
 

And it’s this final sentence from Tom Wright, that got me thinking about today’s mark of mission 

theme for the tumultuous times in which we now live.  
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“To proclaim love and trust to a world that knows only exploitation, fear and suspicion.” 
 

As I wrestled with today’s mark of mission ... to respond to human need through the way of loving 

service? The biggest question I asked was… what is the greatest human need… in today’s 

increasingly vexed and volatile world? For me it was a no brainer.  

I have never witnessed a world so racked with the spirit of anxiety as I see now.  

Individually, in community, societies, nations and the world. Everywhere I look, I see and hear 

conversations of accusation, polarisation, tribalism and rage.  
 

Unquestionably for me, the greatest human need at this moment, and the role in which the 

Church truly has to lead the way, is to be the expression of love for such a time as this. 
 

If we are to be the image bearers of God, then we must reflect and radiate the qualities of God 

given in Psalm 145:8 The LORD is merciful, gracious and compassionate, slow to get angry and 

filled with unfailing love. 

In a world that seems to be so very quick to be angry, are you, am I, is God’s church, in all our 

conversations and actions… being merciful, being gracious, cultivating compassion, slow to anger 
and filled with unfailing love? 

 

I want to spend a few minutes with a personal observation of what I see happening around me 

(and in myself). You don’t have to agree, but I offer it for reflection. 

 
I’ve spent a great deal of time over the past three years studying the whole area of human trauma 

and its very real effects on all of us psychologically and physiologically. One of the best books I’ve 

read on this is by Bessel van der Kolk, called “The Body keeps the Score. I think we all recognise the 

truth of this title. Science shows us more and more that the brain and body is significantly impacted 

by trauma.  PTSD, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder is a completely recognised condition.  
 

One of the core manifestations of trauma is a condition called Hyper vigilance. Our brains are wired 

to be on the lookout for threats, it’s part of our survival instinct.  
 

But when we’ve suffered a time of trauma (whatever that may be) we become hyper tuned for the 

danger of threat, and we become extremely sensitive to our surroundings. The lizard brain kicks in, 

and our ability to think clearly … diminishes. We’ve probably all experienced this to one degree or 

another. 
 

A simple example is a few weeks back at the Vicarage. I heard a noise in the middle of the night. I 

lay there listening intently with my brain in hyper alert. Every noise became amplified - my 

imagination exaggerated what the threat might be. In the end I forced myself to get out of bed, to 

see what the perceived danger might be. I switched on the light and everything was completely 

normal.  
 

When we’re hyper vigilant we filter things differently and can even perceive a danger that’s not 

real. 
 

I don’t think is an exaggeration to say that individually and collectively the whole world has been, is 

going through, a trauma unparalleled, certainly in my lifetime. In different ways and to different 

degrees because we are all different, we are showing the signs and symptoms of hyper vigilance.  
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People are lurching to extreme responses with no middle ground. And the 3 biggest casualties 

seem to be the spirit of grace – intolerance to other points of view - and the ability to recognise 

nuance.  

And what’s one of the most one of the most telling signs of this spirit of intolerance?  

For me it’s ALWAYS the language of labels. And labels are a slippery slope. 

WHY?  
 

Because labels make it easier for us to categorize, demonise and diminish  

someone else’s humanity.   
 

We are tribal by nature; it’s how we are wired. We all need a tribe to give us a sense of belonging 

and security. But under duress there is a downside to this tribal instinct.  

We can succumb to the way of turning our tribe into THE tribe and turn anyone who doesn’t 
belong to our tribe is now the ‘other’. We can treat them in ways can range from the unkind to 

brutal. I’ve witnessed it from rival football fans in the UK – to rival religious tribes in the UK. 

Catholic and Protestants in N Ireland. All were prepared to do violence in the name if their tribe.  

Isn’t THIS…the most profound lesson of all lessons that history continually shows us. 
 

Without question, the Pandemic as amplified anxiety. Hyper vigilance has triggered hyper 

tribalisation and hyper division. The labels we used to categorize and dehumanize have become 

bigger and bolder.  

Black lives versus white lives –Right v left. Eco warrior v Climate denier – Evangelical v Liberal - 

Vax v Anti vax – Woke and Cancel Culture v the Right to free speech. Is it so surprising that we 

have a mental health epidemic? 
 

As I said - this for me, is the greatest human need in which we the Church must be the alternative 

way of Loving service. If ever there was a time for the Church to do a Romans 12.2 and not 

conform to the pattern of this world but be transformed by the renewing of our minds and 

attitudes” … surely it’s NOW!  
 

Because if we have not LOVE…. Patience, kindness, humility, and self-control… then all of us have 
nothing. We are the shrill clanging gong that is today’s culture.  
 

But for the church to truly be the alternative, and not conform to the worlds pattern, it has to be 

the kind of love defined by Paul and Jesus.  It can’t just be love and compassion for our own tribe.  

Those who think like us and agree with us. Listen to Jesus… 

“You have heard it said, ‘Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love your 

enemies and pray for those who persecute you (even on social media)  

If you love only those who love you, so what, even tax collectors do that? And if you greet only your 

own people, how is that any different to everyone else? Even pagans do that. I tell you, Love as 

perfectly, as your heavenly Father loves you” 
 

Which brings us back to the heartbeat of our mission. 

Our mission to be the image bearers of God.  

And it’s a mission that has to be shaped formed,  

motivated and inspired by the way of Christ-like love.  

 
And I’ll begin to finish with this. 
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Have you ever wondered WHY Paul in particular, spends so much time spelling out to the churches, 

what the virtues and qualities of Christ like LOVE - actually looks like, when lived out?  

Check out just how many times Paul urges us to practice the qualities of patience, kindness, 

gentleness, compassion, forgiveness and humility. Above ALL, else says Paul, clothe yourselves in 

these expressions of love. 

Why does Paul - why does scripture emphasise these qualities so profoundly?  
 

Is it because without these qualities, we begin to lose our very humanity?  

We begin to lose our image bearing reflection of God.  

We begin to lose the very qualities of Christ, that are the fruit of the Holy Spirit of God.  
 

In the end, isn’t the only real measure of whether we are growing in our Christian faith - the 

measure to which we are growing in the fruit of the Holy Spirit?  
 

None of this is easy. On a very good day I may get it 70% right… but it’s still what we aspire to be. 

It’s the mark of our walk in Christ and it’s the mark of our mission.  

To be the image bearers of God’s compassionate, merciful, gracious unfailing love.  
 

I’ll finish with a takeaway suggestion for a spiritual practice for this coming week and beyond. It’s 

what I’ve been putting into practice each day in my morning meditations and contemplations.  
 

I meditate on the words from 1 Corinthians 13, but I replace the word ‘love’ with my own name, 

and I pose it as a question to search my heart.  

 

Am I (Josh) patient? Am I kind? Do I have the spirit of envy, pride and arrogance?  

Am I (Josh) ever rude? Because love isn’t. 
 

Do I insist on my own way; get irritable or resentful? 6 Do I focus more on the wrongdoing of 

others than rejoicing in my own aspirations towards God’s truth? 
 

Do I believe in the way of LOVE that bears all things?  

Do I trust in the goodness of all things, and choose hope, in all things, so that I may graciously 

endure all things?  
 

Do I truly believe that to Love as Christ loves, never fails? 
 

And do I live every aspect of my life witnessing to the truth that only three things will last into 

eternity… faith, hope and love …. and do I believe and do I trust, that the greatest of these is 

LOVE. 

 

As a personal reflection for your coming week replace the word ‘love’ with your own name and 

allow the Spirit to write these beautiful expressions of love across your heart.  

 


