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 Text:  Phil.1:9-11    Filename: Emotionally Healthy 01-755 South Langley  Feb. 21, 2021 

 

Loving Well: 
An Emotionally Healthy Church Part 1 

 
I. Loving Well:  

As I listened to Wes Dahl preach last Sunday about “Love, the Flame of God’s Presence”, I kept 
thinking “Wow, this is the perfect opening sermon in the series I am about to start on 
“Emotionally Healthy Church! And he hasn’t even seen my notes!” It was one of those moments 
that make you suspicious that the Holy Spirit is preparing the way ahead. One thing in particular 
that struck me was the story he told of Jesus greeting us at the gate of Heaven with a question. 
A simple question that pierces our sometimes pious looking masks when He asks; “Did you 
learn how to love?” This is not a question about how much we liked the people in our lives. It is 
a question of how much we have learned to allow the Holy Spirit to transforms our natural self-
centeredness, protectiveness and pride into humbly seeking what is best for others. Emotional 
Health is about practically learning how to love by allowing Jesus to touch deep places in our 
lives. 

• Some of you are well on your way in this journey while others, not so much. 

• Some of you will get what I am saying, but others aren’t ready! That’s Okay. 

• Some of you have experienced deep trauma. If this triggers you, it’s okay to step away. 

• I also have an Assumption: Pretty much every one of us is broken in some way, whether we 
know it or not. I’m also pretty sure some of you will disagree with that. 

• Emotional defenses are survival mechanisms. They are how we survive. I am not trying to 
rip them down or push anyone down a road you are not ready to travel. This is about letting 
Jesus to take you on a journey as far as you are willing and ready to go. 

 

A. A Call for Healthy Love: 
In Paul’s letter to the Philippians, he describes his prayer for the people in this church where 

he and they had experienced persecution and imprisonment. 

“And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and 

depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and 

blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through 

Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.” Phil 1:9-11 (NIV) 

 

The Message paraphrase puts it this way: 

“So this is my prayer: that your love will flourish and that you will not only love much but 

well. Learn to love appropriately. You need to use your head and test your feelings so that 

your love is sincere and intelligent, not sentimental gush. Live a lover’s life, circumspect and 
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exemplary, a life Jesus will be proud of: bountiful in fruits from the soul, making Jesus Christ 

attractive to all, getting everyone involved in the glory and praise of God.” Philippians 1:9-

11 (The Message) 

 

Please note this is a prayer. This is not a human self-improvement project. This love requires 

God to do something powerful in us. Paul is asking God to work in their lives to transform them 

so that their lives are characterized by an overflowing love that goes beyond merely warm 

feelings or just being nice to one another. You see, we can love people for our own selfish 

needs and not even be aware of it. But is that the kind of love Christ wants for His us? 

 

Secondly, please note that it is a love that has both knowledge and a depth of insight to it.  

• “Knowledge” implies that learning is needed in order to love well.  

• “Depth of insight” implies that this love sees people with all their weaknesses and 

blemishes and loves them anyway. It also suggests that we can see pretty clearly our 

own heart, our own needs, our own hurts, and our own motivations.  

We need to “Use our heads and test our feelings”! So that our actions are not about protecting 

ourselves or fulfilling our own needs, but genuinely seeking what is best for the other person. 

Such love doesn’t gloss over sin in one another’s lives. But out of genuine concern for each 

other and a keen awareness of our own failings, calls one another to press on to holiness and 

maturity. Such love isn’t easily offended and doesn’t react hurtfully when others correct or 

challenge us.  

So, how do you do when people correct or challenge you? Do you find yourself typically fearful, 

reactive, angry, not willing to listen, having to explain everything? That’s a hint. That’s a 

“Hmmmm, there might be something down there I need to pay attention to.” Maybe I should 

put that in my hip pocket.” 

 

This “abounding” kind of love we are describing “makes Jesus Christ attractive to all.” And such 

love is ALWAYS A MIRACLE. We are not humanly capable of such love. When we try harder to 

love one another, we end up producing a cheap imitation of the real thing. It requires the work 

of the Holy Spirit in us and through us. That is why this is Paul’s prayer for the Philippians and 

for us. And it is why we need to be inviting God to open our hearts and minds to the stuff that is 

hindering our love life! 

 

Questions:  

• How do you practically make “love abound more and more in knowledge and depth of 

insight”?  

• How do you practically make “love flourish so that we not only love much but well”?  
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• “AND . . . what does God need to do to make this a more consistent reality, not just a 

momentary response when the feeling strikes us?” 

II. Connecting Emotions with Discipleship: 

A. Love and Emotional Maturity: 

These are huge questions? In fact, we could say they are “THE” question of practical Christian 

living. Jesus said, “By this will all men know that you are my disciples if you love one 

another.”(Jn.13:35) Over the coming weeks I want to focus on one particular part of the 

answer. I want to speak to you about emotional maturity or emotional health. And I want to 

begin with a proposition for you to consider. The proposition is this “Loving much and well is 

directly connected to emotional health”. To put it another way, “You can’t love well, if you are 

emotionally immature! This raises a lot more questions.  

• What is the God-given role of emotions in my life?  

• What does emotional health or maturity look like?  

• And how do you begin to grow up in areas in which you may be emotionally stuck? 

(STUCK is a good word for it. Most of look like adults, act like adults, and have 

responsible jobs. But then something happens and we react childishly. We throw a 

tantrum, or we pout, or we take all our marbles and go home. That should makes us 

stop ask ourselves “HMMMM, why did I react like that?” ) 

I am going to be leaning heavily on two books by a man named Peter Scazzero. They are “The 

Emotionally Healthy Church” and “Emotionally Healthy Spirituality”. A lot of it is his story of the 

breakdown of his church. 

 

B. The Effects of Emotional Immaturity: 

In introduction to the Emotionally Healthy Church Scazzero writes: 

“The sad truth is that too little difference exists, in terms of emotional and relational 

maturity, between God’s people inside the church and those outside who claim no 

relationship to Jesus Christ. . . When you go beyond the praise and worship of our large 

meetings and into the homes and small group meetings of God’s people, you often find a 

valley littered by broken and failed relationships.” p.17 

Do any of the following people remind you of someone? 

1. People who never says “I was wrong” or “I’m sorry.” 

2. A leader who constantly criticizes others. 

3. A high-control person who cannot tolerate different points of view. 

4. A man who is secretly addicted to pornography. 
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5. A worship leader who interprets suggestions as a personal attack. 

6. A person who is warm and nice, but is struggling with feelings of anger or resentment 

toward someone, and afraid or unwilling to say anything. 

7. People in a small group who are never transparent about their struggles. 

 

These people may present themselves as spiritually mature, and biblically knowledgeable; but 

something is imbalanced about their spirituality. The reality is that too many people in our 

churches are stuck at a stage of spiritual immaturity that current models of discipleship have 

not addressed. 

 

Many are supposedly “spiritually mature” but remain infants, children, or teenagers 

emotionally. They demonstrate little ability to process anger, sadness, or hurt. They may whine, 

complain, distance themselves, blame, and use sarcasm-like little children when they don’t get 

their way. Highly defensive to criticism or differences of opinion, they expect to be taken care 

of and often treat people as objects to meet their needs. p. 17-18 (eg. Want an example? You 

are here to make me successful as pastor of this church) 

 

“Despite the emphasis today on spiritual formation, church leaders rarely address what spiritual 

maturity looks like as it relates to emotional health, especially as it relates to how we love other 

people. The link between emotional health and spiritual maturity is a large, unexplored area of 

discipleship.” P. 18 

 

Thesis: It is not possible for a Christian to be spiritually mature . . . while remaining emotionally 

immature. For some reason, many Christians live as if the two concepts have no intersection. 

Our standards of what it means to be spiritual totally bypass many glaring inconsistencies. We 

have learned to accept that: 

• You can be a dynamic, gifted speaker for God in public and be an unloving spouse and 

parent at home. 

• You can function as a Church Council member or Pastor and be un-teachable, insecure, 

and defensive. 

• You can memorize books of the N.T. and still be unaware of your depression and anger, 

even displacing it on other people, or blowing up when criticized. 

• You can fast and pray for years as a spiritual discipline and consistently be critical of 

others, or even justifying it as discernment. 

• You can lead hundreds of people in ministry while driven by a deep personal need to 

compensate for a nagging sense of failure. P.50-51 
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One of the downsides of giving over training of Christian leaders to Bible Colleges and 

Seminaries is that in the academic world, the highest values tend to be placed on acquiring and 

communicating information, not growing up on the inside or being emotionally aware. So what 

is the role of emotions in our lives? 

III. The God-Given Role of Emotions: 

A. The Minimization of Emotions: 

Much teaching in the church in modern times has minimized the role of our emotions. One 

of the most famous booklets in Western Christianity in the last 50 years was the “Four 

Spiritual Laws”. It was a witnessing tool and dealt with assurance of salvation by including 

an illustration of a train.  

• The Engine was labeled FACT,  

• the Coal Car was labeled FAITH,  

• and the Caboose was labeled FEELING.  

It said, even if you didn’t feel different after praying the prayer of salvation, you should put 

your FAITH in the FACT of Christ’s death and promise of forgiveness, and eventually the 

FEELINGS would follow. Now, I basically agree with that.  

 

BUT, there is an assumption implicit in that illustration which reflects a much broader view 

the role of emotions in our lives. That assumption is that feelings are not really to be 

trusted. This is especially true of those emotions we consider to be negative such as anger, 

depression and anxiety. Many Christians have been taught that it is wrong to be angry and 

that it is sinful to be depressed. Or that we shouldn’t be anxious. 

• People have been taught simplistically that if they are angry, they just need to “forgive 

and forget”. (Do you understand that forgiveness can be premature? Forgiveness can be 

a form of emotional denial.) 

• People who are depressed are often either sympathized with, (which the exact wrong 

thing to do if you want them to get better!) or told to just believe the truth of God love 

get on with life. The caboose of their emotions is assumed to eventually follow.  

• Anxiety is frequently equated with a lack of trust in God. We quickly quote;  

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with 

thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7 And the peace of God, which transcends 

all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” Phil.4:6-7 
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Is that verse true. Yes! We all face situations in life where need to ask God to be our peace. 

But have you ever thought that anxiety may also be God’s way of getting your attention? It 

may be a text message from Jesus saying “Something is not right here.” Maybe God doesn’t 

want you to feel better? Maybe He wants you to pay attention or to make a change. You’re 

gut maybe telling you that a situation is not safe, or healthy, or wise. Sometimes we try to 

make someone feel better when God is trying to make them feel worse or just get their 

attention! 

 

B. Leads to a Denial of Emotions: 

The result of this a simplistic approach to emotions, especially what we consider “negative 

emotions”, is that they get minimized or denied. Many of us have been so thoroughly 

immersed in this approach that we hardly feel anything at all. Some of you listening today 

may be mostly numb. You may not get this at all. Let me just say, I used to be you. It was 

highly functional. But it wasn’t healthy. We have often denied the hurts rather than healed 

them. We have ignored fears and pretended they weren’t really there because we are 

putting our trust in Jesus. We have attempted to amputate our emotions. And for many 

people this works and works quite well. This can be a very functional approach to life. But 

there are problems with denial of our emotions. 

 

C. Two Problems with Denial: 

1. Deadening:  

The first problem is that you cannot just selectively shutdown certain emotions. When you 

start shutting off the emotional tap you end up shutting down the whole emotional side of 

life. You become much more emotionally flat. The joy as well as the sorrow gets shut off. 

The hope as well as the fear gets flattened. The love as well as the anger gets turned off. So 

if I am struggling with shame, or terrible pain or anger and I try to shut it down, what 

happens? Well, you start to go emotionally flat. Cuz, there only ONE TAP! You don’t get 15 

taps and you get to choose which one to turn off. When you turn off the tap emotionally, 

you start deadening, you shut down. Have you ever meet people that are just sort of 

robots?  

2. Self-Deception:  

The second problem is that you cannot really amputate your feelings. You simply submerge 

them. And like the perennial Iceberg that is 10% above the surface and 90% below the 

surface, there is a huge unseen part of our lives which we may not even be aware of, but it 

is impacting our relationships with others and driving our actions. It still affects the way we 

react to people, but we don’t know why we react that way. For example, 
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• The fear of rejection which we experienced as a child because of painful rejection by 

others may not even be remembered now. But below the surface it lurks, making us 

hypersensitive to what others think and always trying to please people.  

• The fear of failure can be ignited either by great failure or by great success. Why do 

some people get depressed and fall into a black hole at the very point of recognition or 

promotion? That old fear of failure maybe just below the surface. Why do some people 

in leadership in the church react badly to any criticism and attack those who question 

them or their methods? Is that the fear of failure or rejection that they have minimized 

for years surfacing again? 

 

IV. A Personal Example:  My Hunting Accident 

I’m not telling you my story because my story should be your story. But to say God has a 

journey for all of us. We are all broken: fear, guilt, shame, success, rejection, and pain 

affects us all in different ways. But if we are going to have love that abounds more and 

more in knowledge and depth of insight, we need God to make us aware of stuff and 

sometimes to supernaturally intervene and heal us, so it doesn’t control our actions. 

 

V. Conclusion: 

• How do you make “love abound in knowledge and depth of insight?” Is that not THE 

question of practical Christian discipleship? 

• “Loving much and well is directly connected to emotional health”.  

• “You can’t love well, if you are emotionally immature and unaware! 

But remember. . . 

• This is Paul’s prayer for the church! 

• This is not just about psychology, though knowledge maybe helpful. 

• This about what God does! It’s not a destination, it’s a journey. 

• This is about God progressively opening our eyes to things that need healing. “Lord in 

this situation, I always do this. What is that Lord?” 

 

Some Reflections:  

1. What characterizes emotional health and maturity.  

2. How do you get in touch with the hurts, fears, or needs that often control our 

responses?  

3. How do you love sincerely not simply out of your own selfish needs?  

4. And how do you deal in healthy ways with anger? With depression? With anxiety?  
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5. And where does God fit into all of this?  

These are some of the questions we want to grapple with in coming weeks. Don’t be afraid to 

invite someone who doesn’t normally come to church to come. They might find it helpful too! 


